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ABSTRACT 

The Process o f Adoptive Parenting 

Julie A. Luetschwager 

Nurses assist families as they shift and change over their lifecycle. Maternity 

nurses work closely with biological families as they integrate the infant into the family 

unit; however, the nurse’s role with adoptive families focuses on caring separately for the 

birth mother and the infant being relinquished for adoption. This study seeks to describe 

the process o f adoptive parenting from the perspective o f the adoptive parent. An 

exploratory field design based on grounded theory methodology was used. Sixteen 

participants, nine women and seven men, all adoptive parents were interviewed using an 

open-ended format.

The substantive theory generated accounted for the process o f adoptive parenting 

and was described through three phases. The Expecting phase was described as the time 

during which adoptive parents worked through steps in the adoption procedure to attain a 

child, awaited the arrival o f the child, and equipped themselves for the parenting role. In 

the Connecting phase, adoptive parents demonstrated efforts to form and strengthen the 

bond with the child while dealing with impacting forces that had a potential to either 

positively or negatively affect the bond. The Becoming phase, concurrent with the phase 

o f Connecting, was characterized by the recognition o f changes in self, relationships, and 

life in general. The core variable. Transcending Adoption, was described in attitudes and 

behaviors that helped the adoptive parents rise above and get beyond the challenges they 

faced in their journey to become parents.
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Based on qualitative findings, the following conclusions were drawn: The 

process o f adoptive parenting was complex. The phases o f adoptive parenting were 

influenced by the experience o f adoption. Adoptive parents face becoming parents with 

limited information regarding the impact parenting would have on them physically, 

emotionally, and socially. Adoptive parents viewed hospital staff as either adoption 

friendly or adoption unfriendly. As adoptive parents worked to assume their new identity 

as parents, they were confronted by positive overt acknowledgement o f their new identity 

from others, as well as, comments that covertly illegitimized their new identity as parent.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Neither flesh o f my flesh nor bone o f my bone,

But still miraculously my own.

Never forget for a  single minute 

You did not grow under my heart, but in i t

Fleur Conlding Heyliger (Johnston, 1983, p. 75) 

Nurses work with families in a variety o f settings and at all stages o f the family 

life cycle. A family consists o f a group o f persons united by ties o f marriage, blood, or 

adoption constituting a  single household; interacting and communicating with each other 

in their respective social roles o f significant other, mother and father, son and daughter, 

and creating and maintaining a common culture (Hanson, 2001). Maternal and pediatric 

nurses have had a long history o f working with families. Maternity nurses work closely 

with biological families as they add new members, assisting them with the transition to 

parenting. Based on the nursing literature, the nurse’s role with adoptive families in the 

adoption process has traditionally focused on the care o f the birth mother and infant 

(Fister & Schiomann, 1995; Lobar, Phillips, & Simunek, 1997). Peterson (1997) makes 

the assertion that social workers are generally considered the “adoption specialists” by 

society. However, “nurses see families regularly throughout the life cycle, they are in an 

optimal position to evaluate an adoptive family’s progression with adoption issues, 

support and encourage the family, and suggest resources for further help” (p. 152).

I
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Adoption has existed since biblical times, as evidenced by the story o f Moses, 

whose mother had to relinquish him to save him from death and who became the adopted 

child o f the pharaoh’s daughter (Barker, 1995). Adoption occurs in all societies and has 

taken on different meanings over the course o f history including the transfer o f 

individuals from one family to another as servants, the taking in o f a kin’s children after 

their parent’s death, or the fulfillment o f a loss from infertility (March, 1995; 

O’Shaughnessy, 1994). The form o f adoption used by Western societies is different from 

traditional societies in that third party, non-kin individuals adopt children through formal 

legal procedures (March, 1995). In North America, third party, non-kin adoptions 

include a secrecy clause that restricts the information available to the child regarding 

his/her biological heritage. Open adoption can circumvent the secrecy clause to some 

degree; however, it must be agreed upon by all parties. Despite the long history of 

adoption, the blood bond in the creation and perpetuation o f the family system still holds 

as the dominant view, which places alternative family forms outside o f the norm (March, 

1995; Nichols & Z welling, 1997). The belief in the primacy o f the blood bond and the 

resulting social prejudice may affect the process o f parenting for adoptive parents.

Parenting is the act o f caring for a child who is related through blood ties or 

adoption through role modeling, communication and passing on culture, values, and 

belief (Martell, 2001). The nursing literature abounds on the process o f adjustment or 

transition to parenting that a  biological family experiences after the birth o f their infant 

hi contrast, little is known regarding the parenting experience of adoptive couples 

following adoption o f an infant Literature reveals that many o f the emotions that
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adoptive couples experience upon adopting an infant are similar to those experienced by 

biological parents (Koepke, Anglin, Austin, & Delesalle, 1991; Pillitteri, 1995; Soichany, 

1998). However, there are unique issues that confront adoptive parents, such as resolving 

feelings related to infertility, dealing with a multiethnic family, or dealing with concerns 

about bonding with the child (Wong, Perry, & Hockenberry, 2002). These unique issues 

could result in a different process o f parenting for adoptive couples.

Limited nursing research has been undertaken on adoptive parenting and what has 

been done has focused on the comparison o f experiences between adoptive parents and 

biological parents related to their transition to parenthood (Koepke, Anglin, Austin, & 

Delesalle, 1991; Sandelowski, 1995), the experiences o f parents utilizing private infant 

adoption (Lobar & Phillips, 1996), and the experiences o f women in the preadoptive 

period (Soichany, 1998). Therefore, there is a  need to study the process o f adoptive 

parenting through use o f a grounded theory approach to gain a new perspective of 

adoptive parents’ experience o f becoming parents, which would assist nurses in shaping 

appropriate nursing interventions to meet the needs o f adoptive parents.

Statement o f the Purpose and Study Questions 

The purpose o f this study was to describe the process o f adoptive parenting from 

the perspective o f the adoptive parent An exploratory field design based on grounded 

theory methodology was utilized for the investigation.

The study proposed to answer the question: What is the process o f adoptive 

parenting? Within this broad question, additional questions included: What are the
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perceptions, feelings, beliefs, and behaviors o f adoptive parents? Is there evidence of 

specific phases in the process o f parenting?

Assumptions

The following assumptions undergird this investigation:

1. Parenting, as a  process, is experienced by adoptive parents and they are able to 

identify, remember, and reflect upon that experience.

2. Participants are honest in their description o f their perceptions, feelings, beliefs, 

and behaviors and are able to communicate these to the investigator.

Limitations o f the Study 

The generalizability o f this study was limited to the conditions under which the 

data were collected and can be extended only with caution to similar conditions.

Significance

Adoption is a widely used method for the formation o f families today. Nurses 

work with families at all stages o f the life cycle and yet there has been limited nursing 

research undertaken to identify the experience of parenting from the adoptive parent’s 

perspective. Therefore, it is imperative that nurses take a more in-depth look at the 

process o f parenting experienced by adoptive couples to better understand their unique 

experience. Through the use o f grounded theory a substantive theory will be developed 

that will be a first step in hypotheses development for future studies. This study adds to 

the conceptual clarity and understanding o f the process o f adoptive parenting, so that 

nurses and other health professionals may provide sensitive and appropriate assistance to
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adoptive parents. Knowledge o f the process o f adoptive parenting may relate to 

development o f educational or supportive interventions with adoptive parents.
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CHAPTER n  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

How do people become parents? When do we know that someone is a parent? 

These are simple questions. People generally become parents through the process o f 

giving birth to an infant However, another method o f becoming a parent is through the 

adoption of a child. Adoption is a  complex legal process, whereby a child is relinquished 

by its biological parents and legally given to another person or couple to raise as 

his/her/their own (Pearsall, 1999). But just because someone gives birth or adopts a 

child, how do we know that the individual is a  parent? This is a  more complex question 

to answer. The intent o f this literature review is to provide an overview o f what has been 

addressed in the following areas: (a) history o f adoption; (b) overview o f parenting from 

the perspectives o f theology, psychology, sociology, and nursing; and (c) overview o f 

adoptive parenting from the perspectives o f theology, psychology, sociology, and 

nursing.

History o f Adoption

Adoption is an ancient institution. The oldest known adoption law is found in the 

Code of Hammurabi from 2800 B. C. (Cole & Donley, 1990). Probably the best known 

ancient adoption is the biblical account o f Moses’ adoption by Pharaoh’s daughter 

(Barker, 1995).

Early on, adoption served a religious or political purpose, such as providing a 

male heir to meet the demands o f  religious ceremonies or to manage the family property, 

hi addition, it was used as a  peacekeeping device to reduce the risk o f invasion by

6
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enemies in many early societies (Cole & Donley, 1990). Therefore, it is evident that the 

primary purpose o f early adoption practices was to serve the interests o f the adult rather 

than the child.

In the United States, adoption experienced a tentative beginning, primarily 

because o f English common law. Although United States law is rooted in English 

common law, adoption was not provided for under English common law because it 

conflicted with the principles o f inheritance based on blood lineage (Cole & Donley, 

1990). As a  result, adoption in the United States had to be created by statute.

In the mid-nineteenth century there was a high number o f abandoned, orphaned 

and impoverished children in urban areas. These children were initially placed in orphan 

asylums. Due to limited space and the expense o f institutional care, the “placing-out” or 

“orphan train” strategy was instituted. This solution placed children from the inner city 

with farm families in the Midwest under the auspices o f giving the children a better life. 

The adoption o f these children was done either informally or by indenturing the child to 

the new parent (Cook, 1995; Hacsi, 1995).

During this time there was growing support for the use o f adoption as a social 

solution. According to Cole and Donley (1990), however, there was increasing 

opposition to the use o f “orphan trains” as a  remedy. This opposition came from the 

asylum institutions and the biological parents. The asylum administrators believed that 

the children o f poverty needed the structure o f the institution to improve their ability to 

function in society. On the other hand, opposition o f the biological parents centered on 

the issue o f religion. Most o f the people living in the urban areas were o f Roman
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Catholic faith, whereas rural families were Protestant Biological parents believed that 

the western emigration o f their children to rural areas was being used as a strategy to 

proselytize religious beliefs.

While colonial, and later state, legislatures passed individual adoption bills, it was 

not until 1851 that Massachusetts passed the first modem adoption law. Because o f the 

religious concerns o f biological parents, as later adoption statutes were developed clauses 

stipulating religious matching were included (Cole & Donley, 1990). By 1925, all 48 

states had enacted legislation regulating the adoption of children (Chambers, 1975).

At the turn o f the twentieth century, five factors combined to make adoption o f an 

unrelated child a difficult and insecure process (Berebitsky, 1994). First, there was a 

change in philosophy from removing the child from the corruptible influences o f their 

poor families to keeping “worthy” poor families together. Second, due to this 

philosophical shift, unwed mothers were strongly encouraged to keep their infants, 

thereby reducing the availability o f infants for adoption. Third, children that were 

abandoned were often half orphaned (one biological parent was still living) and there was 

the threat o f interference by the biological parent in the adoptive family system. Fourth, 

there was a growing bureaucracy that was extremely confusing for prospective adopters. 

Last, there was a strong cultural belief that the mother/child bond was primary to 

psychological development Cole and Donley (1990) noted that the adoption o f infants 

was rare in the early twentieth century for several reasons including: (a) infants placed in 

foundling homes seldom survived; (b) it was not feasible to separate mothers and infants
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until the advent o f formula; and (c) there was fear o f the infant’s heredity due to social 

prejudice against poor or immigrant families.

After World War I, the interest in the adoption o f infants increased because o f the 

drop in birth rates (Cole & Donley, 1990). This resulted in the development o f “black 

market” adoptions. While initial legislation was specific to adoptions occurring through 

agencies or institutions, the accusations o f fraud and coercion on the part o f private 

brokers resulted in the amendment o f adoption laws to also regulate private adoptions as 

well.

After World War EL, there was a renewed interest in adoption; however, it was 

primarily limited to infants. This was because o f the resurgence o f the fear o f 

illegitimacy and its relationship to the “bad blood” of the family of origin (Cole & 

Donley, 1990). Cole and Donley further noted that because o f this concern, up until the 

1960s it was common practice to keep infants in “study homes” for up to 12 months to 

monitor their health both physically and psychologically.

By 1955, the demand for adoption exceeded the numbers o f infants available. To 

meet this demand, adoption agencies set stricter eligibility criteria for prospective 

adoptive parents, which resulted in an escalating black market for adoptions (Cole & 

Donley, 1990). This led to Senate investigations o f black market adoptions and 

restrictive agency policies and to a National Conference on Adoption sponsored by the 

Child Welfare League o f America. A change in philosophy resulted form this 

conference; this change was to the “best interests o f the child.”
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During the later half o f the twentieth century, changes continued to occur in the 

arena o f adoption. Some o f these changes include: (a) the increase in transracial 

adoption, resulting in “black power” advocates pushing for racial matching; (b) the 

dramatic increase in divorce and remarriages, which resulted in more stepparent 

adoptions; (c) the Freedom o f Information Act, which resulted in demands from all 

members o f the adoption triad (the adoptive parents, birth parents and adopted child) for 

more open communication and information; (d) the increase in public interest law firms 

who fought for birthparents’ rights, resulting in new statutes making it more difficult to 

terminate the birthparents’ parental rights; and (e) the change in society’s view regarding 

out-of-wedlock pregnancies, which increased the number o f unmarried parents keeping 

their children (Cole & Donley, 1990).

