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In this transcendental phenomenological study, we interviewed seven adult adoptees regarding their lived 
experiences of growing up as an adoptee and how this shaped their perception of loss, grief, and counseling 
in relation to their adoption. Our analysis revealed an overarching concept of the level and manner with 
which the participants integrated their adoption story into their life narrative and whether loss, grief, and 
working with a counselor were significant integration factors. As a result, six themes emerged, including 
ambivalence toward loss and grief, how one’s adoption story was impactful, issues with connection, identity 
curiosity, relational distrust, and involvement with counseling. We discuss these findings and identify 
implications for counselors working with adoptees.
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     There is a growing recognition that the adjustment of adoptees is an important area for further 
research (Cashen & Grotevant, 2020; Liu et al., 2019). It is estimated that over 100 million Americans are 
connected to adoption in some manner (Jones & Placek, 2017). Miller, Fan, Christensen et al. (2000) have 
suggested that higher numbers of adopted persons seek counseling than non-adopted persons. Research 
also shows that adult adoptees value counseling experiences that address adoption-related topics (Baden 
et al., 2017). Yet, little is known about the adult adoptee’s experience with counseling, loss, and grief (Côté 
& Lalumière, 2020). Given the rise of adoption in the United States and counseling needs of adoptees, 
counselors are likely to encounter an adult adoptee during their career. Gaining a deeper grasp of the 
impact of adoption on adult adoptees’ mental health and potential distress in adulthood is an important 
consideration for counselors (Côté & Lalumière, 2020; Liu et al., 2019; Miller, Fan, Grotevant et al., 2000).

     One important aspect of exploring adult adoptees’ experiences with mental health and counseling 
is understanding how they experience and process feelings of loss and grief related to their adoption. 
When addressing the topic of loss, at a rudimentary level, it can represent familial and relational loss 
due to separation from one’s biological roots. For some, this occurs not long after birth, which can 
influence how one adapts psychologically (Cai et al., 2020). For years, researchers have explored the 
impact of adoption, notably during childhood and adolescence, with an emphasis on psychological 
adjustment and mental health compared to non-adoptees (Melero & Sánchez-Sandoval, 2017; Miller, 
Fan, Christensen et al., 2000). Yet, research is limited concerning lived experiences from adult adoptees’ 
perspectives on how they progressed from a psychosocial standpoint over time (Melero & Sánchez-
Sandoval, 2017), in addition to how the distinctive loss(es) they incurred impacted their lives. In one 
study addressing how adult adoptees navigated adulthood developmental tasks, the researchers 
acknowledged loss as a predominant theme and recognized it might not be well understood until 
middle adulthood (Penny et al., 2007). Neil (2012) similarly validated the notion that loss may be too 
complex for children to comprehend wholly. As adoptees developmentally transition from childhood 
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through adolescence and then into adulthood, their perception of adoption and their identity formation 
likewise evolve. Researchers have suggested the integration of what it means to be adopted is continual 
for adoptees over their lifetime (Field & Pond, 2018). This is another reason why considering the 
perspectives of adult adoptees is important, as adults may have a more mature ability to process and 
understand the concept of loss on a meaningful level. 

     For this study, our operational definition of loss was separation from one’s family of origin, including 
absence of knowledge about, and relationships with, birth parents and families. This may result in a 
grief response toward these losses, manifested via sadness, anger, denial, depression, and other complex 
emotions. Each person’s story is unique and for some adult adoptees, loss is a central theme due to the 
obvious separation, which may disrupt their capacity to connect, leaving them susceptible to relational 
difficulties (Field & Pond, 2018; Liu et al., 2019). However, some adult adoptees perceive this loss 
ambiguously because of an atypical separation, meaning the exposure to loss was experienced under 
abnormal or non-ideal circumstances. Examples of these atypical separations with the birth parent(s)/
family could include socioeconomic status, educational level, complicated dynamics (e.g., inability 
to handle another child, rape), or being in the public care system (O’Leary Wiley & Baden, 2005). 
Notwithstanding the reason(s) a birth parent(s) decides not to raise their biological child, an obvious loss 
occurs due to separation from at least two primary, biological relatives. In Westernized culture, tangible 
losses are naturally recognized, such as death to illness (Brodzinsky, 2011), whereas less concrete 
losses, or intangible losses, go unacknowledged (Wright, 2009). Intangible losses can produce a feeling 
of disenfranchised grief, particularly for adoptees. Intangible loss is typically overshadowed by what a 
person has retained or gained, and in the case of an adoptee, the gain is a family, with associated feelings 
of permanence and security (Brodzinsky, 2011).

     Because the processing of loss can be a central theme in a person’s adoption narrative and 
throughout the natural life span, it is likely this can surface for an adult adoptee within the therapeutic 
setting. Loss of biological parents and genealogical continuity are just two elements tied to an increased 
risk for psychological disorders (Côté & Lalumière, 2020). Additionally, qualitative studies exploring 
the lived experience of adult adoptees, such as this study, shed light on participants’ perception of loss, 
the handling or dismissal of grief, and whether counseling has been, or could be, a source of support.

