To attach or not? ...ihe burning question

Cas O'Neill

This article explores the difficulties and joys of older child adoption. While many children and
thelr families grow towards a secure attachment over months or years, this will probably never
be of the same intensity as that between parents and their biological children. For some families,
the role of loving caretakers may be the best possible outcome for a child with attachment

difficulties.

These thoughts were first presented at the Fourth Australian Conference on Adoption, Canberra, October 1990,

hen parents give birth

to a wanted child, the

process of bonding

may have begun even

before conception, but
certainly through the pregnancy, par-
ents are usually engaging actively
with their child, imagining how s/he
will look and what it will be like as
parents, even down to future details
such as the first day at school.
These fantasies, along with a strong
desire to hold the real child, cul-
minate in birth, when the child
begins to contribute strongly to the
bond between parents and child,
which is now expressed in looking,
hearing and touching; and in the
arousal-relaxation cycle, where the
child learns to trust that her needs
will be met [Fahlberg, 1988].

Elements which contribute to diffic-
ult initial bonding after birth, relate
to physical separation between par-
ent and child; or psychological
separation, such as unresolved grief
in the parent, especially for a lost
real or fantasised child [Bowlby,
1966; Klaus & Kennell, 1976].

The bonds between adoptive parents
and their adopted babies appear to
develop in very much the same way,
despite the lack of the birth ex-
perience [Singer et al, 1985; Smith
& Sherwen, 1983]. Fantasy prior to
the child's arrival is an important
element in this process, as are

reactions of family and friends and
general social validation of the new
parents' role.
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While Bowlby was pessimistic about
the reversibility of early deprivation
and lack of attachment for a child,
many other researchers and parents
of children adopted at an older age
would beg to differ [Churchill et al,
1979; Fahlberg, 1988; Gill, 1978;
Kadushin, 1970; Smith & Sherwen,
1983; Thoburn et al, 1986; Ward,
1981]. However, it does seem as if
there may be a stage in a child's life
where the accumulation of depriv-
ation and multiple moves makes it
increasingly less likely that the
early lack of meaningful bonds will
be reversed [Reid et al, 1987; Tho-
burn et al, 1986].

...the incongruence of
being instant parents to
someone else's child, who
isn't likeable, let alone
lovable; and ...the way
this can undermine the
emotional temperature of
the family and the mean-
ing that the parents have
attached to being parents.

Attachment has been defined as 'an
affectionate bond between two in-
dividuals that endures through space
and time and serves to join them
emotionally' [Kennell et al, 1976,
quoted in Fahlberg, 1988]. It is
obviously affected by what both
parent and child brings to the
relationship and within a family is
multi-faceted, involving many differ-
ent bonds of varying closeness bet-
ween family members.

Children who are permanently placed,
at an older age, with a family other
than their birth family, have exper-
ienced disruption in terms of previous
relationships, to a greater or lesser
extent. This will of course have a
marked influence on the child's
future and on the new family.

Those of us who have adopted,
fostered or been family group home
parents to such children are usually
able to identify with Linda Katz's
comment about 'the profound,
wrenching and long-lasting changes',
which take place in our families
when a disturbed child comes to
join us [Katz, 1986]. She goes on to
discuss the incongruence of being
instant parents to someone else's
child, who isn't likeable, let alone
lovable;: and to the way this can
undermine the emotional temper-
ature of the family and the meaning
that the parents have attached to
being parents.

The imagery of the family seen as a
widely swinging mobile [Gill, 1978]
or discordant music system [Cline,
1979] is highly relevant, as parents
and other children feel confused,
guilty and separated. The ability of
children in pain to bring to the
surface long-forgotten painful epis-
odes from their parents' earlier lives
is not to be underestimated. To
illustrate this point, I quote from an
adoptive mother: 'this adoption has
been the most personally painful
experience of my whole life so far. I
have learnt things about myself that
I would rather not know - I have felt
deep disappointment that I do not
love this child as I do the others -
yet I fought so hard to get her here
and had such expectations'. Adoptive
parents, therefore, need very much
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to be able to tolerate, not only the
child's pain, but their own ambiv-
alence, or even rage at times,
towards the child. This is easier said
than done [Gill, 1978; Katz, 1986].
So. why do we do it, is it worthwhile
and how does bonding happen with
an older child? Well, I believe that
most parents seeking to add a dis-
rupted child to their families have
little idea of what the reality might
be, despite strong personal and
humanitarian motivation and good
preparation. This is probably
reasonable, given that people might
not choose this path if they knew
the consequences fully. For most
families, adoption of an older child
does turn out to be worthwhile, both
for themselves and the child. While
the bonds created by pregnancy, birth
and early childhood can never be
recreated, other bonds of everyday
caring and family activities bring a
sense of security and belonging to
children. However, it must be said,
that it is sometimes very painful for
parents to realise that:

s« they can't make up for the
previous rejections experienced
by the child;

« they are often unable to love the
child in the same way as a birth
child.