O f these most recent changes, the most striking is the dramatic increase in “open 

adoptions” and international adoptions. Open adoption refers to adoption practices in 

which information, communication, or both, are shared among members o f the adoption 

triad (Byrd, Heagany, & Burton, 1999). While open adoptions can run the gamut in 

degree o f interaction among the adoption triad, the most common open adoption 

continues to offer confidentiality for all members. According to Byrd et al. (1999), this is 

accomplished by birth parents: (a) studying non-identifying adoptive parent profiles; (b) 

selecting and meeting the selected prospective adoptive family with only first names 

exchanged; and (c) exchanging only letters, pictures, and gifts following placement By 

consenting to some degree o f openness, it allows the birthmother to confirm the 

correctness o f the adoption decision, obtain assurance that the child will receive
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appropriate parenting, and assist in the grieving process that goes with the relinquishment 

o f a child. It also allows the autonomy and independence needed for the adoptive parents 

to establish and build a bond with the child and allows the child to attach to the adoptive 

parents, thereby successfully completing an identity formation.

While open adoptions in the United States have become much more common, 

there still are not enough infants to meet the demand. This has resulted in a dramatic 

increase in international adoptions in recent years (Duncan, 1999). The adoption o f 

children internationally dates back to the 1940s from countries where United States 

military personnel had been stationed (Weil, 1984). Since that time, the United States 

has been the major receiver o f foreign children with the largest number of international 

adoptions occurring from Korea. This is most likely because o f the strong emphasis on 

family structure and the difficulty the people o f that society have accepting illegitimate or 

mixed-race children.

Because international adoptions are influenced by cultural and political 

considerations, there have been wide variations in legal requirements. In an attempt to 

institute some regulation over intercountry adoptions, The Hague Intercountry Adoption 

Convention occurred and the Permanent Bureau was established in 1989 (Duncan, 1999). 

The Convention had as an underlying philosophy the need to ensure that the interests o f 

the child would be foremost in the adoption process, that intercountry adoptions would 

only be considered in the case o f a child where no suitable family could be found in the 

country o f origin, and that abuses associated with intercountry adoption would be 

minimized or eliminated. This philosophy was very appealing to the 66 States that
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unanimously adopted the Convention in May 1993 at The Hague. Subsequently, the 

Convention has had a major influence on the practice o f intercountry adoption. In fact, 

the Congress o f the United States recently passed the Intercountry Adoption Act o f2000 

and President Clinton signed it into law on October 6,2000 (Thomas, PL 106-279).

In summary, while adoption existed in some form since early history, it has 

experienced its most dramatic changes in recent years. This historical presentation o f 

adoption offers a clear picture o f this dynamic and continually changing institution.

Parenting

According to the Oxford Dictionary (Pearsall, 1999), parenting is to “be or act as 

a parent” and to parent is to be “a father or mother”(p. 1036). We could delve further 

into definitions as to what a mother or a father is; however, it still would not give a clear 

understanding o f what parenting is. To gain a broader conceptualization o f parenting, it 

will be reviewed within the context o f theology, psychology, sociology and nursing.

Theological Perspective

A theme in American theology has been the crucial role o f parents in the faith 

development o f their children (Fishbum, 1983). Chartier (1984) completed a review of 

the literature on theology and parenting and found three different views of parenting from 

the theological perspective. The first view is that parenting flows from the perspective of 

human nature. Therefore, if  the child is viewed as “all good” then parenting is 

permissive and if  the child is viewed as “all bad” then parenting is authoritarian. But 

from a Christian perspective the child should be raised from a context o f authority and 

love, as no child is all good or all bad. The second view is that the parent-child
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relationship is analogous to God’s relationship to his people. Therefore, parenting is a 

role that is assumed to fulfill a responsibility to a divine command, that o f recognizing 

and affirming the humanity o f the child, creating and sustaining the personal life o f the 

child, and assisting the child to see itself as creature and sinner before and with God 

(Chartier, 1984). The third view is that parents are stewards and caretakers o f children.

It is believed that God entrusts parents with children and that parents, as stewards, are to 

care for the children as partners in creation.

In addition, Chartier (1984) presented his own perspective on the theology o f 

parenting and labeled it the incaraational model. There are seven premises to this model, 

and they are: (a) God as parent cares for us, therefore parents are to care for their 

children; (b) God as parent is responsive to us, therefore parents are to be responsive to 

their children; (c) God as parent disciplines us, therefore parents are to discipline their 

children; (d) God as parent gives o f himself to us, therefore parents are to give of 

themselves to their children; (e) God as parent respects us, therefore parents are to respect 

their children; (f) God as parent knows us, therefore parents are to know their children; 

and (g) God as parent forgives us, therefore parents are to forgive their children. Chartier 

states that these seven mutually interdependent dimensions o f love are drawn from the 

parental face o f God and that they need to be recognized by children in the faces o f their 

parents

Allison and Allison’s (1997) view o f parenting as discipleship appears very 

similar to Chartiers’s incamational model. Allison and Allison hold that children will 

adopt the values, behaviors, and beliefs they are taught by their parents, as the parent is
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the one who will make the deepest impression upon the child. Therefore, if  the parents 

can intentionally disciple their children through ritual, purposeful family time together, 

and demonstrating a consistent example by the way they live on a day-to-day basis, then 

the children will want to follow their parent’s Christian beliefs. Both Chartier’s 

incamational model and Allison and Allison’s parenting as discipleship model are 

indicating that if  parents emulate Christ’s behavior it will present faith in such a way as to 

encourage the child to adopt and follow their parent’s Christian faith.

Based on the views presented from the theological perspective, the major theme is 

that the crucial role o f parenting is the passing on o f faith to children. Different strategies 

can be used but the final desired outcome is the same, the nurturing o f the child into the 

Christian belief.

Psychological Perspective 

The psychological perspective o f parenting has evolved over time (Maccoby, 

1992). Early in the history o f psychology there were two competing theories by which 

parenting was evaluated; Behaviorism and Psychoanalytic Theory. According to 

behaviorism, parenting is the socialization o f children through learning, with the parents 

as the teachers and the child as the learner. On the other hand, psychoanalytic theory, 

which was formulated by Sigmund Freud, held that children were malleable in their early 

years and what was learned was nearly irreversible. Therefore, what the parents did had 

long lasting effects on the child’s development.

Whereas these two early theories focused on reinforcement, later theories focused 

on interactions between individuals. One o f the most well-known is John Bowlby’s
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attachment theory. Bowlby (1969) focused on the infant-mother relationship and how 

attachment occurs. Bowlby believed that the mother and infant were in a state o f 

prepared readiness to develop reciprocal behaviors. If  interaction did not occur during a 

short period o f time following birth, then attachment would not occur, thereby affecting 

the infant’s development. While Bowlby’s work was primarily based on primates, Klaus 

and Kennell (1982) expanded his work to human interaction. This view o f attachment 

placed a heavy burden on mothers in regard to their role in the development o f their 

children.

The burden on parents persisted in the 1970s and 1980s because o f the 

assumption that deviant behavior in the child was a result o f inept performance o f child 

management skills on the part o f the parent (Maccoby, 1992). However, research done 

by G. R. Patterson and his colleagues (1980,1982 as cited in Maccoby, 1992) did not 

support that the parents were the actual cause o f the deviant behavior. Instead it was 

identified that interactions between the parent and deviant child were different than the 

interactions between parents and non-deviant children. Because o f the increased research 

on parent-child interaction, there was a  change from research on individuals to dyads, 

which fostered the growth in the “science o f relationships’’ (Maccoby, 1992). 

Investigations on relationships have changed the focus from a top-down perspective, 

where the child receives from the parent or imitates the parent, to an interactional 

perspective, where both the parent and the child receive, Ieam, and grow within a 

relationship.
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While early research relating to parenting almost exclusively centered on the 

mother-child relationship, current research is expanding to the father-child relationship. 

Investigation in this area focuses on the components that foster father-child relationships 

(Kazura, 2000; Parke, 2000) and comparison studies differentiating parenting styles and 

interactional patterns between mothers and fathers (Ball, Hooker, & Kelly, 2000; Kazura,

2000). Despite the growing research in these areas, the focus continues to be on the study 

o f the effects o f parenting on the psychological growth and development o f the child 

(Carroll & Robinson, 2000; Furstenberg & Weiss, 2000; Ortega, 2001). This appears to 

reflect an underlying assumption by psychology that the burden is on the parent(s) to 

prevent deviant behavior in the child based on their parenting practices.

Sociological Perspective 

To structure a review o f the sociological perspective on parenting, a discussion o f 

family social science theories relevant to the subject o f parenting follows. In 1924 the 

American Sociological Association (then known as the American Sociological Society) 

established its Family Section (Klein & White, 1996). Family social science theories 

were developed primarily from sociology while drawing from other disciplines such as 

Social Psychology, Social Anthropology, Historical Sociology, Rural Sociology, Child 

Psychology, and Human Development (Hill & Hansen, 1960; Hanson & Kaakinen,

2001).

Several authors have explored the development o f family social science with the 

emphasis on its usefulness to practice. Boss, Doherty, LaRossa, Schumm, and 

Steinmertz (1993) traced the development o f family theory from it’s beginning to the
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emerging models o f the mid^O* century. Klein and White (1996) reviewed major 

theoretical frameworks from the social sciences used to understand families. Family 

social science theories focus on the study o f the interaction o f family members and its 

impact on the group as a whole as well as on institutional analysis o f the family in a 

community context with attention to cultural diversity.

There are three predominant conceptual approaches that have constituted the 

major foundations in the field o f marriage and the family since the 1960s: (a) structural- 

functional, (b) interactional, and (c) developmental (Hanson & Kaakinen, 2001). 

Additional frameworks presently used in the study o f family include: (a) conflict theory; 

(b) exchange theory, (c) psychoanalysis; (d) social psychology; (e) developmental theory; 

(f) economics; (g) law; (h) chaos; (0  stress; (j) change; (k) anthropological and 

multicultural theories; and (I) phenomenology. Four family social science theories 

relevant to the addition o f a child to the family will be discussed here. They are: (a) 

interactional theory, (b) stress theory, (c) developmental theory, and (d) change theory. 

Interaction is an integral element in families. Family interaction patterns shift with the 

addition o f a child therefore interactional theory is useful in examining these shifts.

Stress theory is applicable because the addition o f a child is a  stressor that produces 

change within the family. Similarly, developmental theory offers a  life cycle perspective 

and provides a chronological framework for the family. Family structure and function 

are dynamic; thus, change theory offers a  theoretical lens for viewing the family 

experiencing the addition o f a child.
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The family interactional theory is derived from symbolic interactionism (Hill & 

Hansen, I960). The focus o f the family interactional theory “is on internal processes o f 

social interaction within families rather than on the outcomes o f these interactions” 

(Hanson & Kaakmen, 2001, p. 44). Within the interaction approach the family is viewed 

as a unit o f interacting personalities and a major emphasis is placed on family roles as 

well as socialization patterns. When two or more family members participate in social 

interaction, it leads to role taking. Each member of the family takes on formal and 

informal roles within the family. Family members have a perception o f how a role is to 

be enacted. Each family member judges his or her own behavior based on feedback from 

other family members that either challenges or reinforces the way the individual is 

carrying out the role.

The family interactional theory allows for the investigation o f socialization 

patterns as well as relationships such as those between parent and child. A down side to 

this theory is that it does not take into consideration external forces impacting the family 

such as social environment and cultural influences (Hanson & Kaakinen, 2001).

Another theory, family stress theory is derived from the early works o f Rueben 

Hill (1971), which he began in 1949 when he conducted research on war-induced 

separation and reunions o f families during World War II. Hill found that the stress of 

separation often led to crisis and crisis led to the decline in family functioning, but the 

decline was followed by a recovery period that led to a new level o f family organization. 

Based on this research, Hill (1951) developed the “ABCX” model o f family stress. In 

this model, “A” is the stressor that leads to change in the family system. “B” represents
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the strengths or resources o f the family that enable them to deal with the stressor. These 

can include internal family resources such as religious faith, financial resources, physical 

health, family flexibility, and family coping mechanisms, as well as external resources 

such as social support “C” refers to family appraisal o f the seriousness o f the stressor or 

the subjective meaning the family attaches to the stressor. The family’s definition o f the 

stressor determines how they will attempt to deal with it and how stressful it will be for 

them. The combination o f “A,” “B,” and “C” influence the family’s ability to prevent 

crisis as a result o f the stressor event Changes or the amount o f disruption o f the family 

system created by stressors may lead to crisis, which is “X.” Families with limited 

resources or those whose members tend to appraise stressors as crisis-producing are more 

susceptible to crisis.

Hill’s “ABCX” model has been expanded and revised by the works o f McCubbin 

and Patterson (1983) to include coping as a major predictor o f family adaptation. The 

most recent revisions done by McCubbin and McCubbin (1993) have resulted in a family 

stress theory called the resiliency model. While the theory still describes the process a 

family goes through when confronted by a stressor that has the potential to cause family 

disruption, the focus is on family change and adaptation over time. The addition o f a 

child to the family could result in stress within the parental system, especially when 

considering the contemporary changes in the family system to an increasing number o f 

single parent and blended family systems.