Impact of Adoption
     It is not surprising that adoption impacts a person’s life on multiple levels, merely because of the 
complexity of relationships and human nature. Recognition of both positive and negative facets of 
adoption is important because denial of grief and the inherent aspect of discontinuity with this life 
event can interfere with the generation of a healthy life narrative (Wright, 2009). According to Soares 
et al. (2019), adoptees experience both gains and losses/difficulties. A significant gain is what the 
researchers referred to as family experience, meaning the adoptee was provided an opportunity to have 
parents and maybe siblings, whereas the dominant difficulties were discomfort around conversations 
about adoption and adapting to the adoptive family relationships (Soares et al., 2019). This information 
highlights the intricacies of how adoption can affect both connection and disconnection among 
relationships for adoptees. Anderson et al. (2015) highlighted how varying views (i.e., acknowledgment, 
rejection, or discrepant) regarding the significance of communication around ethnic differences among 
international adoptive families impacts the level of engagement and familial cohesiveness. On another 
note, Soares et al. (2019) examined perceived losses in child research participants, with results showing 
only 32.4% of children interviewed as identifying with birth family loss. The researchers noted that even 
in positively viewed adoption experiences, there needs to be recognition that children may not be in an 
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environment in which they can acknowledge and grieve their losses (Soares et al., 2019). That study, 
however, did not extend its results into the realm of adulthood by observing how adults experience the 
impact of adoption losses and subsequently grieve those losses.  

Mental Health
     Another common topic concerning adoption is mental health, and Lehto et al. (2020) studied 
the relationship between being adopted as a child and the mental health of adoptees in adulthood, 
with respect to phenotypic (genes plus environment) and genetic factors. The results pertaining to 
phenotype, or observable characteristics, revealed no significant differences between adoptees and non-
adoptees regarding general life and relational satisfaction, although their data also suggested adoptees 
were more susceptible to depression, schizophrenia, and neuroticism compared to their counterparts 
(Lehto et al., 2020). In an earlier article, Brodzinsky (2011) shared clinical case scenarios of child 
adoptees and their respective parents to examine identity and psychological adjustment issues that 
arise, including both pre-placement factors (e.g., genetics, unfavorable birth parent conditions) and how 
adoptive parents navigate conversations about adoption. Yet, within this research, there was a dearth 
of qualitative, lived experience research data concerning mental health issues present in adult adoptees, 
including any possible instances of unidentified loss and, in turn, unresolved grief. 

Ambiguous Loss
     In adoption, loss(es) ranges from separation from one’s biological family to losing one’s cultural 
heritage and identity. Boss (2010) explored the notion of two types of ambiguous loss—one tied to 
a physical absence, and one tied to a psychological absence that precluded closure for adoptees. For 
example, it is considered common knowledge that some adoptees have likely created a fantasy of 
their biological parent(s), but if they lack information about their genealogy (due to closed adoption 
or no contact with birth relatives), what remains are assumptions and questions. Thus, adoption is an 
example of ambiguous loss, with symptomatology that can include depression, anxiety, and feelings 
of ambivalence due to the scarcity or absence of information and potential for closure (Boss, 2010). 
Although this research explored symptoms of ambiguous loss tied to adoption, it did not address 
adoptees’ experience with loss and grief work in counseling.

     Although there is adoption research exploring the topic of loss, there is minimal literature 
incorporating the lived experiences of adult adoptees. For adult adoptees, loss is distinctly a part of 
their life story, including hypothetical aspects of one’s identity, sense of control, and possible sadness 
over not being biologically linked to their adoptive family, all of which may be presented in counseling 
(Corder, 2012). Corder’s (2012) research was to assist counselors in their work with adoptees, including 
briefly addressing loss and grief, yet it did not delve into the lived experiences of adult adoptees 
concerning these topics.

Purpose of the Study
     In summary, there is a recognition of the need for more research on the counseling needs of adults 
who were adopted as children because of both the growing number of Americans who have been 
touched by adoption and the underrepresentation of the needs of adult adoptees in the research 
literature (Cashen & Grotevant, 2020; Côté & Lalumière, 2020). Therefore, we set out to explore the 
lived experiences of adult adoptees regarding their perspectives of loss and grief resulting from their 
adoption, including any involvement with counseling. In a comprehensive content analysis of adoption 
articles in counseling journals, Liu et al. (2019) found 45 articles on the topic spanning 30 years, and 
only 10 of those articles (22%) investigated adults who were adopted as children. Literature on adoptees 
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has largely focused on children and adolescents, specifically regarding their psychological adjustment 
and mental health compared to non-adoptees (Miller, Fan, Christensen et al., 2000; Soares et al., 2019). 
Researchers have suggested that loss is an important aspect of the adoption experience needing more 
exploration (Corder, 2012; Liu et al., 2019; Neil, 2012; Penny et al., 2007), but to date the research on 
loss as part of the adoption experience has largely been explored quantitatively (Field & Pond, 2018). 
Despite the assertion that grief is a significant aspect of a child’s adoption story that extends into 
adulthood (Wright, 2009), we found a minimal amount of qualitative published literature exploring the 
impact of adoption and associated feelings of loss and grief on adult adoptees.