So to attachment...

Parents who have adopted know well
the fantasy child and relationship
they dream about before the real
child is introduced to them. Fantasy
seems to be a necessary part of
preparation in adoption, just as it is
in pregnancy [Katz, 1986; Smith &
Sherwen, 1983; Ward, 1981}. How-
ever, the fantasy needs to be put
aside to make room for the real
child, who is unlikely to be able to
compete in looks or sweetness with
the dream. In adoptive parent
preparation groups, we therefore
ask prospective parents to look
clearly at the dream, because a
fantasy is difficult to put aside
until it is recognised as such.

An important part of bonding seems
to be the 'chemistry’ between individ-
uals, which is probably a mixture of
physical and behavioural character-
istics [Thoburn et al, 1986}; and the
'match' or goodness-of-fit between
the needs and characteristics of the
child and the motivation of the
parents to adopt [Thoburn et al,
1986; Ward, 1981]. Linda Katz talks
about parenting a child, who 'looks,
sounds, and even smells like a

stranger' [Katz, 1986, p. 572]. I well
remember a friend of mine, who was
a very caring foster parent at the
time, saying that she did not want
to touch one boy who was in her
care and could not bring herself to
sip from the same cup as him.

Adoptive parents need to have a
sense of entitlement to their child,
in order for them to fully feel that
they can act as parents [Ward, 1981].
In adoption, as in other forms of
alternative care, this can be diffic-
ult, due to:

o the age at which the child enters
the family's care;

+ the intense, and I believe neces-
sary, screening process, which
tends to disempower prospective
parents;

s societal messages that adoptive
parents are not the 'real parents’;

s the fact that many children,
while needing permanent family
placement, are not legally free for
adoption;

« the child's references to previous
parents.

Nevertheless, adoptive parents can
be empowered by social workers
during the placement process and
there is some evidence to show that
bonding is helped by parents being
able to choose their child [Thoburn
et al, 1986]. Parents also need to
feel some personal control of:

s the situation in which they first
meet their child [Smith & Sherwen,
1983). This is obviously difficult,
for example, in airport meetings
for intercountry children;

s the subsequent supervisory per-
iod. Having been both parent and
worker in this situation, I know
how difficult this can be to
achieve. It is up to social workers
to empower parents by being
sensitive to family needs in terms
of timing of visits and to use
language which validates the
parent-child relationship.

Margaret Gill has talked of the early
process of a placement, in terms of:

s the 'honeymoon period’,

¢ the testing phase, followed by

¢ incorporation into the family,

mixed with patches of regression
[Gill, 1978].

While the testing phase may often
represent a crisis for the family as a
whole, causing a re-examination of

the parents' and siblings' motivation
to adopt, initial bonding and commit-
ment may be deepened during this
troubling time of volatile emotions
[Thoburn et al, 1986; Thoburn, 1990;
Ward, 1981].

Bonding is immeasurably enhanced
by support, from extended families;
from the adoption agency and other
professionals; from friends and
neighbours; and, very importantly,
from support groups of other parents
in a similar situation.

It is rare for an older child to be
welcomed by the community in the
same way as a baby is and this can
be distressing for families. There are
no flowers, presents or cooked meals.
Instead, there is misplaced admira-
tion for the parents in 'taking on
somebody else's unwanted child',
curiosity about the child's back-
ground and some expressed fears
about how the new child will affect
the family. Later on, when the
parents are having a torrid time, but
the child is presenting a sweet face
to the world, there may be condemn-
ation when the parents want to pour
out their distress. A common com-
ment is 'but you knew what you
were getting into'.

While the bonds created by
pregnancy, birth and early
childhood can never be
recreated, other bonds of
everyday caring and
family activities bring a
sense of security and
belonging to children.

The children themselves will deter-
mine in part how much support is
offered. A child who makes friends
easily will be invited to play more
frequently than one who alienates
other children or adults.

Children who exhaust the family
support systems at an early stage
are obviously at greater risk of the
placement breaking down. Some writ-
ers have suggested that agencies
should offer respite care to adoptive
families in this situation, as is
offered to foster parents and family
group home parents on occasion
[(Katz, 1986; Reid et al, 1987]. I
strongly believe that families should
be able to avail themselves of this
kind of support, at times of high
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stress, without this being viewed as
failure.

Biological children in the family
often help to build bonds with the
new child, as it may be easier for a
disrupted child to relate to other
children than to new parents. How-
ever, biological children may also
serve to heighten negative compar-
isons with the adopted child and
this can be difficult [Katz, 1986;
Thoburn et al, 1986]. Existing child-
ren may also grow to resent the
enormous emotional effort put in to
the adopted sister or brother by the
parents, which inevitably lessens
the time which was hitherto avail-
able for themselves.