In contrast to a family stress theory that focuses on family change and adaptation 

over time as a  result o f stressful events, family developmental theory focuses on
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predictable changes and growth that occur during a family’s life (Hanson & Kaakinen,

2001). While acknowledging the importance o f individual development, family 

developmental theory focuses on, “the development o f the family as a group o f 

interacting individuals and organized by social norms” (Klein & White, 1996, p. 120).

Evelyn Duvall’s (1977) seminal work on the family life cycle is the 

developmental theory that describes the predictable stages that the family moves through 

beginning with a couple’s marriage and ending with death. The tasks and processes that 

families progress through over their lifetime can be understood in terms o f the 

development o f individual family members and o f the family as a whole (Duvall &

Miller, 1985; Gellerstedt & LeRoux, 1995; Martell, 2001). Achievement o f family 

developmental tasks enables individuals in the family to achieve their own individual 

tasks (Duvall & Miller, 1985; Martell, 2001). A significant portion o f the life cycle for a 

family focuses on the developmental changes that occur with the addition and growth o f 

children in the family, specifically stages two through six (Duvall & Miller, 1985).

Within each o f these stages are specific tasks carried out by the parent that assist in 

fostering the individual development o f the child as well as development o f the family 

system as a whole.

According to Duvall’s family life cycle, the family is distinctive in its 

composition and complexity o f family member expectations and roles at different ages 

(Martell, 2001). The distinctiveness o f a family results from the influence o f their history 

and traditions and the society in which they live. Despite the fact that the family form
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continues to change, the theory is still useful in assessing the developmental progression 

o f the family across the lifespan.

Change theory is also relevant when reviewing literature on parenting. 

Watzlawick, Weakland, and Fisch (1974) presented the view o f family change as either 

first* or second-order. First-order change is demonstrated when some part o f the family 

experiences change but the family system itself remains unchanged. For example, when 

the parents learn a new discipline strategy the family remains the same, but the new 

approach to discipline results in changes in the child who is a part o f the family. Second- 

order change is demonstrated by changes in the rules governing the family system that 

results in transformations in the system structurally or in its communication. Change 

within the family system does not occur smoothly or in a linear fashion and families are 

often unaware o f most changes, becoming accustomed to a  new way o f being before the 

change is recognized (Hanson & Kaakinen, 2001).

The concept o f transition focuses on second-order change, more specifically the 

marked period o f upheaval experienced by the family as it moves from one state to 

another (Martell. 2001). Transition to parenthood is suggested to be a long-term process 

that results in reorganization o f both inner life and external behavior (Cowan & Cowan, 

1992). Five domains have been identified in which change occurs in the transition to 

parenthood: (a) change in identify and inner self, (b) shifts in the roles and relationships 

within the marriage, (c) shifts in the three-generational roles and relationships, (d) 

changing roles and relationships outside the family, and (e) new parenting roles and 

relationships.
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The four family social science theories presented here demonstrate somewhat 

overlapping conceptual approaches to understanding the family system. Stress theory 

focuses on change and adaptation over time as does change theory. The developmental 

theory addresses change over time in the family system but it focuses on predictable 

changes and the tasks associated with those predictable changes. All o f  the theories 

include some type o f interactional element Overall, these theories demonstrate that the 

family is a dynamic system and that the addition o f a child to the family impacts the 

system as well as the individual members.

Nursing Perspective

Nursing has been highly connected to psychology and sociology; therefore, many 

o f the ways in which these two disciplines have viewed parenting have been shared by 

nursing. For example, along side the early works in psychology that focused on mother- 

infant attachment and bonding (Bowlby, 1969; Klaus & Kennell, 1982), Reva Rubin,

( 1967a, 1967b) a maternal child nurse, began her seminal work on the development o f the 

psychological tasks o f pregnancy. Her research focused on the process that women go 

through in taking on the maternal role.

Since that time, research in nursing has expanded the understanding o f parenting 

on such issues as parents’ problem-solving abilities and competence (Pridham & Chang, 

1992; Pridham, Chang, & Chiu, 1994); parenting skills (Frankel, 1998); the effectiveness 

o f parent training for improving maternal self-efficacy, maternal stress, and the quality o f 

mother-child interactions (Tucker, Gross, Fogg, Delaney, & Lapporte, 1998); and the 

factors that affect maternal role satisfaction (Ohasht, 1992). As nurses gain insight into
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the impact that the addition o f a child has on parenting and the family, the need to support 

and foster a family focused perspective in caring for childbearing families becomes 

apparent (Martell, 2001).

A broader understanding o f parenting is gained by reviewing it from a variety o f 

perspectives. In looking at the perspectives o f theology, psychology, sociology, and 

nursing on parenting, similarities and differences have been identified. While Christian 

theology focuses on nurturing a child into a Christian belief system, psychology, 

sociology, and nursing have focused on the impact interactions and change have on the 

family system and the individual members. Psychology focuses on the interactions 

between parent and child and the impact that those interactions have on the relationship. 

Although social science is not synonymous with sociology, family social science theories 

were developed primarily from sociology, while drawing from social psychology, social 

anthropology, historical sociology, rural sociology, child psychology, and human 

development. Family social science focuses on internal change and external stressors 

that impact the entire family system as a whole. Nursing focuses more intently on the 

interaction between the parent and child but also incorporates to some degree the effect 

the external environment has on the relationship.

Adoptive Parenting

With an understanding o f the history o f adoption and a broad understanding o f 

parenting, it is relevant to review the current understanding o f adoptive parenting. A 

discussion o f adoptive parenting will be presented from the perspectives o f theology, 

psychology, sociology, and nursing.
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Theological Perspective

A discussion o f adoptive parenting would not be complete without understanding 

its relevance from a theological perspective. According to Anderson (1993), in the Bible 

the apostle Paul utilized his understanding o f the Roman law o f the times on “adoptio” 

and its meaning, to choose, when he wrote “For he [God] chose us in him before the 

creation o f  the world to be holy and blameless in his sight In love he predestined us to 

be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will” 

(Eph. 1:4-5, NIV). Christians embraced the idea o f adoption based on the belief that God 

relinquished his son for them and that they were adopted in the faith, therefore adoption 

was a  demonstration o f agape (spiritual love) as demonstrated first by God (Post, 1997).

Wangerin (1995) offered a biblical example o f the agapic act o f adoptive 

parenting in Joseph, the adopted earthly father o f Jesus. He described Joseph chosing to 

take Jesus as his son even though he was not Jesus’ biological father and demonstrated 

faith, obedience, tenderness, and finally release in his adoptive parent role.

While adoption is a secondary option for most parents, Christians celebrate it and 

establish it theologically as the right response to the child in need (Post, 1997). 

Christianity provides a sacred canopy for the adoptive family, whereby the Christian 

community legitimizes families that are created purely by agape rather than begotten 

biologically.

It is clear that for Christians, adoptive parenting is an earthly demonstration o f 

God’s spiritual love for them as his children. From the example o f God’s adoption of
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Christians as his children comes the realization that true parenting is viewed as the 

relationship between the parent and the child, not a biological tie.

Psychological Perspective 

From the psychological perspective, a  primary focus o f research in recent years 

has been on adjustment of the members o f the adoptive family and on identity formation 

in adopted children (Brodzinsky, 1990). This focus was prompted by reports foom 

inpatient and outpatient mental health facilities o f an increased number o f referrals o f 

adopted children for services. According to Brodzinsky (1990), while ‘'adopted children 

constitute approximately 2% o f the total population o f children in the United States, they 

represent between 4 and 5% of the children referred to outpatient mental health facilities 

and between 10 and 15% of the children in residential care facilities” (p. 3).

Research on adoptive families and the relationship between adopted children and 

their adoptive parents has shown that adopted children experience more problems than 

their nonadopted counterparts (Brodzinsky, 1990; Derdeyn & Graves, 1998; Juffer, 

Hoksbergen, Riksen-Walraven, & Kohnstamm, 1997). According to Derdeyn and 

Graves (1998), the majority o f problems that arise relate to the adoptive parents’ feelings 

o f a lack of entitlement to the child and to the child’s need to master abandonment 

Brinich (1990) presented a psychoanalytic perspective o f adoption and suggested that 

adoptive parents struggle with many o f the same internal conflicts regarding sexuality 

and aggression that biological parents face. However, for adoptive parents these conflicts 

tend to center around issues o f defectiveness (in self spouse or adopted child), 

difficulties with the early parent-child interactions, and entitlement to a child bom to
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someone else. Entitlement to the child bom to another appears to be a recurrent theme, 

which may result in a special pressure to be the perfect parent to the adopted child 

(Hartman & Laird, 1990). The need to be perfect as a parent can result in conflict with 

the child.

Much o f the focus o f research on adoption in the area o f psychology has focused 

on the effect adoption has on the psychological development o f the adopted child. It is 

suggested that the well-being o f the adopted child is influenced by factors associated with 

the transition to adoptive parenthood such as “infertility, the uncertainty o f the timing o f 

the adoption process, the intrusiveness o f the home study, the stigma associated with 

adoptive parenthood, and the lack o f readily available role models ...” (Brodzinsky,

1990, p. 19). These additional stresses could have a negative impact on the relationship 

between the parent and the child. Because o f the significant role that adoptive parents 

play in helping the child understand adoption, research has also focused on identifying 

ways in which adoptive parents can minimize the negative effects adoption has on the 

child (Brodziiisky & Brodzinsky, 1992; Derdeyn & Graves, 1998; Hartman & Laird,

1990; Jufferetal., 1997).

Sociological Perspective 

Sociology, while it investigates the interacting relationship between parent and 

child, also seeks to identify the social factors that can impact the relationship. In the area 

o f adoptive parenting, Kirk (1984) began his classic work on the social role theory o f 

adoption adjustment in 1964. He suggested that a  fundamental issue for adoptive 

families is the way they handle the inherent differences o f adoptive family life. Those
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differences include the unique tasks, challenges, and conflicts that differentiate adoptive 

and nonadoptive families. Kirk found that adoptive parents had to deal with role 

handicaps such as a lack o f a cultural script for adoptive parenting and its meaning, which 

could result in unintentional comments or questions by individuals, who have not had 

intimate contact with adoption, that set the adoptive parents and child apart

To help minimize the negative impact associated with the role handicap o f 

adoptive parenthood, some adoptive parents would attempt to simulate, as closely as 

possible, nonadoptive family life (Kirk, 1984). In this situation, the adoptive parent 

would communicate the importance o f not thinking about the adoption, essentially 

attempting to forget that the child was adopted. Kirk labeled this “rejection-of- 

difference.” In contrast, what Kirk labeled “acknowledgement-of-difference,” other 

adoptive parents chose to confront the differences associated with being an adoptive 

family. To accomplish this the adoptive parents sought to resolve the challenges and 

conflicts associated with adoptive family life by fostering the exploration o f feelings and 

allowing active involvement by family members in the issues. Kirk suggests that 

acknowledgement-of-difference is the healthier o f the two strategies in that rejection-of- 

difference behavior may inhibit the development o f an accepting and trusting family 

atmosphere and may reinforce in the child the belief that to feel different is to be deviant 

Research undertaken by Kirk (1984) and Miall (1987) examined the social 

environment in which adoption exists and the perception o f social prejudice experienced 

by adoptive parents. Miall (1987) found that adoptive mothers had the perception that 

societal beliefs about adoption included strong elements o f stigmatization based on the
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absence o f blood ties, and because o f that they believed that their family, formed through 

adoption, was devalued. March (1995) investigated the perception o f adoption as a social 

stigma and whether it was a  major motivating factor for the adopted child seeking 

reunion. March suggests that adoptive families experience social prejudice related to the 

validity o f the adoptive parent-child bond, as a result o f a continuing philosophical belief 

in the primacy o f the blood bond in the creation o f families. March’s findings indicated 

that, “Their search and reunion activities were not symptomatic o f adoption breakdown. 

They represented an attempt to neutralize their stigma trait by placing self within the 

biosocial context valued by their community” (p. 658). This demonstrates that not only 

do adoptive parents have to deal with their own internal concerns about their ability to 

parent another person’s child, but they also must deal with pressures implicitly or 

explicitly placed upon them by society as well.

Nursing Perspective 

Maternity and pediatric nurses have a  strong interest in the experiences of 

individuals as they move through the biological process o f becoming parents. In the 

present culture o f the United States, there are other ways in which individuals become 

parents that are also relevant to maternity and pediatric nurses as well as nurses in other 

areas o f the profession. However, a review o f select maternity and pediatric nursing 

textbooks published from 1999 through 2002 revealed a  limited discussion o f adoption 

from no discussion at all (Ball & Bindler, 1999), discussion related to grief reaction with 

relinquishment (Novak & Broom, 1999), to as much as two pages covering special issues, 

needs, and concerns o f adoptive parents (Lowdermilk, Perry, & Bobak, 2000; Wong,
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Hockenberry-Eaton, Wilson, Winkelstein, & Schwartz, 2001; Ladewig, London,

Moberly, & Olds, 2002; Murray, McKinney, & Gorrie, 2002; Wong, Perry, & 

Hockenberry, 2002).