Method

     Our study was guided by our research question: What was the lived experience of adult adoptees 
regarding loss, grief, and counseling as it related to their adoption experience? We implemented a 
descriptive, qualitative research design utilizing a transcendental phenomenological methodology 
to explore these topics from an inquisitive standpoint. Transcendental phenomenology encourages 
researchers to suspend preconceived judgments about a subject and adopt epoche or intentional 
bracketing (Moustakas, 1994). This phenomenological concept has researchers bracket presumptions 
about the phenomenon being studied, which allows for transparent reflection and an ability to view 
the research data with a fresh perspective (Moustakas, 1994). By utilizing this approach, the reality of 
the participants’ lived experience of adoption, loss, grief, and counseling could be deeply surveyed 
to produce a true meaning of the phenomenon. In this qualitative approach, there is a correlation 
between the what, or the noema, of the experience, and how something is experienced, or the noesis  
(Sloan & Bowe, 2014).

Research Team
     The research team consisted of one full-time counselor, Marissa Meyer, who identifies as Latina, and 
two full-time counselor educators, Elizabeth Wiggins and Gregory M. Elliott, who identify as European 
American. Meyer is an adoptee, Wiggins has no affiliation with adoption, and Elliott’s first child is a 
child by adoption. 

Procedure
     We submitted the study protocols through the IRB of the university where we were all engaged, as 
either a student or professor. Once approval was granted by our institution’s IRB, we transitioned into 
the participation selection process. Inclusion criteria were that participants be adults who experienced 
adoption as children and were willing to share their perspective of loss and grief pertaining to their 
adoption experience. Additionally, we vetted adoption-competent counselors as referrals to provide to 
participants, in the event they were triggered.

     We utilized a purposeful, snowball sampling procedure to select participants. We advertised the 
study regionally to Colorado adoption agencies and counseling centers offering services to adoptees. 
Potential participants were referred to the study by current participants. Prospective participants 
who responded to the advertising contacted Meyer by email and were subsequently scheduled for 
screening. Our initial contact with the potential participants was conducted via email, which included 
the invitation to participate and a link to a brief survey. The survey included criterion questions to 
capture the participants’ demographic data and perceived level of loss and grief via a 5-point Likert 
scale (see Table 1).
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Table 1

Participant Information

No.      %
Gender Expression

Female 3 42.86
Male 4 57.14

Race
Asian American 1 14.28
White 3 42.86
Hispanic/Latino(a) 3 42.86

Current Age
20–29 3 42.86
40–49 1 14.28
50–59 1 14.29
60–69 2 28.57

Age at Adoption
0–9 Months 6 85.71
After 9 Months 1 14.29

Adoption Circumstances
Initially Placed in Foster Care 4 57.14
Learned Was Adopted as a Kid 7 100.00
Domestic 6 85.71
International 1 14.29

Reunion Status
Contact With Birth Family 4 57.14
No Contact With Birth Family 3 42.86

5-Point Likert Scale Ratings of Loss/Grief 
Toward Adoption w/ 1 (minimal)–5 (extreme)

Rating 1 2 28.57
Rating 2 1 14.29
Rating 3 0 0.00
Rating 4 2 28.57
Rating 5 2 28.57

	

Participants
     Nine prospective participants responded to study advertisements and during the initial screening 
the final pool was narrowed to seven, with one respondent not meeting the inclusion criteria and 
another one withdrawing from communication with the research team. The final seven respondents 
accepted the invitation to participate and were emailed the informed consent form to formalize 
their participation status. The participant sample included four males and three females, and the 
ethnicity/race breakdown identified by each participant was: one Asian American, three White, and 
three Hispanic/Latino(a). Six of the adoptions were domestic and one was international (see Table 1). 
Smaller sample sizes and lack of randomization are common with phenomenological studies because 
of the level of data analysis and the need for participants to share a common experience (Nicholls, 
2009). We assigned participants pseudonyms for confidentiality (Sheperis et al., 2017), which were 
used in the analysis and writing processes.
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     The goal of transcendental phenomenology is to describe the essential structures of the participants’ 
lived experiences around a particular phenomenon (Barnes, 2003) as opposed to analyzing data for the 
purpose of generalization to broader populations. It can be conceptualized as a “science of examples” 
(Van den Berg, 1955, as cited in Farrell, 2020, p. 5). Therefore, recruitment of participants is based 
on finding diverse participants whose lived experiences illustrate the phenomenon being studied. 
Published studies utilizing a phenomenological methodology have utilized samples ranging from three 
(Pretorius & Hull, 2005), to six (McCaig et al., 2012), to many more. We felt we achieved saturation with 
the seven participants given the breadth and diversity of their adoption experiences.

