Understanding Adoption-Related Anxiety Therapy:
A Path to Healing for Adoptees, Birth Parents, and
Adoptive Families

Why Adoption Brings Its Own Form of Anxiety

When most people think of anxiety, they picture the more common forms: social anxiety,
generalized worry, or panic. But for those touched by adoption, the roots of anxiety often run
deeper. They are tangled with questions of identity, loss, and belonging. Standard anxiety
treatments sometimes miss these layers. That is where adoption-related anxiety therapy
comes in. It is a specialized approach that recognizes adoption as a lifelong process, not a
single event. And it addresses the unique emotional challenges that adoptees, birth parents,
and adoptive families carry.

| have worked with clients who walked into my office feeling confused about why their anxiety
felt different from what they read about online. They described a sense of being split between
two worlds, or a fear that their place in the family could be undone. These feelings are not
signs of being broken. They are natural responses to the complexity of adoption. Adoption-
related anxiety therapy offers a framework to understand and work through these feelings,
rather than pathologizing them.

The Adoption Triad and Anxiety

The adoption triad consists of three groups: adoptees, birth parents, and adoptive families.
Each member of this triad experiences anxiety in distinct ways. Adoptees may wrestle with
identity formation, wondering about their biological roots and feeling pressure to be grateful.
Birth parents often carry grief and loss that can resurface years later, especially in closed
adoption scenarios where contact was severed. Adoptive families may struggle with
attachment issues, wondering if their bond is secure enough, or feel anxious about how to talk
about adoption with their child.

Anxiety in this context is not just about worry. It is often accompanied by a sense of isolation.
Many adoptees report feeling like they do not fully belong anywhere. Birth parents may feel
invisible in adoption conversations. Adoptive parents sometimes hesitate to seek support for
fear of being seen as inadequate. A mental health practice that specializes in adoption
competency can provide a space where these experiences are normalized and addressed.

How Adoption-Informed Therapy Differs



Adoption-informed therapy is built on the understanding that adoption is a lifelong journey. It
does not treat adoption as a problem to be solved. Instead, it works with the reality that
adoption shapes how people see themselves and relate to others. This approach integrates
attachment theory, which explains how early bonds influence later relationships. For adoptees,
especially those who experienced early separation, attachment patterns can be complicated. A
therapist trained in adoption competency can help clients understand their attachment style
and build more secure relationships.

Trauma-informed care is also central to this work. Many adoptees have experienced early
adversity, even if the adoption itself was loving. Separation from a birth mother, changes in
caregivers, or a lack of information about one's origins can be traumatic. Trauma-informed
care means the therapist recognizes these experiences and does not push clients to talk
before they are ready. It also means the therapist looks for signs of trauma in the body, not just
in the words a client says.
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Practical Tools: Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy and Family Systems

One of the most effective approaches for adoption-related anxiety therapy is cognitive-

behavioral therapy, or CBT. CBT helps clients identify the thoughts that fuel their anxiety. For
example, an adoptee might hold a belief like "I have to be perfect to deserve my place in this
family." That thought can drive chronic worry and people-pleasing. In therapy, we work to gently
question that belief and replace it with a more balanced one, such as "l belong because | am
loved, not because | earn my place.”


https://arsenaultpsychologicalservices.com/

Family systems therapy is another useful tool, especially for adoptive families. Anxiety does
not exist in a vacuum; it often circulates within a family. A child's anxiety may trigger a parent's
anxiety, which then loops back. Family systems therapy looks at patterns of interaction. It
helps family members communicate more openly and break cycles of avoidance or
overprotection. For birth parents, family systems work can involve exploring how their decision
to place a child for adoption continues to affect their relationships with other children, partners,
or parents.

Open Adoption, Closed Adoption, and the In-Between

The type of adoption matters for anxiety. In an open adoption, where birth parents and
adoptive families have ongoing contact, anxiety often centers around boundaries and
expectations. Birth parents may worry about being too involved or not involved enough.
Adoptive parents might feel anxious about sharing their child's attention. In a closed adoption,
where identifying information is sealed, anxiety can stem from the unknown. Adoptees may
feel a deep sense of grief and loss for a connection they cannot make. Birth parents may carry
unresolved questions about their child's wellbeing that have no answers.