There have been a few studies that investigated various issues related to adoptive 

parenting including such studies on the effects o f infertility on parenting (Bernstein,

1990; Sandelowski, 1993), the feelings o f adoptive mothers to becoming parents in 

comparison to biological mothers (Koepke, Anglin, Austin, & Delesalle, 1991), and 

identifying adoptive parents’ special needs (Walker, 1981). The compilation o f research 

completed by Sandelowski (1993) utilizing a variety o f methodologies including 

phenomenology, sociohistorical investigation, and a longitudinal and grounded theory 

investigation was synthesized to derive the theory of the transition to parenthood of 

infertile couples (Sandelowski, 1995). The studies used in the formation o f the theory 

focused on comparing the transition to parenthood o f normally fertile couples to infertile 

couples, with the infertile group being broken down into three subgroups: (a) infertile 

childbearers through biomedical means, (b) infertile childbearers through spontaneous 

means, and (c) infertile adopters. The resulting theory is quite complex, with different 

groups experiencing variations in the phases, overlapping processes, as well as exhibiting 

processes exclusive to a particular group.

Two studies were identified that focused on the experiences and feelings of 

adoptive parents during the preadoption and adoption phases (Lobar & Phillips, 1996; 

Solchany, 1998). Lobar and Phillips (1996) utilized an ethnographic analysis to gain 

insight into the feelings and perceptions o f parents who participated in the process of
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private infant adoption in Western society. Seven phases the adoptive parent moved 

through in a sequential manner were identified. Along with the phases, multiple themes 

emerged. The three major themes were: uncertainty, unpreparedness, and commitment to 

an unguaranteed investment Other themes that also surfaced were: isolation, 

competition, judgm ent and ostracism from a variety o f sources. The study undertaken by 

Solchany (1998) was a phenomenological one to investigate the preadoptive experience 

o f women participating in international adoption. Themes that emerged from this study 

included: taking control, creating a family, anticipating, celebrating the pictures, honoring 

the child’s origins, investing personally, and bonding.

The theory derived by Sandelowski (1995) on the transition to parenthood o f 

infertile couples focused on comparing the experiences o f infertile couples’ transition to 

parenthood to the transition experienced by normally fertile couples. The phases 

identified demonstrate some focus on the developing parent-child relationship. The study 

conducted by Lobar and Phillips (1996) focused on domestic adoptions and, while 

identifying phases, did not describe how the phases related to the developing parent-child 

relationship. Solchany’s study (1998), while focusing more on the developing parent- 

child relationship, did not clearly identify a process by which the relationship develops.

Summary

The historical review o f adoption presented an overview o f the ever-changing 

institution o f adoption. Though much research has been undertaken on the subject o f 

adoption the fact that the process is constantly evolving and changing lends credence to 

the importance o f  continued research. Parenting is also a capricious concept Parenting
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is not the same for any two people, nor is it viewed the same by theology, psychology, 

sociology or nursing. Because parenting is viewed in such a variety o f ways, it holds that 

adoptive parenting is also viewed in a variety o f ways. While there are many theories 

presented describing ways in which biological parents progress or transition to parenting, 

there are few that specifically addressed the process from the adoptive parents 

perspective, as they become parents. Therefore, an exploration o f the thoughts, feelings, 

attitudinal and behavioral changes that adoptive parents work through in relation to 

parenting an adopted infant by way o f a grounded theory study is an appropriate next step 

to add to the current knowledge.
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CHAPTER IH 

METHODOLOGY

The purpose o f this chapter is to describe the methodology utilized in this study. 

The chapter is divided into five sections: (a) design o f the study, (b) sample, (c) 

procedure for data collection, (d) method o f data analysis, and (e) summary.

Design o f the Study

The purpose o f this study was to describe the process o f adoptive parenting from 

the perspective o f the adoptive parent. An exploratory field study design based on 

grounded theory methodology was utilized for the investigation.

Grounded theory methodology, as first developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), is 

a rigorous, systematic guide to theory development The primary purpose o f grounded 

theory is the development o f a theory inductively derived from the phenomenon under 

study (Stern, 1980). The qualitative method o f grounded theory lends itself to the 

exploration o f the central concern in this study, that o f the process o f adoptive parenting.

Grounded Theory Methodology

The grounded theory method is most beneficial when little is known about a 

phenomenon or if  a  new point o f view is sought in a familiar situation (Stem, 1980). 

Working within the grounded theory method, the investigator does not work in a linear 

pattern o f collecting all data, then analyzing the data followed by evaluating the findings. 

Instead the investigator works within a matrix where all o f these processes are occurring 

at the same time. Data can be collected by a variety o f methods, such as interview,
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observation, and documentation, or by a combination o f these methods. For this study 

interviewing was utilized.

As data are collected, analysis occurs through a series o f steps beginning with 

open coding where the data are examined line by line and the processes in the data are 

identified (Glaser, 1978). From the open codes substantive codes are identified, which 

express the essential nature of the data. These codes are constantly compared with other 

codes, and they are clustered into categories that reflect the meaning evident in the codes. 

As the process continues, there is a reduction o f the categories into concepts with the 

beginnings of a tentative conceptual framework that explains the process o f the 

phenomenon under study. As the process progresses, the researcher returns to the 

literature and selectively samples to compare concepts looking at areas o f similarity and 

differences to the developing concepts. This is used as supportive data for the developing 

theory. Theoretical sampling o f additional participants is also done to clarify developing 

concepts and the underlying process (Stem, 1980).

As the concepts become clearer, a core variable is identified that explains most o f 

the process that is occurring. During the process o f identifying the core variable, the 

concepts are modified through theoretical coding, which moves concepts from 

descriptive terms to theoretical terms. Theoretical memoing assists in this process, as the 

memos include the emerging hypotheses, hunches about the connections between the 

concepts, and other abstractions. The memos are utilized to link the concepts, enriching 

understanding o f the basic process described in the data (Stem, 1980). The identified 

conceptual categories are described in terms o f the themes and patterns o f behavior
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indicated in the data analysis. The relationship o f the core variable to the identified 

phases will be described.

While research has been conducted on adoptive parenting (Lobar & Phillips,

1996; Sandelowski, 1995; Solchany, 1998), the phenomenon is complex; therefore, 

continued research in this area was determined to be relevant for expanding current 

knowledge on this subject Grounded theory methodology was chosen for this study to 

provide a new view of the process o f adoptive parenting.

Sample

Selection o f participants was guided by the principle o f theoretical sampling 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In grounded theory methodology, theoretical sampling is the 

process o f data collection for the generation o f theory where the investigator constantly 

collects, codes, and analyzes data. The decision o f what data to collect next is controlled 

by the emerging theory with the aim o f sampling events and incidents that are indicative 

o f categories.

Participants were initially admitted to the study based on the following criteria:

(a) married or cohabitating couple, (b) adopted a child who was one year o f age or 

younger at time o f placement, (c) the adopted child is still in the home, and (d) have no 

biological children. The sample consisted o f 16 participants, nine women and seven men. 

The sample size was determined as theoretical sampling and data analysis proceeded. 

Participants ranged in age from 32-53 years. The amount o f time since the child had 

been placed in the home ranged from two months to nine and a half years. O f the 16 

participants, 14 were husband and wife. The other two participants were adoptive
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mothers. The husband ofone adoptive mother did not wish to participate. The husband 

o f the other adoptive mother was unable to participate due to work schedule and time 

constraints despite several attempts to schedule an interview. There did not appear to be 

any significant differences in regard to the adoptive mothers’ experiences related to their 

husbands’ lack o f participation in the study. All o f the couples were interviewed together 

per their request All participants were located in the Central M idwest Social workers 

and the coordinator o f an adoption support group initially identified participants. 

Participants were also solicited through personal contacts through professional colleagues 

o f this nurse investigator.

Protection o f Human Rights 

The investigator complied with the Protection o f Human Subjects Procedure. The 

informed consent procedure (see Appendix A for consent form) was approved by The 

Catholic University o f America Committee for the Protection o f Human Subjects. To 

maintain confidentiality o f prospective participants, the investigator utilized an 

intermediary to obtain initial verbal consent o f the participant If the adoptive parent 

consented to participate, the intermediary provided the investigator with the prospective 

participant’s name and phone number for contact by the investigator. The investigator 

then contacted the prospective participant and validated that the inclusion criteria were 

met. The study was verbally described to the participant and validation o f willingness to 

participant was reaffirmed. The interview time was arranged at the participant’s 

convenience. All interviews took place in the participant’s home.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



36

Prior to initiating the interview, written consent for participation and for 

audiotaping o f the interview was obtained from each research participant Participants 

were informed o f the risks and benefits o f the study and that the participant’s information 

would be kept as confidential as legally possible. The participation in the study was 

voluntary, and each participant was informed o f his or her right to withdraw from the 

study at any point without penalty.

With the participant’s permission, demographic and adoption data were obtained 

(see Appendix B for demographic data form). The participants were provided with a 

copy o f the informed consent that included the investigator’s telephone number. The 

form also contained the name, address, and phone number o f The Catholic University of 

America Committee for the Protection o f Human Subjects. The participants were 

encouraged to contact any o f the parties listed if  they had any questions about the study.

Procedure for Data Collection

Prior to data collection, the investigator developed an interview guide consisting 

o f broad general questions pertaining to adoptive parenting (see Appendix C for 

interview guide). The guide contained questions designed to aid the participant in 

relating the details o f his or her experience o f adoptive parenting. Data collection moved 

with the flow of the participant’s conversation. The investigator, as a means of 

elucidating the data further, posed clarifying and probing questions.

An open-ended interview method was used. The purpose o f this method was to 

allow the investigator to hear the participant’s perspective based on the assumption that 

the adoptive parent was able to reflect on his o r her experience and relate that experience

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



37

to another person. To guarantee anonymity, pseudonyms were used. Since constant 

comparative analysis o f the data proceeded concurrently with data collection, as the 

analysis became more focused, subsequent interview questions became more content 

specific.

Interviews were conducted in the participant’s home. Attention was paid to 

scheduling the interview at a time most convenient for the participant. Interviews were 

tape recorded and transcribed verbatim as soon as possible after the interview. The 

interviews were approximately one and a  half to three hours in length. Participants were 

interviewed one time with the exception o f one participant who was interviewed twice for 

purpose o f member checking. Data collection took place over a six-month period o f 

time.

Method o f Data Analyses 

Tape recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim. The data were organized 

and coded utilizing the constant comparative method as described by Glaser (1978) and 

Glaser and Strauss (1967). To facilitate analysis, the verbatim transcripts were formatted 

to allow codes to be noted on the transcript The data were examined line by line in order 

to identify themes, patterns, and processes. All incoming data were compared to 

previously coded data. As a means o f facilitating comparability o f the data, the 

investigator developed a computer template to transcribe the verbatim, the code, and the 

corresponding theoretical note the investigator made. This allowed the investigator to 

keep all verbatims, codes, and notes tied together as comparative analysis continued with 

incoming data. Eventually, categories o f data were identified and were clustered
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together in phases o f  adoptive parenting. Through continued analysis, a tentative 

conceptual framework was generated. The identified categories were compared with 

each other to determine their relationship to each other. A framework was identified 

which comprised a three-phase process o f adoptive parenting.

Theoretical sampling proceeded in order to test the conceptual framework and the 

identified relationships. The investigator sought data to prove or disprove the theorized 

relationships to further identify and clarify the conceptual framework. Through the use 

o f theoretical sampling, the categories were expanded, limited, and dimensionalized. 

Theoretical sampling continued until all categories were saturated.

Throughout the analysis o f the data, the investigator maintained a system o f 

theoretical coding. This was accomplished by formulating a template for keeping 

verbatim, code, and theoretical notes together. It was also accomplished through the 

development o f theoretical memos and through formulating diagrams and models o f the 

concepts. All o f these assisted the investigator to further abstract the data.

Memo writing was also systematically maintained as a means o f keeping a record 

o f emerging hypotheses and ideas that occurred to the investigator while the data were 

being analyzed. The memos were organized and provided an outline for writing the 

substantive theory o f adoptive parenting.

Summary

This chapter described the methodology used in the study. An exploratory field 

design was used for this investigation, based on the qualitative methods o f grounded 

theory. The purpose o f this study was to describe and analyze the perceptions, feelings,
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beliefs, and behaviors that adoptive parents work through in relation to becoming parents 

o f an adopted child to identify specific phases or stages. The sample consisted o f 16 

adoptive parents who had adopted a child who was less than one year o f age at the time 

o f placement Data were collected utilizing an open-ended interview method. Data were 

analyzed using the constant comparative method o f data analysis described by Glaser 

(1978) and Glaser and Strauss (1967). A substantive theory describing the adoptive 

parents’ perception o f the process o f adoptive parenting was written.
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the findings that address the question: 

What is the process o f adoptive parenting? The information will be presented in the 

following order (a) description o f the participants, (b) description o f the processes 

involved in the generation o f the conceptual categories, and (c) description o f the 

substantive theory.