Data Collection Measures
     Qualitative research inquiries are emergent, making interviews and semi-structured interviews 
common methods of data collection (Levitt et al., 2021). We developed four foundational interview 
prompts to frame our interviews based on our initial meetings to develop the research protocols and 
on our literature review. The foundational interview prompts were designed to ground the interviews 
in the phenomenon of study and to allow space for semi-structured exploration based on participants’ 
responses. Prior to beginning interviews with our participants, we engaged in an epoche process 
(Moustakas, 1994), by having Meyer (an adoptee herself) answer the foundational interview prompts. 
Meyer’s responses were analyzed and referenced throughout the data analysis process. We then 
conducted phenomenological semi-structured interviews individually with each participant. The four 
foundational interview prompts were: 1) describe your experience with adoption and how it has played 
out in your life, 2) recount your experiences with counseling related to adoption, 3) tell me how your 
adoption narrative has influenced your perceptions of loss and grief, and 4) share how you feel your 
grief has been or not been expressed over your adoption-related losses. The semi-structured interviews 
supported flexibility and helped ensure the participants could fully share their stories (Levitt et al., 
2021). Thus, the semi-structured interviews helped us understand the participants’ adoption stories and 
their experiences with grief, loss, and counseling. 

     We conducted and recorded interviews via Zoom video conferencing technology. Then we manually 
transcribed the recorded interviews into transcripts via Microsoft Word. For participant anonymity, 
the assigned pseudonyms were used during the transcription process. After the transcription and 
data analysis, all video recordings were destroyed to protect participant confidentiality, and only the 
pseudonyms were utilized in the manuscript.

Data Analysis
     We initiated thematic analysis by following Moustakas’s (1994) process of phenomenological 
reduction to analyze the data. Thus, we each explored and analyzed our unique experiences with 
adoption that allowed us to transcend any presumptions regarding the phenomenon being studied by 
implementing the concept of epoche (Moustakas, 1994). As noted earlier and regarding closeness with 
adoption, Meyer was adopted as an infant, Elliott has adopted a child, and Wiggins has no experience 
with adoption. Therefore, the thematic analysis and epoche process included Meyer’s answers to the 
research questions. Lastly, the examination of our experiences with the phenomenon were considered 
in the research findings as part of the transcendental phenomenology view of researchers and 
participants working together as “co-researchers” (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). 

     We transcribed the interviews and analyzed the participant phrases via an Excel spreadsheet to 
ascertain themes. Then, we engaged in an initial holistic reading of each interview transcript to allow 
ourselves to be attuned to each participant’s words. Next, we performed a line-by-line reading and 
formulated a list of “significant” statements and grouped them into “meaning units” (Creswell, 2013). 
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Transcendental phenomenology seeks to find meaning units that provide a textual description of 
what was experienced by the participants, as well as an imaginative variation describing how it was 
experienced (Moustakas, 1994). With each distinguishable reading of the data, we searched for phrases 
shared by the participants that illustrated a description of what they experienced and how it was 
perceived. Ultimately, through a process of consensus coding, the integration of the textual description 
and the imaginative variation yielded a composite of essential themes.

     After we analyzed and narrowed down the dominant themes via the final transcription phase, we 
emailed the participants these preliminary findings. We asked the participants to reflect and provide 
feedback on whether the final themes represented their experiences with adoption-related loss and 
grief, as well as their experiences with counseling related to adoption, as a form of member checking 
(Creswell, 2013). The participants confirmed that the findings adequately expressed their experiences 
with adoption-related loss, grief, and counseling.

Trustworthiness
     Qualitative researchers promote trustworthiness in their work by safeguarding the credibility 
and confirmability of their methods and findings (Cope, 2014). Credibility is viewed as the direct 
connection between the participants’ words and the findings of the study (Cope, 2014). Confirmability 
is the level to which interpretation of the texts are representative of the participants’ meanings rather 
than the researchers’ preconceptions or bias alone (Cope, 2014). In this study, we ensured credibility 
and confirmability through immersion in the texts and by developing a spreadsheet that we utilized to 
track the analysis process of transforming the participants’ words into themes. This audit trail allowed 
us to revisit the data when questions of interpretation arose and as we worked toward consensus in 
our interpretation, as opposed to relying on any one researcher’s sole interpretation (Hill et al., 2005). 
In addition, we utilized member checking to test the goodness of fit of the findings and interpretations 
of the participants’ lived experiences to minimize researcher bias (Cope, 2014; Sheperis et al., 2017).

Findings

     Our analysis brought to our awareness the concept of integration regarding the participants’ 
adoption stories, meaning to what depth the participants’ adoption experiences impacted their 
perceptions of loss, grief, and their involvement with counseling. Expanding on this and in alignment 
with the initial participants’ survey results regarding the perceived level of loss and grief toward their 
adoption (see Table 1), it was clear the prominent theme was that of ambivalence of whether loss and 
grief were significant aspects of their adoption story. Under this notion of integration, we identified 
six themes that expressed our participants’ experiences. The central theme was ambivalence toward 
loss and grief, followed by identity curiosity, the impact of one’s adoption story, connection, relational 
distrust, and involvement with counseling.

