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No. 15 (Updated 11/02)

THE ADOPTED CHILD

Approximately 120,000 children are adopted each year in the United States.
Children with physical, developmental, or emotional handicaps who were once
considered unadoptable are now being adopted (“special needs adoptions”). Adoption
helps many of these children to grow up in permanent families rather than in foster
homes or institutions.

Parents with an adopted child wonder whether, when, and how to tell their child
that he or she is adopted. They also want to know if adopted children face special
problems or challenges.

Child and adolescent psychiatrists recommend that the child be told about the
adoption by the adoptive parents. Children should be told about their adoption in a way
that they can understand.

There are two different views on when a child should be told they are adopted.
Many experts believe the child should be told at the youngest possible age. This
approach provides the child an early opportunity to accept and integrate the concept of
being “adopted.” Other experts believe that telling a child too early may confuse the
young child who can't really understand the information. These experts advise waiting
until the child is older.

In either case, children should learn of their adoption from the adoptive parents.
This helps give the message that adoption is good and that the child can trust the parents.
If the child first learns about the adoption intentionally or accidentally from someone
other than parents, the child may feel anger and mistrust towards the parents, and may
view the adoption as bad or shameful because it was kept a secret.

Adopted children will want to talk about their adoption and parents should
encourage this process. Several excellent children's story books are available in
bookstores and libraries which can help parents tell the child about being adopted.
Children have a variety of responses to the knowledge that they are adopted. Their
feelings and responses depend on their age and level of maturity. The child may deny the
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adoption or create fantasies about it. Frequently, adopted children hold onto beliefs that
they were given away for being bad or may believe that they were kidnaped. If the
parents talk openly about the adoption and present it in a positive manner, these worries
are less likely to develop.

All adolescents go through a stage of struggling with their identity, wondering
how they fit in with their family, their peers, and the rest of the world. This struggle may
be even more intense for children adopted from other countries or cultures. In
adolescence, the adopted child is likely to have an increased interest in his or her birth
parents. This open curiosity is not unusual and does not mean that he or she is rejecting
the adoptive parents. Some adolescents may wish to learn the identity of their birth
parents. Adoptive parents can respond by letting the adolescent know it is okay to have
such interest and questions, and when asked should give what information they have
about the birth family with sensitivity and support.

Adoptive parents often have questions about how to deal with the circumstances
of adoption. These parents need support from mental health and health professionals.

Some adopted children may develop emotional or behavioral problems. The
problems may or may not result from insecurities or issues related to being adopted. If
parents are concerned, they should seek professional assistance. Children who are
preoccupied with their adoption should also be evaluated. A child and adolescent
psychiatrist can help the child and adoptive parents determine whether or not help is
needed.

For additional information see Facts for Families: #4 The Depressed Child, #5
Child Abuse - The Hidden Bruises, #8 Children and Grief, #24 Know When to Seek Help
for Your Child, #52 Comprehensive Psychiatric Evaluation, #64 Foster Care, #85
Reactive Attachment Disorder See also: Your Child (1998 Harper Collins)/Your
Adolescent (1999 Harper Collins).
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The Development of the Facts for Families series is a public service of the AACAP. If you would like to support expanded
distribution of the series, please make a tax deductible contribution to the AACAP Campaign for America's Kids. By supporting this
endeavor, you will support a comprehensive and sustained advocacy effort on behalf of children and adolescents with mental illnesses.

Please make checks payable to AACAP, and send to: AACAP, Campaign for America's Kids, P.O. Box 96106, Washington, D.C.
20090

The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) represents over 6,000 child and adolescent psychiatrists who
are physicians with at least five years of additional training beyond medical school in general (adult) and child and adolescent
psychiatry.

Facts for Families is developed and distributed by the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP). Facts sheets
may be reproduced for personal or educational use without written permission, but cannot be included in material presented for sale.
To purchase full sets of FFF, contact the AACAP Publications Clerk at: 1.800.333.7636, ext. 131.
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