Adoption-related anxiety therapy respects these differences. A therapist does not assume that
open is always better or that closed is always harmful. Instead, they help each client explore
what they need. For some, post-adoption support groups provide a sense of community. For
others, individual therapy is the right fit. The goal is to reduce the isolation that anxiety thrives
on.

The Role of the Therapeutic Alliance

None of these techniques work without a strong therapeutic alliance. That is the trust and
collaboration between therapist and client. For adoptees and birth parents who have
experienced loss or betrayal, trust can be hard to give. A therapist who rushes or who seems to
have a fixed agenda will likely fail. The best adoption-informed therapists move at the client's
pace. They acknowledge when they do not know something. They admit when they have made
a mistake. This honesty models the kind of safe relationship that helps anxiety soften.

In my own practice, | have seen how the therapeutic alliance can be a corrective emotional
experience. A client who never felt fully seen in their family can learn to feel seen in therapy.
That experience then translates into other relationships. It is slow work, but it is real.

Identity Formation and the Anxiety of Not Knowing

Identity formation is a central task of adolescence and young adulthood. For adoptees, it
comes with extra questions: Who do | look like? Where do my talents come from? Why was |



placed for adoption? In closed adoptions, these questions may have no answers. That
uncertainty can generate a low-level, chronic anxiety. It is not the kind of anxiety that goes
away with deep breathing alone. It requires a space to grieve the loss of that knowledge and to
build an identity that includes not knowing.

Some adoptees find relief in connecting with others who share their experience. Support
groups, whether online or in person, can reduce the feeling of being the only one. Others
benefit from creative outlets like writing or art that allow them to explore identity on their own
terms. Adoption-related anxiety therapy can help integrate these pieces, so the adoptee does
not feel fragmented.

When to Seek Adoption-Related Anxiety Therapy

There is no wrong time to seek support. Some people come to therapy when a major life
transition stirs up old feelings. Becoming a parent, getting married, or experiencing a loss can
all activate adoption-related anxiety. Others come when they realize their usual coping
strategies are not working anymore. Maybe they have been drinking too much, avoiding close
relationships, or feeling numb. A mental health practice that offers adoption-informed therapy
can help untangle these patterns.

For adoptive families, therapy can be useful at any stage. Some families seek it before an
adoption to prepare. Others come when a child enters adolescence and begins asking hard
questions. Birth parents may seek therapy years after placement, when they feel ready to
process the experience. There is no expiration date on needing support.



Finding the Right Fit

Not every therapist is trained in adoption competency. It is okay to ask direct questions during
a first call. Ask if the therapist has worked with adoptees, birth parents, or adoptive families.
Ask if they understand the adoption triad and the dynamics of open versus closed adoption. A
good therapist will welcome these questions. They will not pretend to know everything, but
they will have a clear framework for how they work.

In Chattanooga, Tennessee, Arsenault Psychological Services is one example of a practice that
focuses on adoption-informed therapy. They serve adoptees, birth parents, and adoptive
families with a trauma-informed, attachment-based approach. Again, the key is finding
someone who gets it. Because when the therapist understands adoption, the client can stop
explaining and start healing.

Moving Forward

Adoption-related anxiety therapy is not about fixing a problem. It is about learning to live with
complexity. Adoption brings joy, love, and connection, but it also brings loss, ambiguity, and
sometimes pain. The goal of therapy is to help people hold all of that at once, without being
overwhelmed. It is possible to feel grateful for your family and sad about your origins at the



same time. It is possible to love your child deeply and still grieve the birth child you placed.
Those feelings do not cancel each other out. They coexist.

If you are reading this and feeling a knot in your stomach, that is a sign. It means something in
these words resonated. Trust that feeling. Reach out to a therapist who understands adoption.
You do not have to figure it out alone. The right support can make all the difference.