Ambivalence Toward Loss and Grief
     This first theme regarding uncertainty toward loss and grief was significant, as it closely touched 
on the study’s research question and the participants’ perception of these two topics in relation to 
their adoption. Thus, it established the degree to which loss and grief were associated with and/or 
processed in the context of being adopted. Some of the participants indicated they did not feel they had 
undergone measurable loss and grief explicitly tied to their adoption experience. For example, Martin 
stated that he is “not an emotional person, [so] I really don’t have a huge amount of grief.” Similarly, 
Teresa stated, “I think the reason that I don’t personally feel, and haven’t really ever felt, a ton of loss 
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is because of the strategies my mom used.” Teresa explained that her adoptive mother’s intentionality 
regarding her processing and normalizing her adoption story helped Teresa not struggle emotionally 
with her adoptee status.

     However, most participants relayed a personal story of loss and grief that they initially believed did 
or did not relate to their adoption, which iterated the sense of ambivalence from the participants when 
asked about loss and grief in association with their adoption experience. For example, even though 
Martin expressed not having feelings of loss and grief related to his adoption, when he discussed the loss 
of his adoptive parents, he was struck with a sudden, profound feeling of emptiness: “After my [adoptive] 
parents passed away, it was like, okay, now I need to fill that void to see where I really come from.”  

     In contrast, Tonya saw how her feelings of loss and grief were directly related to her adoption: “I 
guess I just experienced loss at a younger age than most people probably would. Because I had to learn 
how to let go of something I didn’t even know. Someone I didn’t even know.” Mike echoed Tonya’s 
feelings about the immense ache of missing a person he had never known, his birth mother. The 
realization that he was grieving the loss of his birth mother initially hit him when he was processing the 
loss of a romantic relationship:

I think that mother aspect was really something that was powerful in that moment. 
. . . That moment stayed with me. Because I realized that was the night that I finally 
started to grieve the loss of my [birth] mom. And I started to realize, it’s OK. She’s out 
there, and you’re out here, and you’re OK with being sad for her, and finally, someone 
opened the door for me to do that. 

     Teresa, whose potential struggles with loss and grief were alleviated by her adoptive parents’ 
openness in talking about her adoption story, shared some sadness related to her adoption. She stated 
that she mostly thought about the parent who gave her up. She wondered about the impact on her 
biological mom, sharing “What if it was really hard for my mom? Or what if I had a sister out there 
who misses me? Or a brother or something?” Her expression of grief and loss was more around the 
questions to which she did not have answers.

     All the participants were able to discuss aspects of loss and grief, as would be expected, because they 
are existential elements of the human experience. In interviewing the participants and reviewing their 
transcribed stories, it appeared that some of them had potentially never processed the idea that they 
could have experienced sensations of loss and grief related to their adoption, and the research interview 
was the first time they had been confronted with the idea explicitly. However, most of the participants 
were ultimately able to connect some loss and grief feelings to their adoption status or experience.

Identity Curiosity 
     Another notable theme was an expressed desire for the participants to understand who they are 
as human beings—to clarify their identity since being adopted. The seven participants varied in the 
amount and timing of the information they had about their adoptions as children. One participant, 
Teresa, poignantly shared how her adoptive mother would tell Teresa’s adoption story at bedtime, 
including being adopted from Korea without identifying information of her birth family. In contrast, 
Luke relayed that his adoption was revealed to him by a vindictive cousin. However, regardless of the 
amount of information the participants knew about their adoptions as children, as adults, most of them 
made some reference to intentionally working toward discovering and understanding who they are. 
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     For example, Mike reflected on where some of his personality and emotional traits stemmed from:

I saw things that my dad would do, or my mom would do, and I would do the exact 
opposite of what they were both doing. [And I would be] like, “where am I getting this 
from?” You know, I don’t pick this up from either of them . . . I’m not part of them, so 
where’d I get this stuff that I do?

     Carla expressed sadness that when her adoptive parents died, she lost the possibility to learn more 
about her birth circumstances and identity. She expressed still feeling curiosity surrounding her identity 
as well as regret and bitterness associated with losing any potential of having questions answered by 
the people who were there when she was adopted.

I had four parents I guess, and they’re all gone, and that just hit me as incredibly sad 
that I will never know. I’d always hoped she [adoptive mother] would come forth and 
be honest about what it was, what happened. I don’t know if she didn’t know, or if she 
just blocked it, or she was refusing. I don’t know, but with her died my story.

The participants largely positioned their identity curiosity as a response of being an adoptee with an 
implicit assumption that if they were not adopted, some sense of self-identity would have been granted 
to them by their birth parents. 

Impact of Adoption Story 
     This theme acknowledged that all the participants expressed in at least one way how their adoption 
story impacted their overall life narrative. The level of impact varied between the participants, but 
they all recognized their status as an adoptee was a significant component of their personhood. Ivan 
expressed that despite knowing his whole life he was adopted, he never had a desire to connect with his 
birth parents and never considered his adoptive parents to be anything other than his “real” parents. 
Even with these views, Ivan related a compelling adoption story of his birth mother being talked out 
of aborting him during a smoke break while she was waiting at the abortion clinic. Ivan felt this brush 
with almost having his life terminated had put a special meaning on his existence.