Bonding depends very much on shar-
ed activities, social and physical.
When families have fun together or
carry out routine activities as a
group, the feelings of attachment
can almost visibly grow [Fahlberg,
1988; Smith & Sherwen, 1983; Tho-
burn et al, 1986; Ward, 1981]. While
some lucky families bond immediately
to their new child, others say that the
relationship grows more slowly or that
the relationship will always be differ-
ent to that with their biological
children [Thoburn et al, 1986].

Some families may never feel partic-
ularly bonded to their child, feeling
more like caretakers [Reid et al,
1987; Thoburn et al, 1986]. Never-
theless, they may continue to give
the security and continuity of a
family to their children and this is
worthwhile and valuable in itself.
The initially high expectations of
pre-adoptive parents set the scene
for a great deal of striving, perhaps
more so than for foster parents and
family group home parents. This in
turn may lead to considerable sad-
ness when love just doesn't happen.
However, whether the bond turns
out to be a deep and loving attach-
ment or involving a role as loving
caretaker, most families who adopt,
or permanently care for, older age
children, find the experience a
profound one, which leads to growth
in all sorts of unexpected ways. ¢
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Oz Child Legal Service

A Legal Service for children and young people

Opening August 1994

The Legal Service aims to make the law relevant, accessible and responsive

to children and their needs.

The Legal Service will provide:
» Legal advice
» Legal Representation
¢ Information
* Referral

e Community legal education

Your sugport for the Legal Service is most welcome. If you or your organisation would like to

receive

er information please contact:

Oz Child Legal Service
Ground Floor

150 Albert Road, South Melbourne, 3205
A project of Children Australia Inc. ARBN 061 387 933
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Two exciting workshops for Helping Professionals!

Paul Gibney Ph.D.

THE SELF OF THE THERAPIST

and the therapeutic relationship

Thursday 20 October 9.30am - 5.00pm

This workshop will explore the therapeutic relationship,
comparing systemic, psychoanalytic, and Jungian
perspectives so participants may develop greater
theoretical richness in the therapeutic domain.

- the therapeutic relationship as a primary healing factor

- the self of the therapist as central in the therapeutic
relationship, as seen from the perspective of Jungian
psychology, drawing on Marie Louise von Franz, James
Hillman, Clarrisa Estes and Robert Johnson.

- Parallel processes between client and therapist will be
considered, with detailed case studies to demonstrate
concepts and encourage further reflection of participants'
experiences

MARITAL THERAPY

Different agendas, affairs, leaving,
and other therapeutic dilemmas

Friday 21 October 9.30am - 5.00pm

In couple therapy, therapists often find themselves as
the “triangulated other” in a web of stories which include:

- plans 1o leave, ongoing affairs, hidden details,
and destructive secrets

- couples therapy presents endless therapeutic
dilemmas,many of which will be outlined and discussed,
and guidelines in this complex area will be elucidated.

Paul will present detailed case studies of couples at
various stages of the life cycle, and will emphasise the
need for a differing therapeutic approach with each case.

About Dr. Paul Gibney

Dr Paul Gibney is an extremely inspiring, entertaining speaker who combines a thorough grasp of theory and an irreverent
independence of thought to develop ingenious, humane therapy. His creativity, warmth, and informality go hand in hand
with careful preparation and a sensitive commitment to the therapeutic craft. A Social Worker and Family Therapist in
Private Practice in Brisbane, Paul has written widely and taught nationally and internationally on the these issues. He is
well known for his ability to weave integral theoretical issues in psychotherapy with poignant clinical material. His recent
Maelbourne workshops have been heavily attended and widely acclaimed by participants.

NAME.....crerrrrtiiir e trrrrree e e sarasenseeteensesssresenes Ph: (BH)..c.ueuiceeeeeeeerieeenreecnnenne. (AH)....coooieerecccenenreees

e o T RO Post Code...............
Postmarked Postmarked Group Student Light Lunch

(Circle the appropriate categories) Before Sept 22 After Sept 22 (include in payment)

The Self of the Therapist $75 $80 $70 | $40 $5

Marital Therapy $75 $30 $70 $40 $5

Both workshops $140 $150 $130 $70 $10

Group: 3 or more from same agency or department Student: must send documentation verifying full time status (limited places)

Venue: Mitchell Human Sciences Building, Australian Catholic University,17 Castlebar Rd, Oakleigh
Enquiries: Simon Kennedy Ph: 563-3630 Fax: 563-3605 Cheques payable to: Australian Catholic University
Post to: Simon Kennedy, Australian Catholic University, PO Box 213, Oakleigh, 3166





