Healing After Placing a Child: The Role of Therapy
for Birth Parents

Making an adoption plan for a child is one of the most complex decisions a person can face.
For many birth parents, the months and years that follow bring a tangle of emotions: grief,
relief, guilt, and a quiet hope that their child is thriving. Yet society often assumes that once the
adoption is finalized, the birth parent’s story is over. The reality is far different. The emotional
work continues, and for many, therapy for birth parents becomes a vital part of that ongoing
journey.

What Makes Birth Parent Grief Unique

Grief after placing a child is not the same as grief after a death. The child is alive, growing, and
loved by another family, but the birth parent lives with an absence that can feel disorienting.
Birth mother grief often carries a layer of secrecy. A woman might feel she has no right to
mourn because she made this choice voluntarily. She may fear judgment if she admits she still
thinks about her child every day. That silence can deepen the pain.

Birth father rights and experiences are often overlooked entirely. A father who consented to an
adoption may struggle with the same waves of loss but have even fewer spaces to talk about
it. The adoption triad, birth parents, adoptees, and adoptive parents, is held together by a
shared history, but each member carries a different weight. For birth parents, that weight
includes the constant question: Did | do the right thing?

This is not a question that gets answered once. It comes up at birthdays, during holidays, and
when the child reaches milestones the birth parent will never witness firsthand. Without
structured support, these moments can spiral into chronic anxiety or depression.

Why Standard Grief Counseling May Not Be Enough

Many birth parents try grief counseling and find it helpful, but traditional grief models assume a
finality that adoption does not have. You are not grieving someone who is gone forever. You are
grieving a relationship that exists in a different form. You may know your child is safe, loved,
and well cared for through open adoption updates, yet still feel a raw ache when you see a
photo. That complexity demands more than a generic bereavement framework.
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Adoption-informed therapy is built for exactly this territory. It recognizes that birth parent loss
is ongoing, not something to “get over.” It understands that attachment theory applies not only
to the baby but to the parent who had to let go. A therapist trained in this area will not rush you
toward closure. Instead, they help you live with ambiguity and find meaning in a story that does
not wrap up neatly.

The Practical Work of Healing

So what does therapy for birth parents actually look like in a session? It varies, but there are
common threads. One is making space for conflicting feelings. You might feel proud that you
chose a stable home for your child and devastated that you could not be that home yourself.

Both feelings are true. A good therapist helps you hold both without forcing you to pick one.

Another thread is identity formation. Many birth parents say they felt like they lost their sense
of self after placement. A woman who defined herself by her pregnancy suddenly has no clear
role. She is no longer an expectant mother and not yet anything else. Therapy helps rebuild a
sense of self that includes the adoption experience without being consumed by it.

Family preservation is also part of the conversation for some birth parents who go on to parent
later children. The fear of repeating the same circumstances can be powerful. Birth parent
counseling can address that fear head-on, helping a person develop the skills and confidence
to parent the children they raise.

Open Adoption and the Need for Support


https://arsenaultpsychologicalservices.com/

Open adoption has changed the landscape dramatically. In the past, birth parents were often
told to move on and never look back. Today, many have ongoing contact with the adoptive
family and the child. That openness brings its own emotional challenges. You may receive
letters or photos that bring joy and grief in the same breath. You may struggle with how much
to share about your own life. You may wonder if the child’s adoptive parents see you as a threat
or as family.

Post-adoption support groups can be a lifeline here. Sitting in a room (or a video call) with
other birth parents who understand the nuance of open adoption is validating. You can talk
about the awkwardness of a visit that went well or the pain of a visit that did not happen.
Support groups do not replace individual therapy, but they complement it beautifully. They
remind you that you are not alone.

Adoption Trauma and the Body

Adoption trauma is real, and it does not always show up as sadness. It can show up as anger,
numbness, or physical symptoms like insomnia and fatigue. The body remembers the stress of
making a life-altering decision under pressure. Birth parents who experienced coercion, limited
resources, or family pressure may carry that trauma for years. Therapeutic parenting
techniques, which are often taught to adoptive parents, can also be adapted to help birth
parents regulate their own nervous systems and respond to triggers with more self-
compassion.

Adoption disclosure is another sensitive area. Birth parents often have to decide who in their
life knows about the child they placed. Telling a new partner, a boss, or a close friend can feel
like opening a door to judgment. A therapist can help you practice those conversations and set
boundaries around what you share and with whom.



Finding the Right Fit in Chattanooga

If you are a birth parent in Chattanooga looking for someone who truly gets adoption, you want
a mental health practice that specializes in this work. Arsenault Psychological Services is one
such place, offering adoption therapy that is informed by the real experiences of the adoption
triad. Their therapists understand that adoption is not a single event but a lifelong process.
They work with adoptees, adoptive families, and birth parents, which means they see the full
picture. That perspective matters when you are trying to make sense of your own place in the
story.

Whether you are newly placed or decades into your journey, therapy for birth parents can help
you move from survival mode into something steadier. The goal is not to erase the loss. The
goal is to build a life that has room for joy, purpose, and honest connection, even while you
carry the weight of what you gave.

What to Look for in a Therapist

¢ Specific training in adoption-informed therapy and the adoption triad.

e Comfort talking about open adoption, birth father rights, and birth mother grief
without minimizing any of them.



e Experience with attachment theory and how it applies to birth parents, not just
children.

¢ A willingness to let you set the pace and revisit hard topics as needed.

e Familiarity with local resources such as support groups and post-adoption support
networks.

Moving Forward

Healing does not mean forgetting. It does not mean you stop loving the child you placed. It
means you learn to carry that love in a way that does not break you. It means you find people
who understand that your grief and your hope can live in the same heart. And it means you give
yourself permission to seek the help you deserve. For birth parents, that help often starts with
a conversation in a therapist’s office, where the adoption is not a secret to be kept but a story
to be held.



