Adoption, attachment and our children’s well-being

Contrary to what you may have heard or read, I do not believe adoption has to be a risk factor for “attachment” problems. Let me tell how you how I came to this belief.

My children are both adopted from South Korea and I am a psychologist in the Twin Cities area of Minnesota. Since referral sources appreciate referring families with adopted children to a psychologist who was the parent of adopted children, I had the opportunity to provide therapy to many inter-racially adopted “attachment disorder” youth and their parents. Invariably, when I worked with children who did display the cluster of symptoms associated with attachment disorders, the cause did not seem to be the adoption itself. Yes, being adopted can influence children to “test the attachment” more frequently than birth children, but it is how the parents reacted to these tests that seemed (most often) to be the critical factor in whether or not the children struggled with attachment problems.

This is what I think usually happens. Many adopted children have a higher-than-average need for reassurance that they are indeed loved and will never be abandoned again. We (as their parents) know they are loved and that we will never abandon them, but their higher-than-average need for reassurance sometimes leads them to act out, misbehave, ignore us, need endless reminders, forget tasks, etc. As you may have heard me say before, it is not what they do that predicts their future; it is what we do next. 

Imagine two scenarios. In both, we see adopted children acting out and misbehaving. In the first scenario, the parents get frustrated easily and respond with their own tension, perhaps using an angry voice when they discipline. This could exacerbate the child’s anxiety about the attachment. In the second scenario, the parents are prepared for this problem, understand it as potentially healing, and react with calmness and reassurance. When discipline was needed, they disciplined. But they always use their adult voice (the same voice they use at work and with their neighbors). They speak softly right at the moment of the child’s behavior problem, and in this way turn a moment that could have exacerbated the child’s attachment anxiety into a connection-strengthening opportunity. They say things like “We’ll get through this together,” and “This is how parents help their children with their growing up problems,” and “We’ll work on this for as long as you need us to help you with this.” They were careful not to say “How many times do I have to tell you,” or “Enough already, when are you going to knock it off.” Even if this kind of parenting worked with birth children, it is particularly not helpful with adopted children. 

Keeping our eye on the imaginary mirror behind our children, we can see what they see. And, at the times when they are most challenging, we can respond in a way that heals their attachment anxiety.

Adapted from the book “Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count,” by Dr. Steve Kahn. It is available in the market after the talk today. For additional articles about parenting, or to learn more about the book, please go to www.drstevekahn.com 