Description of the Participants 

Participants were initially recruited through the Coordinator o f a chapter o f 

RESOLVE (an infertility and adoption support group) and through social workers 

involved with adoptive parents in the Central M idwest Demographic data were collected 

to provide a description o f the study participants (see Table I). The sample consisted of 

16 participants, nine women (56%) and seven men (44%). O f the nine women that 

consented to participate, seven husbands also consented. The husbands o f the other two 

women did not participate in the study. One husband declined to participate. The other 

husband was unable to participate due to work schedule and time constraints despite 

several attempts to schedule an interview. The experiences o f these two adoptive 

mothers were not significantly different from those whose husbands did participate. The 

husbands’ and wives’ interviews were scheduled at the same time and they were 

interviewed together per the couples’ request Interview length varied from one and a 

half to three hours to allow each adequate time to respond to interview questions.

The nine female participants ranged in age from 32 to 50 at the time o f the interview,

40
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Table 1

Description o f Selected Demographic Data o f the Study Participants

Participant Sex Age Ethnicity Religious
Affiliation

Marital
Status

Occupation

1 F 45 Caucasian Methodist M Homemaker

2 F 45 Caucasian Baptist M Homemaker

3 M 45 Caucasian Baptist M Minister of 
Administration

4 F 36 Caucasian Methodist M Music Teacher

5 M 40 Caucasian Methodist M Attorney

6 F 39 Caucasian Methodist M Homemaker

7 M 40 Caucasian Methodist M Self-employed
Consultant

8 F 50 Caucasian Baptist M Homemaker

9 M 53 Caucasian Baptist M Electrician

10 F 32 Caucasian Catholic M Physical
Therapist

11 M 34 Caucasian Catholic M Hotel Manager

12 F 37 Caucasian Christian M Self-employed

13 M 41 Caucasian/ 
Cherokee Indian

Christian M Self-employed

14 F 45 Caucasian Baptist M Homemaker

15 F 32 Caucasian Protestant M Teacher

16 M 34 Caucasian Catholic M School
Administrator
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with a  mean age o f 40. The seven male participants ranged in age from 34 to S3 at the 

time o f the interview, with a mean age o f 41. Fifteen (94%) o f the participants were 

Caucasian. One participant was o f Caucasian and Cherokee Indian nationality. A variety 

o f religious affiliations were represented. All o f the participants were married. O f the 

nine female participants, five were homemakers. One couple was self-employed. In this 

dyad, the mother worked only when the children could go with her. Another adoptive 

mother identified her self as a teacher and indicated that she had not worked since the 

arrival o f the child and would not return to work until the fall semester.

Adoption Data

Data were collected regarding the first adoption experience o f the participants. 

Table 2 describes the nine adopted children o f the 16 participants interviewed. Infertility 

was noted as the primary reason for adopting a child. The age at time o f placement 

ranged from two days to nine months. The ethnic mix o f the nine children included five 

(56%) Caucasian, two (22%) Asian, one (11%) Caucasian/American Indian, and one 

(11%) Romanian. The length o f time since the child’s initial placement in the home, 

ranged from two months to nine and one half years. Seven o f the nine children (78%) 

were adopted through an agency and six of the nine children (67%) were adopted 

domestically. Fourteen (88%) o f adoptive parents cited books and magazines as the 

primary method o f preparing for the adoption. Seven (44%) adoptive parents used a 

support group as a method o f preparation for adoption. Only five (31%) adoptive parents 

used some type o f parenting class to prepare for adoption. Two couples and one o f the
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Table 2

Description of Adoption History of the Study Participants

Participant
Age o f Child 
at Time of 
Placement

Ethnicity o f 
Child

Length of 
Time Since 

Initial 
Placement

Method o f 
Adoption

Type o f 
Adoption

Method o f 
Preparation*

Total 
Number of 
Adopted 
Children

Number of 
Failed 

Adoptions

Reason for 
Adopting Child

1 3 days Caucasian 2 years Agency Domestic 3 1 0 Infertility
2

9 months Asian 18 months Agency
International 

-  China 1 .3 .4 1 0 Wanted child3
4

3 days Caucasian 8 'A months Private Domestic 3 . 4 , 5 1 0 Infertility5
6

12 days Caucasian 9 years Agency Domestic 3 2 0 Infertility7
8

21 days Caucasian 8 'A years Agency Domestic 1 1 0 Wanted child9
10

2 days
Caucasian/
American

Indian
13 months Private Domestic 3 .4 1 0 InfertilityII

12
9 months Romanian 3 years Agency

International 
-  Romania 2 . 3 , 5 2 0 Infertility13

14 14 days Caucasian 9 'A years Agency Domestic 1 .3 ,4 2 0 Wanted Child
13

7 months Asian 2 months Agency
International 
-  S. Korea 5 1 0 Infertility16

M ethod o f  Preparation*:
1 -  C lass
2 -  A udio (video)
3 -  W ritten material (books, m agazines)
4 -  Support group interaction
5 -  O ther (fam ily/friends, parenting seminars, and w orkshop)
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adoptive mothers adopted a second child. No adoptive parent experienced a failed 

adoption.

Process o f Generating the Conceptual Categories 

The goal o f this study was to generate a substantive theory that explained the 

process o f adoptive parenting. Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously over 

a six-month period o f time. In a substantive theory, the concepts and hypotheses emerge 

from the data. Thus the theory fits the situation under study.

Substantive Coding 

Open-ended interviews were used to collect data. A semi-structured interview 

guide was used during the interviews with adoptive parents (see Appendix C for 

interview guide). All interviews took, place in the adoptive parent’s home. All interviews 

were tape recorded and transcribed verbatim.

The investigator substantively coded all interviews. With substantive coding, 

each sentence, idea or incident was examined and given a name. The codes were often 

the words or phrases expressed by the participants. The investigator formulated a coding 

system that tied the verbatim, the substantive code, and the investigator’s theoretical note 

together. This coding system facilitated sorting o f the substantive codes and allowed 

comprehensive comparability between the verbatim, the substantive code, and the 

investigator’s theoretical note thus, offering a more thorough analysis o f the data. With 

each successive interview, the investigator compared the new data with the previously 

identified codes. This process continued until data saturation was evident
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Numerous conceptual labels were identified in the data. Early conceptual labels 

included: on trial, adoption work, supporting relationships, expectant preparation, seeking 

acceptance, adoption difference, expectant limbo, and child focused.

Categorizing

As data analysis continued, concepts pertaining to the same phenomenon were 

clustered into categories. Categories were named in a more abstract way than the original 

conceptual codes so that they could be developed analytically. Initial categories included 

such processes as: preparing to parent, noting the difference, prospecting, linking with 

the child, spiritual training, disciplining, linking with biology/culture, battling and 

experiencing change. Table 3 is an example o f how one category, prospecting, was 

described in a more abstract way than the conceptual labels from which it was derived.

Table 3

Conceptual Labels Contributing to the Category Prospecting

Conceptual Labels Category

Mentoring friendships

Negotiating parenting styles Prospecting

Learning by observing

Differencing
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Categories and their properties continued to emerge throughout the process o f 

substantive coding. Analysis o f the interviews with the first five adoptive parents 

indicated that they were describing several phases in the process o f adoptive parenting. 

Consequently, the investigator clustered codes around transitional points in the process o f 

adoptive parenting. These clusters became the basis o f a conceptual category. Each 

conceptual category described a  phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting. Table 4 

presents the first phase o f coding and illustrates the relationship o f substantive codes to 

conceptual categories and phases.

Conceptualizing

After analyzing the first three interviews, the participants in this study described 

the process o f becoming an adoptive parent This process, labeled “the mission,” had 

five identified phases. These phases were seeking, proving, waiting, receiving, and 

legalizing. “The mission” was not the true process o f adoptive parenting but instead, was 

the work o f adoption that the participants experienced to become adoptive parents. This 

“work” is commonly called the “adoption process.” “The mission” was critical to being 

an adoptive parent In other words, a  person cannot be an adoptive parent without 

adopting a child. Thus, “the mission” was moved from process to context To prevent 

becoming overly focused on “the mission,” the investigator found it necessary to rename 

“the mission” to “adoption procedure.”

With the adoption procedure recognized as context, the data and substantive codes 

were reexamined focusing on the perceptions, feelings, beliefs, and behaviors o f adoptive 

parents. Data were continually collected and simultaneously analyzed for participants
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Table 4

Cluster o f Substantive Codes and the Corresponding Conceptual Categories Describing 

Phases o f the Process o f Adoptive Parenting

Cluster o f Substantive Codes

Seeking information 
Making room for child 
Quittingjob
Making work arrangements 
Anticipating arrival

Acquainting
Being present with child 
Spiritual training 
Disciplining

Meeting the birth parents 
Giving and receiving mementos 
Experiencing uncertainty 
Experiencing child’s culture

Experiencing increased sense o f responsibility 
Learning to be selfless 
Longing for old self 
Experiencing marital relationship stress 
Experiencing disorganization

Corresponding Conceptual Categories

Preparing

Linking With Child

Linking With Biology/Culture

Transforming

one through seven. Data were analyzed for similarities and differences and the emerging 

categories were mapped. After interviews with the first seven adoptive parents, the 

interview guide was revised and the questions expanded to encourage the adoptive 

parents to describe their experience o f the process o f adoptive parenting more fully.
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The investigator collected and analyzed data from participants eight through 

sixteen, constantly comparing new data with existing data. Categories continued to be 

connected, collapsed and labeled as higher-order categories or phases. The phases as 

they were finally identified were: (a) Expecting, (b) Connecting, and (c) Becoming. As 

an example, the transformation o f the phase Connecting is given in Table 5.

Table 5

Development o f the Category Connecting

Earlv Cateeorv Redefined as: Final Cateeorv

Acquainting

Discerning Linking with child Connecting

Bonding

Theoretical Questioning

Theoretical questioning was used throughout the process o f data analysis to 

enhance theoretical sensitivity. In order to explore or clarify the possible meanings of 

concepts, questions were asked o f the participants, which also served to discover 

properties and dimensions in the data. Examples o f questions posed included: What 

feelings did the participants express as they described their adoption experience? How 

did the participants get ready to parent an adopted child? What difficulties did the 

participants face after they received the child? What did participants do to get to know
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the child? Did participants perceive a relationship with birth parents as important? How 

did the participants describe themselves as parents? Did participants perceive themselves 

as different from biological parents?

Memoing

Written records, in the form o f analytical memos, were kept These memos 

reflected the analysis o f the data throughout the process o f formulating the theory.

Memos were the written form o f the researcher’s abstract thinking about the data. These 

memos were labeled as theoretical notes, theoretical memos, or methodological memos. 

Theoretical notes were formulated as a means o f developing early ideas about the 

categories and their properties. Theoretical memos were used to extend theoretical notes 

and contained inductive and deductive thinking about the categories, their properties and 

relationships. Methodological memos contained directions and modifications regarding 

interviewing techniques, questions to be asked, and sampling.

A coding system was formulated that tied the verbatim, the substantive code, and 

the investigator’s theoretical notes together. This coding system facilitated sortability 

and a more comprehensive analysis o f  all data through comparison o f the investigator’s 

thoughts about the various codes at different points in time. Diagrams, based on the 

memos, were used to help classify and systematize the relationships that existed between 

categories and the core category.

Saturation o f Categories

Interviewing and data analysis continued as long as new information served to 

broaden or redefine a  category. When incoming data no longer led to further explanation,
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the conclusion was made that the category was saturated. This process continued until all 

categories were saturated.

Emergence o f the Core Variable 

During the phase of category development, ways were sought to integrate the 

emerging categories with the aim o f discovering the key experience and core element that 

the adoptive parents were describing. As the interview process progressed, the adoptive 

parents talked about a continual process o f rising above the negative or getting beyond 

the restrictive aspects o f the process o f adoptive parenting. This central theme was 

labeled Transcending Adoption. The adoptive parents demonstrated Transcending 

Adoption as they got beyond the negative aspects o f the adoption procedure, rose above 

the negative stereotyping o f adoption they felt from others, got beyond the lack o f a 

biological connection with the child they adopted, or faced the life-altering effect of 

being a parent in a family formed through adoption. They transcended all o f this to 

become the child’s parent

The desire to love and nurture a child was the catalyst that gave the adoptive 

parents the strength to transcend adoption. However, most adoptive parents did not know 

or understand all o f the issues that they would have to face in order to transcend adoption. 

Because o f their desire for a child, they often went on “blind faith” that they could face 

what lay ahead as an adoptive family. For every adoptive parent, some level o f 

spirituality framed his or her ability to transcend adoption. Spirituality was the most 

frequently mentioned strategy used to facilitate the adoptive parents’ ability to transcend 

adoption. Although other strategies (e.g. support o f others, determining a mindset) were
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also utilized to transcend adoption, the spiritual beliefs o f the adoptive parent formed the 

foundation for this process.

After the core variable was identified, all data were re-examined to check for fit 

and relevance. Transcending Adoption was found to be central to the other categories 

and to their properties. As a concept, it recurred frequently in the data, explained much 

o f the variation in the data, linked the various categories together, and came to be seen as 

a stable pattern. Discussion o f the core variable will be integrated throughout the 

description of the substantive theory.