The fact that I was minutes away from being aborted just always placed some sort of 
significance in my life where I say “I can’t waste my life.” . . . It’s given me a proponent 
to excel in life because if I was saved for a reason, I have that mentality in the back of 
my head because I know that story.

     Tonya also expressed a tumultuous adoption story that involved several years in which she tried 
to contact her biological mother. Tonya indicated that her adoptive parents “had always told me that 
I was adopted, but I don’t really think I understood when I was little what that all meant.” However, 
the knowledge of her status as an adopted child did eventually impact Tonya’s relationship with her 
adoptive mother as she grew up. She experienced anger toward her adoptive mom, stating that she had 
thoughts of her “not being my real mom.” But she is grateful that they were able to carve out a close 
relationship over time. 

     Participants roughly characterized if they felt their adoption had been smooth or difficult. However, 
whether the participants felt positively or negatively about their adoption, they all acknowledged the 
experience of being an adoptee has been an important aspect of coming to terms with their identity. 
Overall, they felt it was an essential component of their life story.
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Connection 
     Several of the participants recognized they had difficulties connecting with others, and they attributed 
these difficulties to being adopted. Some participants expressed struggles among immediate family 
members, such as their own biological children, while for others, issues were localized to social situations. 
Yet, on a larger scale, some participants’ struggles were characterized as being global. For example, Luke 
stated, “I certainly always have, more often than not, viewed myself negatively . . . lots of self-doubts in 
terms of self-worth, very negative feelings, just not good enough. And super-sensitive to the perceptions 
and judgments of others, and particularly rejection.” These feelings led him to allow boundary violations 
and being taken advantage of in order to “please, placate, and satisfy the needs of others.” 

     Like Luke, Carla expressed difficulties with connection and relationships that had persisted for most 
of her life. Carla spoke poignantly of her difficulties with “attaching” to anyone or anything, except for 
her own biological children:  

I’ve always been kind of a searcher . . . I’m searching for a home, searching for a 
place, searching for a person, searching for something. Though I’ve moved around the 
country, I’ve moved from house to house, I’ve moved from apartment to apartment, 
I’ve moved from boyfriend to boyfriend, I’ve moved from husband to husband, and 
I’ve moved all over trying to find something, which I never did. And I always kind of 
explained it like a piece of floating chain in the air and all the posts are standing on 
the sidewalk down below, but I’m not attached to any of them . . . even when I had 
my own children, I just kind of added their link onto mine, so then we were just free-
floating a couple of links instead of by myself. I never had anything to attach to.

     Teresa discussed how social connection specifically was complicated for her growing up because being 
an international infant adoptee raised by White parents meant she was racially different than her family:

I remember being really self-conscious in high school about, you know, I would see a 
lot of people [of my race] who had recently immigrated to [the state where I lived]. And 
I clearly didn’t fit in there. And then I had all of these very White people, and I was like, 
“I don’t know if I fit in with them either.” And so, it was like this awkward, “where do 
I fit?” kind of situation. But I think part of why I didn’t try immersing myself more in 
[my birth] culture was because I wanted to be more in the mainstream White, American 
culture; that’s kind of how I identified as culturally. I know racially I wasn’t.  

As illustrated by Luke, Carla, and Teresa, the participants possessed a deep desire for connection with 
others, but factors related to their adoption made this challenging at times. 

Relational Distrust
     Because of the occurrence of some participants noting that they continually struggle to trust others in 
relationships and certain social circumstances, this theme was notable. In our analysis, we recognized 
some overlap between this theme and the theme of connection, but we felt there were enough specific 
mentions of distrust to position it as its own theme. Luke reflected on this theme of not being able 
to trust others when he processed his feelings of low self-worth, which he attributed to his adoption 
circumstances:
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You can go through all kinds of rationalizations, and probably a lot of true thinking 
about the realities of what led to this, and at the end of the day, you come back to that 
same conclusion—someone didn’t love me, someone didn’t want me, I was rejected, 
I’m unlovable, you know, you come back to that. And you sit in that, and that’s what 
you believe. And no one’s going to tell you any different.

     It is worth noting that Luke was one of the few participants who stated that his adoptive parents 
were not honest with him about his status as an adoptee from early on in his life. Luke related first 
being told he was adopted by a cousin who was taunting him, and Luke’s processing of his identity 
included some significant challenges to obtain valid information about the circumstances of his birth 
and adoption. In further discussing this with Luke, he expressed, “Here’s another dead end, or another 
misinformation, or whatever it is, and I just kind of gave up on that. I will tell you, that creates anger and 
resentment and loss, and it’s a real double-bind.”

     In exploring his adoption story, Ivan also reflected on distrust and noted that “When you feel some 
sort of deception or some sort of awkwardness, that’s what tends to, at least for me, want to dig more 
and see if there’s something that they’re hiding or something underneath that.” Some of the participants 
adopted an investigative role in trying to track down information on their birth and adoption. For 
the participants who related this mission of exploring their roots, the theme of relational distrust 
occasionally presented itself in the frustrations of pursuing false leads and overcoming dead ends in the 
search for their origin stories.

