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Purpose of Study

 explore the lived experiences of distress in parents who have 
adopted older children transnationally

 explore the lived experience of sharing adoption stories with a 
group of other distressed parents



Understanding the nature of bi-directional 
trauma impact in adoptive families compels 
counselors to be aware of the need to help 
adoptive parents work through the issues 
created by parenting children with trauma. This 
study looked at the lived experiences of 
distress for adoptive parents and used a 
narrative therapy group approach to both 
identify areas of distress and provide a platform 
for parents to interact and share their stories.



Adoptive 
Family

• Decrease in Felt-Safety
• Attachment Issues
• Safety Seeking Behavior
• Vagal Response
• Mirror Neurons
• Implicit Learning
• Resonance Circuits

Parents
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• Early Adversity
• Trauma
• Lack of Attunement
• Lack of Attachment
• Shame & Guilt
• Survival Behaviors

Adoptive Family within the Bronfenbrenner Ecological System of Human Development

• Secondary/Vicarious 
Trauma

• Compassion Fatigue
• Distress
• Isolation
• Shame & Guilt
• Moral Injury



TRANSCENDENTAL 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY 

DESIGN

Adoption Overview

Adoption and Distress

Conceptual Framework

EMHD

Narrative Group  

Family System

Significance

Research Method

Phenomenology

Bracketing/Co-
Researchers

 Research Details

Participants

Process

Data Analysis



PARTICIPANTS: FOUR ADOPTIVE COUPLES

RegionChildren Age at 
Adoption

Parent AgesNames

Eastern Europe13 & 1566 & 65Austin & Cheyenne

Caribbean3 ¼ 50 & 48Bristol & Asia

Eastern Europe1662 & 60Roman & Derry

Western Africa10, 12, & 1447 &45Alaska & Carolina



FINDINGS/THEMES

•Process of Adoption 
Factors

•Child Factors

•Parent Factors

•Social Factors



Process of 
Adoption 
FactorsInternal

Motivation 
to Adopt

Expectations

Preparation

External

Cultural 
Context

Financial 
Challenges

Family 
Considerations

“We thought we had this great family when we 
raised our kids and we thought we were gonna

do it again and have another great family.”
Cheyenne

“I had this idea that in 
America we have all 

these resources 
available to us.” 

Cheyenne “we had a lot of 
training…” Carolina

“I think with an international adoption really, really 
understanding and learning about their culture is 
super important and also connecting with other 
families that are sharing that culture was really 

important.”
Derry

“We probably put up 
$50,000 upfront to get 

them over here and then 
there are ongoing 

expenses”
Austin

“Our son was very against it.” Austin
“Our daughter was looking forward to 

having older sisters.” Carolina
“two of my sisters have adopted kids” Derry



Child 
Factors

Child 
Trauma

Attachment 
Wounds

Undiagnosed 
Issues

Developmental 
Impact

Child 
Reactions

Survival 
Behavior

Lies Fear

Broken 
Relationships

Control 
Hyperarousal

Sibling 
Bonds

Pushing 
Back

“Our son’s mother 
was particularly 
cruel.” Derry

“Denver was seriously affected 
(with FAS)” Cheyenne

“He’s kind of a pathological liar…he 
makes up stories according to what he 

thinks you want to hear.”  Austin

“Denver ran away 
from us…” Austin

“She wouldn't listen to anything. She 
just would do her own thing” Alaska

“Then there's control. 
They don't have it so 

they're going to take it 
where they can.” Asia

“When you start attaching or getting a 
relationship with one of them, it can make 
them go against each other…and try to 

undermine your progress. “ Carolina

“He had no idea how to do simple math 
and it became very clear to him that the 

education he had over there was woefully 
inadequate.” Roman



Parent 
FactorsParent 

Actions
Parent 

Reactions

Perseverance 
to AttachConfusion 

Curiosity

Coping

Self-
Care

Humor
Looking for 
Successes

Safety 
Concerns

Isolation

Mental/Physical 
Health Impact

Doubts 
UncertaintyFamily 

Concerns

Loss/Grief

Redefined 
Expectations 

& Acceptance

Marriage
Concerns

Shame & 
Guilt

Faith

“There are certain things 
that we were never going to 

be able to do.” Derry

“It's really hard. I mean, it's tough enough being 
a parent for “normal” kids, right; let alone 
someone who's got trauma, fetal alcohol 

syndrome, language issues, and God knows 
what else. I mean, you just don't know. I don't 

know how to handle this. “ Roman

“a different parenting style is 
required for adopted children”  