Expert Consultation

The model o f the process o f adoptive parenting was shared with a panel o f experts 

for the purpose o f critiquing its conceptual clarity, coherence, consistency, and adequacy 

as a substantive theory. The panel consisted o f a doctoral-prepared nurse researcher who 

is also an adoptive parent, a dual masters-prepared (nursing, education) pediatric nurse, 

prospective and adoptive parents not participants o f the study, and member checking with 

participants. It was the consensus o f these individuals that the theory with its core 

variable, Transcending Adoption, served as an explanation o f the process o f adoptive 

parenting given these data.

Description o f the Substantive Theory

The description o f the substantive theory, The Process o f Adoptive Parenting, will 

be presented in the following order (a) identification o f the core variable, (b) 

presentation o f the three phases o f the process o f adoptive parenting, and (c) summary.
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Transcending Adoption 

This study revealed that the process o f adoptive parenting could be recognized as 

a pattern o f behaviors described in phases. This process included a core variable, 

Transcending Adoption, and three phases o f the process o f adoptive parenting. Each 

phase had properties or characteristics that defined i t

The three phases o f the process o f adoptive parenting include: (a) Expecting, (b) 

Connecting, and (c) Becoming. The core variable, Transcending Adoption, was 

described in attitudes and behaviors that helped the adoptive parent rise above and get 

beyond the negative aspects they faced in their journey to become adoptive parents. 

During the process o f adoptive parenting, the adoptive parents were not always prepared 

for the events or emotions that would confront them, and they had to develop individual 

strategies to transcend those events or emotions to continue through the process. Figure 1 

presents the model o f the final conceptualization o f the substantive theory, The Process of 

Adoptive Parenting.

First Phase o f the Process o f  Adoptive Parenting: Expecting 

Expecting, the first phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, is the time during 

which the adoptive parent worked through steps required in the adoption procedure to 

attain a child, awaited the arrival o f the child, and prepared for the role o f parenting. The 

phase o f expecting had properties or characteristics that defined i t  Expecting, though 

recognized by adoptive parents as a necessary part o f the process, was considered a 

stressful time with no clear parameters related to the time frame in which it would be
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Figure I. Substantive theory: The process of adoptive parenting with core variable, Transcending Adoption.
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accomplished. Properties o f Expecting were: (a) proving worthiness, (b) the waiting 

game, and (c) equipping.

Each property had indicators that defined the reasons why data should be included 

with that property. Table 6 lists the properties and indicators for the first phase. 

Expecting.

Table 6

Properties and Indicators o f the First Phase o f the Process o f Adoptive Parenting: 

Expecting

Properties Indicators

Being invaded

Proving worthiness Will my best be good enough

Noting the difference

Riding the roller coaster

The waiting game Protecting self

My rival and benefactor

Equipping Prospecting

Preparing
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In the Expecting phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, the adoptive parents 

described their experience o f being required to prove themselves as people worthy o f 

parenting a child. The adoptive parents described the roller coaster o f up and down 

emotions they experienced as they waited for the news that a child was available for 

them. The adoptive parents also described ways in which they prepared themselves to 

parent a child.

Proving worthiness

Adoptive parents demonstrated the first property o f Expecting, proving 

worthiness, as they talked about being invaded (e.g. privacy, personal space); questioning 

if their best would be good enough; and beginning to note the difference between what 

they had to endure to become adoptive parents in comparison to biological parents. The 

adoptive parents indicated that they felt that they were being invaded as they were 

required to complete forms requiring in-depth information about their personal lives and 

finances, as they were criminally investigated, as they were questioned about their ability 

to parent a child, and as their homes were inspected during the home study experience. 

For example Dennis stated, “If you’re going into an adoption situation with something 

hidden, I mean they’re going to find out eventually somewhere.” Nick put it this way:

Pre-adoption, you kind o f felt like you were under the microscope a little b it You 

had to prove yourself to the social worker, had to make a good impression on the 

birth mother, the birth mother’s family, the judge, anyone that might have a  say in 

this whole nine yards, you know, be on your best behavior or whatever.
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Adoptive mothers expressed their feelings o f being invaded with a more 

emotional tone as noted in Irene’s response, “Like the criminal background check, it 

made you feel horrid, like you were an awful person.” Sue stated it this way:

I mean, you feel like why should I be on trial and you are going through all the 

inspections and all o f that stuff and you feel kind o f violated in a way and yet you 

are trying so hard and you’re thinking jeez, I just want to give a baby a place to 

live.

All o f the adoptive parents expressed some degree o f frustration with the required 

questionnaires and investigations.

The adoptive parents demonstrated the next indicator o f proving worthiness when 

they questioned whether or not their best would be good enough. Adoptive parents 

expressed the concern that the person(s) doing the investigating may not deem them good 

enough to qualify to adopt a child. Greta expressed it this way:

It was nerve wracking. Everything had to be just perfect and they looked over the 

house and they tell you that, well, you got stairs. You’re going to put a gate up 

for those stairs. They act like you’re stupid.

Carl stated, “A little self conscious at the time. Is there anything they’re going to find? 

There isn’t anything, but you think about i t ” In the following response Joan illustrated 

that no matter what she did, someone else had the final say whether or not she was good 

enough to adopt a child: “I felt like, this person holds the yea or nay in their hands, you 

know.”
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The concern regarding whether or not the adoptive parents’ best would be good 

enough was demonstrated in regard to the biological family as well. Fran expressed her 

concern about her best being good enough regarding the birth mother

She wanted to meet us after she picked us, which scared the living daylights out 

o f us. You know, will she like us? Will she be comfortable with us? When you 

get that close and she’s picked you, I just kind o f wanted to say, let’s leave it at 

that! You just may not connect with me. I mean, either you do or you don’t.

That doesn’t mean either one o f us are bad people.

The last indicator o fproving worthiness was noting the difference. While the 

adoptive parents were being invaded by those determining if  they qualified as being good 

enough to adopt a child, they began to note the differences in what they had to do to 

become parents in comparison to biological parents. In contrast to biological parents, 

adoptive parents became aware that they had to prove their worthiness to parent a child. 

Carl expressed noting the difference this way: “It’s not hard. You just have to open up 

your house to have somebody come by to see if  you’re good enough to have a kid. You 

don’t have to do that if  you’re a biological parent” Ellen expressed noting the difference 

in her response: “When you have a child biologically, nobody sits down and says, what is 

your discipline policy? Do you agree on that discipline policy? Your husband and you 

think the same when it comes to that?” Joan illustrated a perceived financial difference: 

“Most people don’t have to pay $25,000 to have a  child.” Frank summed up noting the 

difference in this way:
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Two 17-year-olds don’t  have to go out and get a license to have a child but we 

have to prove after six years o f struggling so hard to get one, we had to prove that 

we were worthy o f being able to take care o f a  child.

The waiting game

Adoptive parents were able to describe the second property o f Expecting, the 

waiting game, which is the time the adoptive parents spend awaiting the arrival o f their 

adopted child. The following response by Mason reflected that there is nothing that 

adoptive parents can do to shorten the wait: “There was a lot o f waiting and do this and 

do that Just the waiting game.”

The first indicator o f the waiting game, riding the roller coaster, was described by 

the adoptive parents as experiencing a wide range o f emotions that had them feeling 

positive at one moment and negative the next The roller coaster o f emotions 

experienced by the adoptive parents were reflected by Sue: “Feelings o f anger... feelings 

o f joy ... all the feelings a person could experience, all in one.”

Adoptive parents experienced negative emotions when they described having no 

control over the situation and feeling like the adoption would never happen. Irene voiced 

her anger and frustration: “I had more o f an angry feeling because I felt like I either was 

being left out or that it wasn’t going to go through.” Mason expressed depression as he 

described the long six-year wait for a child: “We took it {crib} down a couple o f times. 

Got to the point o f  depressing in the end.” Similarly, Mary expressed her feelings o f lack 

o f control as she described one experience that made her question if  the adoption would 

ever happen:
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I remember in July we had a potential birth mother that we met with. She really 

liked us and was planning on signing with us. We had some reservations with her 

but at the time we were kind o f like, well, a bird in the hand is worth two in the 

bush and maybe we should just go with this. She was not due until January. The 

lawyer was recommending that we go with it too because once again, he was 

saying this is a definite baby coming. So we were planning on signing the papers 

and then she just (hopped off the face o f the earth, just completely out o f the blue, 

just gone. I was so devastated because she was gone.

During the waiting game, the adoptive parents also described riding the roller 

coaster o f emotions related to having no control over the situation or their lives. Fran 

demonstrated the lack o f control over the situation:

From the time we started the process we actually waited about a year to the time 

everything was finished, the longest year o f your life. Every day you’re thinking 

about it, every moment you’re thinking about i t  I kept saying, should I be buying 

things? Should I be doing things?

Lauren described her feelings about the waiting game as she compared the time of 

waiting for her first child and her present time o f wafting for her second child:

With our first it seemed like it was so slow. The second time we knew more what 

to expect We already had a lot o f these things together before hand. It just went 

foster, even the waiting part I have not really felt that AAUGH! -  [s this ever 

going to happen? You know, that feeling o f panic or will it never happen? I 

guess part o f it is because we have the first and I’m busy and I don’t mean to
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sound like I don’t  think about my other daughter or what’s happening to her or 

has she been bom yet or all these things, but it’s just, I don’t know, it just seems 

different I don’t feel that tenseness. I mean, it’s still the same process, it’s still 

the same length o f time, but it just did not seem as intense.

The adoptive parents had no control over the amount o f time that they had to wait to 

receive a child, and the longer the wait, the increased likelihood o f experiencing more ups 

and downs in emotions.

The positive emotions were more evident as the adoptive parents saw an end to 

the waiting game, as illustrated by Lauren:

I think, actually after we got information ... and actually knew facts about her and 

knew that she really was a real little live person over there waiting for us, for me I 

became real anxious just to get her home.

At this time the adoptive parents knew a child would be placed with them soon, and so 

their emotions were more o f excitement, joy and anxiousness to finally hold their child.

As the adoptive parents described riding the roller coaster, another indicator o f the 

waiting game, protecting se lf became evident as a strategy used to minimize the 

emotional extremes that they experienced. The adoptive parents described protecting 

self by attempting to temper their own emotions. They did this by reminding themselves 

about the possibility that the adoption may not happen, as illustrated by Frank: “You’re 

excited but in the back o f your mind you know that birth mothers can change their 

minds.”
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Adoptive parents also described protecting themselves by not announcing the 

potential adoption to others just in case it didn’t  happen. Irene stated it this way. “You 

didn’t know if  you should get excited and tell people or if  you shouldn’t, so we were very 

guarded.” Adoptive parents also protected themselves by trying not to dwell on the 

adoption procedure in general, as expressed by Edward;

One o f the things I did to protect my emotions from myself was I tried not to 

dwell on the entire process too much so I didn’t sit around and fret over when it 

was going to happen. I just got on with my life. When I had to do paperwork 

{related to the adoption procedure} I did paperwork and the rest o f the time I 

didn’t really think about i t

The third indicator o f the waiting game related to the feelings expressed primarily 

by adoptive mothers about the birth mother as her rival and benefactor. For adoptive 

mothers, the waiting game was described as being a hard period o f time, as they were 

constantly confronted by women able to have children biologically while they 

impatiently waited for someone willing to give them a child. Therefore, a pregnant 

woman became viewed as a rival because the adoptive mother was striving to attain what 

the pregnant woman had, but she could not possess it in the same way. The adoptive 

mother recognized, however, that in her attempt to be a parent, it was a pregnant woman 

willing to relinquish her child who would help her attain that goal, thereby becoming her 

benefactor. Lauren viewed biological mothers as rivals in this way

It was difficult for me sometimes to be around pregnant women. Not that I felt 

bad or anything like this, it’s just, you know, I just want to slap her! Does that
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describe it? I’d be at the grocery store or something and I’d see these teenage 

mothers with little babies and I’m like AAAAHH! Give that baby to someone 

who needs it! So for me, there was a little bit o f resentment and anger and maybe 

not so much at that person, but just at the whole thing. So I had to work through 

that a  lot. I think it was just part o f the waiting, am I ever going to have it?

Joan described her feelings about pregnant women this way:

I envied people my age, people that were married. I guess I envy almost 

everybody except the teenage moms. I mean, them I really was frustrated with 

and angry with because they’re the ones I saw as the potential moms. I felt more 

envious and hurt by watching other people my age and all those other people. I 

also felt hurt seeing the teenage moms but it was in a different way, it was almost 

like I was angry with them.

While the adoptive mothers viewed pregnant women and the birth mothers as 

rivals, they also demonstrated awareness that the birth mother was a benefactor, in that 

the birth mother demonstrated self-sacrifice and gave the adoptive mother a great gift 

when she relinquished the child for adoption. Greta expressed it this way:

They are special women to be able to think about others and not themselves 

because it would have been so easy to do something else and not have that child. 

Because in this day and age, it would be so easy.

In the following statement, Sue described the first meeting with the birth mother o f her 

child. Sue’s statement illustrated the fine line between rival and benefactor
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We saw her one time and I remember I was more tuned in to her. I wanted so 

much to touch her stomach and talk to the baby but I was afraid that that was a 

boundary that, it was her child. It wasn’t my child even though she told me she 

was carrying that child for us and that was her thought process and finally when 

we went to say goodbye I got up the nerve to ask if  I could touch her stomach and 

say goodbye to the baby. I was trying to be sensitive to the fact that it was her 

child that she was carrying to the point when I would talk to her I would use 

words tike “the baby” or when I said “our baby” I meant hers and mine, kind o f 

“all o f our baby.”

