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Topic:  what Poisons Adoption?


Ideas: Some professionals deal with adoption as if it involved somebody’s failure, instead of somebody’s loss.  In fact, adoption has losses, but need not be anyone’s failure.  Adoption is a service to adoptive parents; it works best as a service to the children but adoption can also be a service to birth parents.


Discussion: Loss is a painful experience from the most inconsequential to the most intimate. It may even be against nature to stand there and experience someone else’s loss with them.  How many professionals have misinterpreted their own aversion to losses and mistaken them for what they consider a justified resistance to failure. These very strong feelings are related; failure does involve loss, but the two are very different in consequence.  When we see adoption as failure, we see birth parents fail to get their act together in time to raise their children; we see social worker(s) fail to provide the right services to the parents and/or we see the child fail in their loyalty to parents and siblings.  We plow the path to adoption with failure. But there are real losses in adoption.  


When we can see the losses in adoption we can also see the acceptance of loss and grief as a process through which a child or parent can progress. But we seem to mishandle the losses; sometimes over stressing and other times minimizing.  Adoption will always contain a “what might have been” element of loss that need not be failure  Just as every decision involves the loss of other alternatives, adoption is a decision.  Some of us refuse to consider adoption for the children we serve because of our perceptions of what it means to us. One youth services worker in Vermont was shocked by a birth mother who responded “I think they love him and I think it will be good for him,” when he asked her (with a great deal of temerity) to consent to the foster parents’ adoption of her16-year-old, juvenile-court-involved son.


As a service to birth parents, why must adoption be “final, irrevocable surrenders”? Can’t adoption be an extension of one’s parenting? Certainly it is becoming that in the infant adoption world. What about the rest of child welfare?  One team of birth mother and single adoptive mother hid their shared parenting relationship from the professionals for fear of what we might do with the information. Our challenge is to look at what feelings and opinions drive our decisions about adoption.  What is it that makes it so hard to consider it a resource for children as soon as their security is threatened?   
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