     For Tonya, however, the theme of relational distrust showed up as not trusting that she could be 
accepted or loved if she didn’t perform perfectly. She struggled with accepting Bs in middle and high 
school, having to remind herself that “B doesn’t mean bad.” Admittedly, she had to work on her self-
esteem. She shared that she felt insecure and that she had to “prove [she] was worth something.” For 
Tonya, her sense of distrust was seemingly rooted in a self-concept of inadequacy, a feeling that was 
echoed by Luke, Mike, and other participants. 

Involvement With Counseling
     Participants in this study also explored their experience with counseling. These contacts ranged 
from intense, long-term therapeutic work to a psychological interview prior to being allowed access 
to adoption records. Although there was significant variation in how much benefit the participants 
ascribed to this therapeutic contact, the fact that all seven of the adoptees had initiated work with a 
mental health professional was notable. 

     The participants’ varied responses when asked about counseling as it related to their adoption brought 
to our awareness this theme that depicts the perceived applicability of engagement with therapeutic 
services. We discovered that all participants had some level of involvement in working with a counselor.

     Carla was one of the participants who sought out counseling with multiple clinicians over the course 
of several years. She summarized her attempts to connect with a counselor this way:  

I’ve done a fair amount of counseling over the years. Most of it was not with anybody 
who was adoption savvy. . . . And it really hasn’t stuck until 4 years ago when I started 
the adoption group and the therapist there is an adoptee as well. 
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     Tonya reflected on her experience with counseling as eventually being beneficial. She shared how 
she began her experience with therapy at a young age and how she eventually received her diagnosis 
through the counseling process. She expressed that having a good counselor was important to her and 
recalled one counselor that she just “clicked with right away.”

     Luke’s experience with counseling started later in life. He shared that the impetus for seeking out a 
counselor was not specifically geared toward his adoption. Instead, he found himself seeking counseling 
related to his “whole person,” noting that although it wasn’t specifically related to adoption, he 
recognizes that it is “part of the story, and that’s part of what informed so much of my self-perception.” 
In contrast, Martin relayed that counseling has not been necessary, stating “I haven’t had any major 
issues, so I haven’t needed counseling.” He limited his exposure to counseling to a 1-hour interview with 
a psychologist after requesting adoption records. 

     As shown by some participants, therapeutic involvements were distinct and ranged in need, intensity, 
adoption relevancy, and perceived benefit. Additionally, several participants indicated a preference 
for a counselor who was competent in matters of adoption to be sure they were properly cared for 
and understood in the therapeutic environment. Although mental health professionals are trained in 
multicultural competencies to be able to provide help and support to clients who are different from the 
counselor in demographic characteristics and lifetime experiences, the inclusion of adoption experiences 
should be considered within this realm. 

Discussion

     This study revealed if and/or how the participants integrated aspects of their adoption story into their 
perception of loss and grief, and whether counseling played a role in this process. Ambiguity toward loss 
and grief was of utmost significance given the impetus for our research study. When posing questions to 
our study participants regarding their experiences about grief and loss, they relayed mixed responses or 
ambiguous feelings. Interestingly, Powell and Afifi (2005) define adoption as an ambiguous loss, stating 
that adoption is associated with the physical loss of the birth parents’ presence in an adoptee’s life, but 
that there remains a psychological presence that can cause ambiguity in an adoptee’s life. Mitchell (2018) 
suggested ambiguous loss can be the most traumatic type of loss because the grieving process is often 
overlooked. Unacknowledged grief may be why our participants experienced ongoing ambiguity around 
the topics of grief and loss.      

     The themes of identity curiosity and impact of one’s adoption experience were complementary to one 
another, which was apparent when our participants shared how they have viewed these topics both in 
the past and now as adults. Chatham-Carpenter (2012) conducted a study on the impact of an adoption 
narrative on Chinese adopted children, stating that “As human beings, our identity, or sense of who we 
are and what our place is in the world, is formed through the telling of narratives or stories” (p. 159). The 
same seemed to be true of our participants, as they were impacted by positive and negative narratives, 
as well as by the way they were told about their adoption. Our participants, like those in the Chatham-
Carpenter study, were also curious about their identity. Erikson (1968) researched the development of 
one’s identity and posited that this occurs in stages. A significant life event, such as adoption, during an 
early stage of development can lead to an unhealthy or underdeveloped sense of self.
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     There was a moderate overlap between the themes of connection and relational distrust, which 
afforded us a deeper understanding of the participants’ adoption narrative. For example, our 
participants revealed struggles connecting with others, supporting existing research that shows people 
who have been adopted often struggle to form relationships (DeLuca et al., 2019), and that the quality 
of relationships with adoptive families is an influential component of the ability of adoptees to form 
healthy connections with others (Melero & Sánchez-Sandoval, 2017). As it pertains to relational distrust, 
our findings were similar to the Shahab et al. (2021) study, which found that adults with a history of 
childhood maltreatment are more likely to experience distrust; feel distant from others; and develop an 
insecure attachment style, which may also affect relationship quality.