Equipping

Adoptive parents demonstrated the third property o f Expecting, equipping, as they 

described the ways in which they made ready or prepared themselves psychologically, 

educationally and environmentally for parenting a child. The adoptive parents did not 

have a specified period o f time to equip themselves for parenting; therefore, the amount 

o f effort spent on equipping ebbed and flowed depending on the emotional state o f the 

adoptive parent and on the imminence o f the arrival o f the child as described by Edward:

I think that’s the emotional difference between the two o f us though. For me it 

was better to not have it ready and I think for her it would’ve been better to have 

it ready and so there was a  dual, I think. Sometimes I gave in and we got a piece 

o f furniture but I would resist things like painting the walls. We kind o f went on a 

time issue ...w e put off everything as long as we could. It worked, the last couple 

weeks was running around buying the few items that we just had to have.
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The first indicator o f equipping was prospecting, which was the mental 

consideration o f self as parent The adoptive parents began to think about parenting and 

what it meant to parent another as they awaited the arrival o f the child. Adoptive parents 

utilized prospecting as a means to form a view o f self in the role o f parent Prospecting 

helped to equip them for the parent role. Several methods o f prospecting were identified. 

The first was reflective prospecting, in which the adoptive parent began to evaluate 

parenting by reflecting on experience. One part o f reflective prospecting was thinking 

about their personal experience o f being parented during childhood. This experience was 

noted to be positive or negative. The purpose o f this study is not to determine the impact 

o f the experience o f being parented on the parenting styles o f adoptive parents. However, 

this experience, whether positive or negative, impacts the adoptive parents’ view o f how 

they would parent The following comments support this notion. Sue stated, “Everything 

my Mom didn’t do for me, I was going to do for my child. I don’t think she was there for 

me ... 1 want it to be different for my child.” Greta stated, “I was spanked as a kid. I’ll 

spank them if  I think they’re going to need i t ” The adoptive parents looked back on their 

own experience o f being patented, identified the positive and the negative experiences, 

and made a determination o f what they would or would not incorporate as parents 

themselves.

Another element o f reflective prospecting demonstrated by the adoptive parents 

was gleaning from personal experience. This included babysitting, helping to raise 

younger siblings, or occupational interactions with children. Examples o f this aspect o f 

reflective prospecting were evident in the following responses. Greta stated, “I helped,
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I’m the oldest o f five and I was 15 when my youngest sister was bom. So I’ve had little 

ones and baby sa t” Irene talked about working with children in the following statement 

“We [my husband and I] worked with church groups and led kids’ groups. We did know 

how to, how we reacted together [as parents] ... what we thought was appropriate and 

no t” Mason responded, “She, {wife} is an educator, works with kids day in and day out 

As a minister, I have worked with the children and preschoolers and it’s not a question, 

have we ever been around a child before.” Barb, who foster parented her child before 

adopting, also indicated some prospecting based on her own personal experience when 

she responded: “I found with the first baby that we fostered that I really enjoyed the 

mothering.”

The second method o f prospecting demonstrated by adoptive parents was 

observational prospecting. This includes observing family, friends, or strangers who 

have children. The adoptive parent, through observational prospecting, identified 

parenting behaviors by observing parents in action. The adoptive parents analyzed the 

parenting strategies they saw and labeled them as either positive or negative, then 

determined whether that behavior would be something that they desired to incorporate 

into their own parenting style. The following responses reflect the use o f observational 

prospecting. Edward stated, “You do some o f this in an opportunistic fashion if  you’re 

with your friends. They could be failing to discipline or successfully disciplining their 

child. Sometimes when they weren’t listening we’d say, I’m not doing that.” Irene 

stated,
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I think our biggest thing was more with our nieces and nephews. We saw lack o f 

respect for another authority figure, actually lack o f respect for the parents and I 

knew that that upset me. I had seen with my home school students that respecting 

any adult is a very big thing to them. So that was probably my biggest, I knew I 

would want to instill.

Frank summed it up in this response: “We had years to critique my brother and sister and 

our friends.”

For most adoptive parents, the use o f observational prospecting yielded more 

behaviors that they would choose not to incorporate as illustrated by Greta: “Mostly it’s 

seeing things I’m not going to do.” However, Frank identified some positive attributes 

through observational prospecting: “Our friends, with three kids o f their own, we 

watched them grow up and they also adopted three other children ... I really like the 

relationship they both have with their kids.” Observing others was demonstrated to be an 

important part o f equipping as a means o f helping the adoptive parents prepare 

themselves for taking on the parenting role.

The last method o f prospecting demonstrated was verbal prospecting. One 

element o f verbal prospecting was spouses communicating with each other about the 

strategies they thought they would want to use or wouldn’t want to use as a parent. 

Edward stated it this way:

We talked about maybe some biggies like spanking and the other thing is we both 

have an educational background so we’ve got a pretty strong understanding o f 

how to do behavior modification and we both spent years criticizing our friends’
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parenting. We have often talked about that over the years and it’s probably done 

us as much good as anything. They’re not doing this right and the other one will 

go, yeah that’s true I think such and such would work.

Another element o f verbal prospecting was talking to close friends or family 

about how they parent their child and the strategies that they used. Sue illustrated this 

element in the following statement “For me it was talking to other people, because that is 

who 1 am, a talker.” Ellen stated it this way: “We spent some time talking. We had just 

read a  lot o f books and talked with a mentor couple that we bounce things o ff of.”

Many o f the adoptive parents, while finding the procedure o f the home study 

invasive, credited it with fostering their efforts in reflective and verbal prospecting as 

demonstrated in the following comments. Fran stated, “There were some things about 

discipline, what was important. Religious situations and it did make us both think and 

come together with parenting. It helped to hear his perspective, absolutely.” Nick 

responded, “It {the home study} was very thorough, it provides for some good 

introspection. Asks some really insightful questions where you’ve got to think about 

your experiences and your thoughts and feelings on the present subject and for future 

concerns.” Lauren expressed it this way:

It {home study} does help because you have to answer a lot o f questions about 

how your parents parented and how you plan to parent and what you have done to 

help yourself to become a parent and those kinds o f things. It really does make 

you think a lot o f those things, the questioning.
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The act o f prospecting helped the adoptive parents formulate a view o f themselves 

as parents. The adoptive parents used reflective prospecting to glean positive and 

negative strategies from past experiences, used observational prospecting to identify 

current strategies that other parents were using, and used verbal prospecting when they 

began talking it out with spouses, family, and friends. All types of prospecting helped the 

adoptive parents form a view o f themselves as parents. The following responses 

illustrated the adoptive parents’ forming a view o f themselves as parent Barb stated,

I knew that I would be involved in hands on ... participate a lot, teach, discipline. 

When I say discipline, [m ean teach, you know ... I thought I could do it better. I 

thought 1 could do it different 

Barb had a view o f herself as an involved, hands-on-parent and viewed discipline as 

teaching instead o f punishment. Nick illustrates how the home study facilitated reflective 

and verbal prospecting and changed his view o f himself as a parent:

I think, with the home study, kind o f gave a precursor to, and it certainly I think 

this has been the case now that he {child} is here, previous to having a child, I 

figured that I had a certain propensity to get a little bit unnerved if a child would 

wail for a long time, I was afraid that I would be a little more short fused and the 

more aggressive disciplinarian, you know, these are the rules and we’ve got to 

stay within these parameters. But I think at the home study I started to realize that 

maybe she had more stern outlook on it than I did and certainly it just seems to 

come to fruition that I’m kind o f laid back and she’s better at getting him to do 

what she needs him to do. I’m a little more, gp with the flow.
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This adoptive father initially believed he would be an aggressive disciplinarian, but 

through reflective and verbal prospecting, his view o f the type o f parent he would be 

changed, and the changed view became reality after the child arrived. Thus, prospecting 

assists the adoptive parents to equip themselves psychologically for parenting.

The second indicator o f equipping is preparing, and this was exemplified as 

adoptive parents prepared themselves educationally and prepared their environment for 

the arrival o f the child. Educational preparation was demonstrated by the adoptive 

parents searching out o f information on childcare. This was primarily accomplished by 

reading parenting books or magazines as indicated in this response by Sue: “Reading 

everything I could read on childrearing o f a newborn.” Dennis stated it this way. “We 

read a lot o f books. All kinds o f books that teach you, there’s one book I read years ago 

called No Two Alike talking about children, no two children are alike. Just different 

books that teach you.” Lauren described seeking out information about adopting 

internationally. “We read some things about attachment disorder and that kind of 

frightened us in some ways but yet we knew that there were ways to deal with that.” The 

books and magazines guided the adoptive parents in caring for the child. Fran was the 

only adoptive parent that had hands-on preparation for caring for her child, as her child 

was placed in a foster home for two weeks prior to being placed in her care. She said, 

Mine happened with the hands-on experience of the foster home. I spent every 

day with her, not the whole day but the whole time that she was there. I was there 

everyday. The foster mother was such a blessing. She showed me everything
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from the bathing process, every single detail. Instead o f reading a book I saw it 

first hand.

The other aspect o f preparing educationally was learning about the child’s 

biocultural heritage. If the adoptive parents adopted domestically, they attempted to 

glean information about the child’s biological background. The more open the adoption, 

the more access the adoptive parents had to information about the child’s biological 

heritage. If the adoptive parents adopted internationally, they attempted to obtain 

information about the child’s culture o f origin. For adoptive parents, gathering 

information about the child’s biocultural heritage was a means o f establishing a type o f 

preparatory connection so that they would at least know something about the child’s 

background or where he or she came from before bringing the child home. Edward 

highlighted this in his response:

I had a friend who {focused on the country o f origin in school} and it was his 

total focus and so we sat and discussed many hours about aspects o f {the country 

o f origin} so I felt pretty good about i t  

Frank expressed learning about the child’s biocultural heritage: “She {birth mother} 

didn’t know who the father was. It was one o f three people and one o f which was 

possibly black. So we had to talk about the interracial question that we had not talked 

about” Lauren described learning about the child’s biocultural heritage this way:

We belong to the support group and before we got {our child}, we attended the 

monthly meetings and that gave us the opportunity to see some o f the children 

from {the child’s country o f origin} as well as some o f the other countries that are
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represented in our group so that helped us to know exactly what the children were 

like, to get an idea. We did some studying on {the country o f origin}, we read 

several books and stuff like that and before we traveled we had some flash cards 

with some o f the English to {country o f origin} words and we tried to leam some 

o f the phrases and things like that and we attended several o f the parties that our 

support group does. We kind o f tried to prepare ourselves that way.

Adoptive parents who adopted internationally had the unique benefit o f receiving 

information about the child, including pictures or videos up to several months prior to 

having the child placed with them. These adoptive parents indicated that this was helpful 

in preparing to connect with the child as illustrated by Edward’s response:

We had pictures and videotapes for months and months before he got here. So I 

had a face that I was already attached to and maybe a little personality. In fact, it 

may sound a little silly, me trying to read his personality from the short tapes that 

we had, but actually it matched pretty well from what we saw.

The second element o f the indicator preparing was physically preparing the 

environment for the arrival o f the child. Two levels o f environmental preparation were 

noted: anticipatory and earnest. Anticipatory preparation was done to help prepare the 

adoptive parent for the presence o f a child in the home environment The adoptive 

parents were often instructed by adoption workers to prepare the nursery for the child, as 

there was no way o f knowing when it would happen. With anticipatory preparation the 

adoptive parents would prepare the environment for a  child with no identity. This would 

include setting up the nursery. Mason described anticipatory preparation this way, “From
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day one they told us to have your nursery ready, could be any time.” In a way, 

anticipatory preparation appeared to visibly demonstrate the adoptive parents’ faith that 

they would eventually have a child as illustrated by Frank: “One o f the big issues for us 

was when we built the house two years ago, was whether to decorate the nursery or not. 

We decided to go ahead and decorate the nursery and that was about the extent o f what 

' we had done.” There were limitations to anticipatory preparation as noted by Greta: “We 

had the room ready but we didn’t buy all the little things.” Fran was the only adoptive 

parent instructed by an adoption counselor to do the most limited o f anticipatory 

preparation:

Our agency recommended that we do nothing but save our money until the time 

came because anything could happen. They could pick and they could back out 

They recommended that we have a room, that we knew we had a room but do 

nothing because the anxiety o f looking at that room done day by day. I really 

appreciated that she recommended that because for us it would have been even 

longer to deal with that

The second level o f environmental preparing was earnest preparation. This was 

represented most often by buying the little things as illustrated by Greta: “First thought 

was, we don’t have everything. We had to go buy diapers and we had to go buy pacifiers. 

We didn’t have a  car seat, we had to go get a car seat” Because Fran was instructed only 

to identify a room as anticipatory preparation, she described earnest preparation in the 

following way: “It made the two weeks before we brought her home just wild. But it was
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fun too but we did everything from painting to buying furniture to decorating. It was 

wild!”