Austin

“worship music was a big 
one for me” Carolina

“Our superpower was a sense 
of humor. “ Derry

“That’s because [our son] has a 
good heart for people.” Cheyenne

“We kept our room 
locked…[when] we 
would go to bed at 

night…we needed to 
survive” Cheyenne

“You just kind of grow further deeper 
into your cave. You just stop, you 
know, letting anyone in.” Bristol

“What kind of person am I, that I’m 
thinking of…trying to reverse this. 

Stop this. End this.” Austin 

“It’s going to be what it’s going 
to be, was an acceptance we 

each had to come to.” Roman

“I just figured we were in 
it for the long haul: 
parenting them and 

helping them to become 
employable citizens who 
can support themselves 
and have a good life is 
quite the challenge.” 

Cheyenne 

“We need to still survive 
and be a couple, even once 
the kids are gone, we still 
need to have something 

left. So, I mean that always 
refocuses us.” Cheyenne



Social 
Factors

Support

Resources

Lack of 
Understanding

Education 
System

Employment

Faith 
Community

Friends

Social 
Services Adoption 

Competent 
Providers

Unhelpful 
Advice

“[The school] just blamed 
everything on…the 

language…they just absolutely 
refused [to help]..”  Cheyenne

“I resigned [my position as pastor] 
immediately after our youth pastor 

alleged that our older boy was a 
potential school shooter.”   Austin

“Our eyes were opened. We 
really struggled a lot with how 

little our adoption agency did for 
us after we got home.”  Alaska

“I think it goes back to 
thinking that the people 
who are going to help us: 
they're clueless.”  Derry 

“they just don’t 
get it” 

“Somebody that's patient with you, that 
loves you, no matter what. It's beautiful 

because we have our friends.”  Asia

Even though our church friends 
didn’t understand, “they were very 

helpful.”  Carolina

“After the boys got here, we really didn't have 
any resources, like counseling resources. You 

know, people who could help us with the 
different, you know, problems we were facing. 
We had to dig hard to find resources.”  Austin



Narrative 
Group 

Experience

Connection 
& 

Community

Empathy

Camaraderie

Fear & 
Anxiety

“I did experience some of 
the feelings of fear and 
terror as I recounted 

some of the harder parts 
of our story.”   Derry

“It’s good to be with a 
group that understands the 

events.”  Alaska

“I’m sorry that you didn’t get more 
support for fetal alcohol syndrome.”  

Bristol to Austin and Cheyenne

Being part of a club we might 
not have willingly joined if we 
[had known] the future.  Derry



NARRATIVE GROUP EXPERIENCE

• Each Parent Couple given One Hour to Share their Story and allow 
others to Comment on that Story, then React to those Comments.

• Started as Group of strangers, ended as Friends



IMPLICATIONS

• Build Community and Connections
• Decrease Isolation, Shame, and Guilt

Adoptive (Kinship & Foster) Parents

• Understand Developmental Trauma
• Recognize Complexity of Adoptive (Kinship and Foster) 

Families

Counselors

• Expose Counselors in Training to Realities of Adoption, 
(Including Kinship, and Foster Care)

• Include Transcultural Adoption as a Multicultural 
Competency

• Recognize Impact on Development

Counselor Educators

• Reflect Need for Competency with Families Impacted by 
Adoption, Kinship, and Foster Care

Supervisors



FINAL 
THOUGHTS 

All participants strongly conveyed that they felt 
called to adopt and none of them regret the 
adoption. Their regrets mostly involved their 
parenting choices and behaviors, but their faith in 
God was what kept them going.

“I would do it again. Yeah, but you know, it's 
hard as hell.
But you know, if that's what you're 
supposed to do, you should do it.” Bristol

“I have to trust like God's gonna take care 
of the outcome… that this will all… 
somehow they'll get to where they need to 
go.” Roman
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