     Our final theme concerning involvement with counseling connected to the notion of adoptees 
potentially experiencing ambivalence regarding how they feel toward their adoption experience. Our 
participants expressed a wide range of information regarding their reasons for seeking out counseling, 
as well as the prominence of the topic of adoption within the therapeutic setting. Thankfully, the need 
for adoption-competent counselors has been the subject of numerous studies (Baden et al., 2017; Evan B. 
Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2010; Freundlich, 2006; Lenerz et al., 2006), and our participants echoed 
this need for someone who could understand their experiences and help them explore the impact 
adoption had on their lives. Baden et al. (2017) found that adoptees in counseling reported greater 
satisfaction in proportion to the amount of attention the therapist paid to the topic of adoption. 

Implications
     This study explored the experiences of adoptees with counseling, loss, and grief, leading to 
important implications for professional counselors. Counselors should recognize that adoptees value 
mental health professionals who address the topic of adoption and are competent in working with 
clients who are adoptees. Counselors working with adoptees may benefit from treating a client’s 
adoptee status as an area of multicultural diversity and studying the relevant literature to help develop 
competence (Remley & Herlihy, 2020). Being more aware of the challenges adoptees experience 
integrating loss and grief into their life narrative could help a counselor successfully engage with such 
clients. An ability to address these intricacies through a relationally oriented counseling technique 
such as existential therapy’s here-and-now processing approach (Yalom, 2002) might be warranted. 
Additionally, it is important to recognize that grief is a unique process for everyone, including every 
adoptee. Grief that arises from a recognition and acceptance process when coming to terms with 
one’s adoption is likely to be complex and interwoven with accepting the fact and circumstances of 
one’s adoption. A narrative therapy approach could offer clients an opportunity to re-author both 
their adoption story (unique and alternate outcomes) and the future story they want to have (White 
& Epston, 1990). Kessler (2019) suggested that a sixth stage of grief (added to the traditional stages 
of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance) is finding meaning, and this additional stage 
would appear to be resonant in the lives of virtually all of our study’s participants. 

Limitations
     The findings and discussion of this study should be considered within the context of its limitations. 
One limitation is the sample used by the researchers. The study included seven purposefully selected 
participants to represent adult adoptees, including four males and three females, and more minorities 
than White participants. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2020) reported that 
White children (50%) are adopted at approximately the same rate as other ethnicities, and male children 
(51%) are adopted slightly more frequently than female children (49%). Although this study’s sample 
is representative of the current racial and gender makeup of adoptees, expanding on the diversity of 
participants could make for a more robust description of the lived experiences of adult adoptees. 
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     Another study limitation is the use of self-report interviews for data collection. Using interviews 
alone, participants may be influenced by social desirability, which may impact the credibility and 
dependability of the data collected (Heppner et al., 2008). At each interview, the researchers encouraged 
participants to share their unique experiences. Yet, participants may have felt compelled to respond 
in ways viewed as desirable to the researchers, society, or the profession of counseling. In the future, 
this limitation could be addressed by increasing persistent observations. This would allow for the 
researchers to determine if the responses to the interview protocol remained consistent over time, thus 
increasing the study’s dependability. 

Recommendations for Further Research
     Further research around the notion of integration of one’s adoption story into a person’s life narrative 
by exploring our six identified themes via the lived experiences of adult adoptees could benefit the 
profession of counseling. We recommend continuing research in this area while expanding the diversity 
of participants being studied. One possibility could be a grounded theory study that explores the 
process of identity development for adoptees. Although this study identified themes of deep curiosity 
about oneself and being impacted (either positively or negatively) by adoption, we were not able to 
establish causal relationships between the status as an adoptee and these intrapersonal traits. A larger, 
quantitative study might be able to further explore these issues and determine a causal link between 
adoption and the development of these intrapersonal characteristics.

     Another identified theme was adult adoptees’ involvement with counseling and what each 
participant’s situation entailed. Although the interviews contained questions that explored the 
participants’ counseling experiences, this study did not specifically focus on what adoptees valued 
in counselors. Further research could utilize more explicit questions regarding this topic, including 
interventions that counselors draw from to build a strong therapeutic alliance with clients who have 
been adopted.

     Finally, creating a research design to further explore the themes of connection and relational distrust 
is important in understanding the relational impacts of adoption on adoptees. Research on these topics 
may lead to more effective counseling techniques and goals for adoptees and families, along with 
common challenges for families considering adoption.

Conclusion

     We explored the lived experiences of adult adoptees to grasp and understand their perceptions of 
loss, grief, and their involvement with counseling in relation to being adopted. Our findings suggested 
a common theme of ambivalence around loss and grief in connection to our participants’ adoption 
stories. This data suggested that loss and grief may not have been processed or integrated in relation to 
the participants’ adoption. These findings encourage professional counselors to treat adoption status 
as a form of multicultural diversity and to approach counseling with adoptees with a willingness to 
provide ample focus on the client’s adoption story. Counselors trained in adoption issues are assets 
to this population, as unresolved grief can result in connection, developmental, and relational issues 
throughout the life span. 
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