
How Family Counseling After Adoption Supports
Long-Term Healing

Adoption Is a Lifelong Journey, Not a Single Event
When I first started working with adoptive families in Chattanooga, I assumed the hardest part
was the waiting. The home studies, the background checks, the uncertainty of placement. But
what I learned over years of practicing adoption-competent therapy is that the real work begins
after the child comes home. Many parents expect a smooth transition, especially when the
adoption is an infant placement or a kin-first placement where the child already knows the
family. But attachment challenges don't follow a script. They show up in ways that surprise
even the most prepared parents.

I remember one family who had waited three years to adopt two siblings from foster care. They
had read every book on trauma-informed care. They had prepared a bedroom with matching
comforters and a calm-down corner. And still, within the first month, the older child was
hoarding food under the bed and the younger one was waking up screaming four times a night.
The parents felt like failures. They weren't. They were simply discovering that adoption is not a
finish line. It is a beginning, and it requires ongoing support. That is where family counseling
after adoption becomes not just helpful but essential.

Why Post-Adoption Support Is Often Overlooked
Most adoption agencies in Tennessee provide some form of post-placement visits. A social
worker comes to the home, checks on the child's adjustment, asks a few questions, and leaves.
That kind of monitoring serves a purpose, but it rarely addresses the deeper emotional realities
that adoptive families face. The child may be testing boundaries because they are terrified of
being abandoned again. The birth parents may be grieving in ways that no one talks about. The
adoptive parents may feel torn between celebrating their new family and respecting the loss
that made it possible.

These are not problems that a checklist can solve. They require a space where every member
of the adoption triad - adoptee, birth parents, adoptive parents - can speak honestly without
judgment. That space is what an adoption-sensitive practice provides. In Chattanooga mental
health circles, there is growing recognition that standard family therapy models are not
enough. They miss the specific dynamics that adoption introduces: questions of identity,
loyalty conflicts, ambiguous loss, and the weight of a child's early history. Adoption-competent
therapy trains clinicians to see those layers and respond with skill.

Attachment Challenges and the Role of Trauma-Informed Care



Every child who enters a family through adoption carries some degree of loss. Even infants
who were placed at birth have experienced the rupture of the first biological bond. That rupture
shapes how they attach to caregivers later. I have worked with children who could not let their
adoptive mother out of their sight, and others who seemed not to care at all whether she was
in the room. Both responses come from fear. The child who clings is afraid of being left again.
The child who withdraws has learned that closeness is unsafe.

Trauma-informed care teaches parents to see these behaviors not as defiance but as survival
strategies. A child who hides food is not being greedy. They are responding to a history where
food was scarce. A child who screams during transitions is not spoiled. Their nervous system
is still calibrated to a world where adults were unpredictable. When a family understands this,
they stop taking the behavior personally. They start responding with curiosity instead of
punishment. That shift is at the heart of relational healing. And it is one of the primary goals of
family counseling after adoption.

Adoptive Family Dynamics That Deserve Attention
Adoptive families are not just smaller versions of biological families. They have unique
patterns. For example, a child who was adopted at an older age may have strong loyalty to their
birth parents, even if those parents were not safe. They may resist bonding with adoptive
parents because it feels like a betrayal. Meanwhile, the adoptive parents may feel rejected and
start pulling back themselves. That cycle can deepen quickly without intervention.
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Another common dynamic involves siblings. In a foster-to-adopt transition, children often arrive
with trauma histories that include sibling loss. A child who was separated from their biological
brother or sister may struggle to accept a new sibling in the home. They may act out in ways
that confuse the adoptive parents. I have seen families where the parents thought they were
doing everything right, but the child's grief was so unspoken that it looked like anger. Only when
we brought everyone into a room with an adoption-competent therapist did the real story come
out.

Birth Parent Grief and Open Adoption Realities
Adoption does not end the relationship between a child and their birth family. In open adoption,
that relationship continues in some form for years. Birth parents often experience waves of
grief that resurface at birthdays, holidays, and the anniversary of the placement. They may feel
invisible in the new family's celebrations. They may wonder if the child remembers them. They
may struggle with shame and regret. Those feelings do not go away on their own.

Family systems therapy that includes birth parents - when it is safe and appropriate - can be
transformative. It allows the child to see that their birth parent loves them and that the
adoption was not a rejection. It gives the birth parent permission to heal without hiding. And it
helps the adoptive parents understand that supporting the child's connection to their origins
does not weaken their own bond. In fact, it often strengthens it. Children who feel free to love
both sets of parents tend to have a more secure adoption identity.

Adoption Preservation and Permanency Planning
Not every adoption story has a happy ending. Disruption - when a child is removed from an
adoptive placement before finalization - is more common than most people realize. The
reasons vary: unmet mental health needs, lack of post-adoption support, or a mismatch
between the child's needs and the family's capacity. Adoption preservation is the work of
preventing those disruptions by providing intensive support before the family reaches a crisis
point.

In my practice, I have seen families who were on the verge of disruption turn things around
with the right help. That help often includes adoption trauma therapy for the child, parent
coaching for the adults, and regular family sessions where everyone can speak. The goal is not
to shame the family for struggling. It is to give them tools they did not have before.
Permanency planning does not end when the adoption is finalized. It continues as the child
grows and the family's needs change. That is why ongoing access to a practice that
understands adoption is so important.

What Adoption-Competent Therapy Looks Like in Practice



An adoption-competent therapist does not assume that a child's behavior is caused by
adoption alone. They look at the whole picture: the child's developmental stage, their history
before placement, the family's attachment style, and the broader community context. They use
evidence-based approaches like Trust-Based Relational Intervention (TBRI) and Dyadic
Developmental Psychotherapy (DDP). But they also rely on something less measurable: the
ability to hold space for the complexity of adoption without trying to simplify it.

I once worked with a family where the adoptive father was convinced that his son's acting out
was a sign of oppositional defiant disorder. But after several sessions that included the son's
adoption narrative, we discovered that the boy was terrified of being sent away again. Every
time his father disciplined him, he heard, "You are going to leave me." The father had no idea.
He was a good parent. He just did not have the training to see adoption grief underneath the
behavior. That is what an adoption-sensitive practice provides: the lens to see what is really
happening.

Finding Support in Chattanooga
Families in Chattanooga have more options for adoption-informed care than they did a decade
ago. Several local clinicians now specialize in adoption trauma therapy and family systems
therapy. They understand the foster-to-adopt transition, the nuances of open adoption, and the
importance of birth parent grief work. They also know that family counseling after adoption is



not a sign that something is wrong. It is a sign that the family is committed to doing the hard
work that adoption requires.

If you are an adoptive parent reading this, I want you to know that struggling does not mean
you are failing. It means you are in the middle of a complex human process. Reach out to a
therapist who understands adoption. Bring your whole family into the room. Talk about the
hard things. And give yourself permission to need support. Adoption is not a problem to solve.
It is a story to live, together.