Earnest preparation also included preparations related to the adoptive parents’ 

occupation. For the majority o f the adoptive mothers in this study, that meant preparing 

to leave their jobs to become stay-at-home mothers. Lauren said:

For me, see we got the referral in April and we went in June so I finished out my 

school year so I was very busy getting everything finished at school because I 

knew I would be leaving the position. I was planning on staying home {with the 

child}.

For the adoptive fathers it meant rearranging their schedules so that they could be o ff to 

receive the child as noted by Mason:

Plus for me, being gone for two to three weeks. You know, get that all together 

so I could be gone. Cause I mean, I had a two page agenda o f everything for 

people to do for me while I was gone, who was doing this, who was going to take 

care o f everything. So it was just the process o f getting ready to be gone.

The amount o f time the participants had for earnest preparation varied, but as 

described by Lauren, a domestic adoption was more unpredictable than an international 

adoption:

You have four to six weeks to plan your trip and to get organized and prepare {for 

an international adoption}. With a domestic adoption it could happen, it’s like, 

okay we have a baby for you. You can come to the hospital and get it and you’re 

going, HUH?
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This was further supported by Irene, who did adopt domestically: “We made quick 

preparations and we were out o f town in two and a half hours and started the trip. We 

just didn't realize it would be such a quick departure.”

The core variable, Transcending Adoption, was evident during the phase o f 

Expecting as the adoptive parents went through the requirement o f proving worthiness to 

enduring the waiting game and equipping themselves psychologically and physically.

The adoptive parents focused on their goal o f becoming parents to help them transcend 

adoption during the Expecting phase as evidenced in the following comments. Ellen 

stated,

We have worked, waited, mentally suffered for so long usually. For us it was 

eight years probably before we finally adopted and you’ve gone through so much 

and we were focused on working to pay for that first adoption. You’re just so 

driven towards the goal. It’s amazing how we managed. I guess because the 

dream was there, it didn’t matter. We were going to find a way and we did. 

Lauren stated,

We’ve had lots of ups and downs in our process, cause see we were in the process 

for domestic adoption before we started international and then our agency closed, 

went bankrupt and we had to start all over again and it was just, I was very 

discouraged. After the first big blow when our agency went flop and we just kind 

o f had to start from ground zero again. For a while it was like, why are we doing 

this? Why are we putting ourselves through this? Maybe we just need to think
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about forgetting i t  Is this really meant to happen? Fortunately, that’s when he 

{husband} kind o f picked up again. We just started all over again.

During the Expecting phase adoptive parents demonstrated many strategies that 

helped them transcend adoption to attain their goal o f being parents, ranging from 

spouses supporting each other, as noted in Lauren’s response above, to working on 

keeping a positive mental attitude, as expressed by Dennis: “It’s all in your attitude. If 

you don’t have a good attitude and if  you don’t stay open-minded going into it, then it’s 

going to be a miserable experience, but we chose to make them good experiences.”

The Second Phase o f the Process o f Adoptive Parenting: Connecting 

The adoptive parent moves from the first phase, Expecting, to the second phase, 

Connecting, upon receiving a child. It is important to make mention here that while 

Connecting is presented as the second phase in the process o f adoptive parenting, both 

Connecting and Becoming phases progressed concurrently (see Figure I). The phase of 

Connecting demonstrated the efforts the adoptive parents made to form and strengthen 

the bond with the child while dealing with impacting forces that had the potential to 

affect that bond. The three properties o f Connecting were: (a) forming the bond, (b) 

impacting forces, and (c) strengthening the bond. These properties and their indicators 

are outlined in Table 7.

Forming the Bond

The first property o f Connecting, forming the bond, represents a coming together 

o f different people, who have no previous relationship. The act o f connecting involves 

many elements and occurs over time. Forming the bond occurs when the adoptive
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Table 7

Properties and Indicators o f the Second Phase o f the Process o f Adoptive Parenting: 

Connecting

Prooerties Indicators

Physical/emotional bonding

Forming the bond Biocultural bonding

Legal bonding

Sense o f belonging

Physical effect

Impacting forces Fear o f loss

Interaction with others

Adequacy of preparation

Being Present

Strengthening the bond Instilling values and beliefs

Minimizing and maximizing the difference
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parents establish a connection with a child where no biological bond exists. Because the 

adoptive parents have no established connection with the child, they must forge that 

connection. Forming the bond, then, is the way in which the adoptive parent begins to 

forge the connection, as demonstrated by the following four indicators: (a) 

physical/emotional bonding, (b) biocultural bonding, (c) legal bonding, and (d) sense o f 

belonging.

Physical/emotional bonding was the first indicator o f forming the bond. 

Physical/emotional bonding included physical care o f the child and the beginning 

emotional responses to the child. Often, forming the bond included dispelling biological 

concerns. The adoptive parents demonstrated physical/emotional bonding through the 

actions o f acquainting with the child and by learning to care through trial and error. In 

the following comment, Irene illustrated the importance o f physically acquainting with 

her child to dispel biological concerns:

Well, HI have to admit just because we didn’t know enough about the 

background and I knew she (birth mother} probably had smoked but I didn’t 

know what else and the father, we didn’t know who the father was but then her 

girlfriend told us who the father was and he is o f questionable character and so 

then I see him (the child} and he was overdue actually so he had the wrinkly skin 

and the bug eyes so then I’m, oh, he is a drug baby. So that was my first concern 

but then as you hold him and they cleaned him up it was like it was pretty evident 

he probably was not a drug baby and everything would be fine.
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Lauren, whose daughter was nine months o f age at the time o f placement, confirmed the 

importance o f acquainting to help her figure out her child and determine her needs:

Just figuring out what worked best for her, what she liked to eat, how she liked to 

be comforted, special things she liked to play with, what made her laugh, what 

made her giggle. Getting used to her as a  baby.

To acquaint with their child, adoptive parents demonstrated the use o f trial and 

error. This resulted in some anxiety in the adoptive parents, as illustrated by Sue’s 

response:

Basically all I could do was be there for him emotionally and care for his needs 

the best I could. It was, hang on for all I was worth, but I had to learn as I was 

going and it was scary.

Frank described utilizing resources to deal with his child’s first illness in the following 

statement-

We have the books, we are reading the books, and {my wife} is going over things 

she sees and I am going through and saying, that’s normal, that’s normal, that’s 

normal. And so when we went to the pediatrician, it was interesting because we 

said that we were first time parents and was this appropriate, I mean was this 

really necessary {bring the child in}? ... Our doctor that we saw assured us that 

yes, you did choose the right time and no, you were not being alarmed over 

nothing and that helped reassure us.

Adoptive parents voiced concern about bonding with their new child, as 

demonstrated in the following comment by Irene: “I was initially concerned a little bit
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about the bonding ... I didn't know how long that would take.” Emotional bonding was 

demonstrated as an extension of physical bonding, and both were noted to be necessary 

elements to bond with a child as explained by Frank:

Enjoying every little noise, every bottle feeding, every diaper change because I 

joked with people for all these years that I wasn’t going to change a diaper until I 

had a child o f my own because that was a father bonding experience I didn’t want 

to deprive my child of.

The physical contact aroused loving and nurturing feelings for the child. These nurturant 

feelings served to solidify the emotional bond between the parent and child. This was 

evident in Greta’s response: “Just fed him and bathed him and I think we spoiled him 

rotten because we never put him down. We held him all the time. We kissed him all the 

time.”

For some adoptive parents, physical/emotional bonding happened very quickly, as 

noted by Dennis: “First time I saw Chrissy, instant togetherness. We connected instantly 

and she would not let go.” For others, physical/emotional bonding was viewed as a 

slower process, illustrated by Ellen’s response:

I’m not one o f those people that I have to hold a newborn. Not that I don’t love 

the girls but for me it was more o f just watching them and just holding them and 

looking at them, you know. Just getting acquainted in that sense o f just being in 

their presence because for me it was more o f once I saw them physically, is when 

the reality was there o f this is more than just a  picture. This is a real person and 

now I see this real person. It was more o f a process for me.
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For all adoptive parents, physical contact clearly facilitated the beginning o f an emotional 

bond with the child.

The second indicator o f forming the bond was biocultural bonding. Adoptive 

parents demonstrated biocultural bonding as they found ways to bond with the child’s 

biology through the birth family and/or with the child’s culture o f origin. Biocultural 

bonding was an important element o f forming the bond and was tethered to the third 

property, strengthening the bond, as it opened the door for the child to understand where 

he or she came from. By finding a way to bond with the child’s biocultural heritage, the 

adoptive parents opened the door for the child to be able to explore his or her heritage 

when he or she was ready. Over time, this would facilitate strengthening the bond 

between the adoptive parent and the child. This was illustrated by Nick; “I hope to 

maintain at least some form o f connection there, we’d planned on an open adoption but it 

hasn’t turned out that way so far. Maybe she will write back in the future.” Lauren, who 

adopted internationally, expressed the importance o f biocultural bonding for the child’s 

sake this way:

I think it is very important to have her {the child} know about her culture because 

she is always going to be {of the culture o f origin} and American but she’s 

always going to be {the culture o f origin} and her children are going to be {the 

culture o f origin} so we feel like it’s very important for her to know her country 

where she came from.

Barb provided an example o f biocultural bonding:
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She was named and we kept the name. We had the option o f changing i t  We 

changed the middle name but kept Heidi. We could have changed her name but 

we decided to keep it because it must have been really special to her {birth} Mom 

and so we wanted to keep that because it’s something her mother gave her. 

Edward’s response highlighted an example o f biocultural bonding as a means o f opening 

the door for his child to explore his cultural heritage later in life: “One thing we’ve been 

talking about is trying to make some contacts with the {country o f origin} community 

around here.”

Legal bonding was the third indicator o f forming the bond and was expressed by 

discussing the importance o f finalizing the child’s adoption. The adoption procedure is 

the context within which the process o f adoptive parenting occurs, and legal bonding is 

an important element o f forming the bond with the adopted child. The waiting period for 

legalizing adoption varies and depends on many factors including, but not limited to, the 

state in which the adoption is being done, whether or not the adoption involves more than 

one state, whether or not the adoption falls under the child welfare system, and whether 

or not the adoption is international. Frank described legal bonding with his child in the 

following way: “A ten day waiting period. It was final as to the birth mother and 

respective father. We have six months to change our minds.” Mason described the 

process for his child’s legal bonding from an international perspective:

We stayed seven days because each day we went to a different official. So when 

we left she was officially ours. All our paperwork and everything was sealed and
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delivered. If  only one parent goes you have to come home and readopt but since 

we both {went} then it was officially recognized in the United States.

For the adoptive parents it was legal bonding that affirmed to all, including themselves, 

that the child was theirs and that no one could take the child away. Until legal bonding 

occurred the permanency o f the bond formation was in jeopardy.

Sense o f belonging, the fourth indicator o fforming the bond, was the emotional 

outgrowth o f all o f the other indicators combined as the adoptive parents demonstrated 

the belief that the child was a permanent part o f the family. The sense o f belonging 

represents the adoptive parents’ realization that the bond with the child was forming. A 

sense o f belonging indicated a close or intimate relationship with another. Barb’s 

response illustrated the sense o f belonging echoed by all o f the adoptive parents: “If I had 

another child, I don’t think I could love it any more than I love Heidi. She is my child, 

she is my own.” Mason described a specific experience that solidified the sense of 

belonging:

I think that since we don’t have children o f our own biologically I don’t {see} 

how I could not have loved Lisa anymore than if  we gave birth to her. I mean, 

she’s ours, you know. In fact, when we were in {the country o f origin}, it was the 

third day, she just has a little defect, it’s nothing and they were going to give us 

another baby, saying she’s not perfect. We were with one o f the judges and doing 

the paperwork and he just offered us another baby. I’m going, “What are you 

saying, she’s our child.” I mean I was crying, no!
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Impacting Forces

The second property of Connecting, impacting forces, are those things the 

adoptive parents confronted that had the potential to impact the forming or strengthening 

o f the parent-child bond. The indicators that demonstrated impactingforces include: (a) 

physical effect, (b) fear of loss, (c) interaction with others, and (d) adequacy o f 

preparation. While the majority o f these forces could potentially have a negative impact 

on the adoptive parents’ ability to form and strengthen the bond with the child, some had 

the potential to have a positive impact

The first indicator o f impactingforces was the physical impact on the adoptive 

parent following the arrival o f the child. With the exception o f one, adoptive parents 

were surprised by the impact the arrival o f the child had on them physically. The 

following statement by Carl represented the number one physical effect “Lack of sleep.” 

For those who adopted internationally the sleep issue was more profound as the child had 

to adjust to the change in time zone as illustrated in Morgan’s response, “She was 

sleeping, {the country o f origin’s} time not American time.” Because o f the lack o f sleep 

experienced by the adoptive parents, there was the potential for it to impact their ability 

to care for their child. Greta expressed how she had a false view o f what it was going to 

be like after bringing the child home:

It was hard because he didn’t sleep through the night. Babies don’t sleep through 

the night and you have this fantasy, and then you finally have one. It was a lot 

harder than I thought The making sure the bottles were washed and getting up in 

the middle o f the night and it’s just, you’re an instant Mom. Whatever other
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people think, I don’t  know but, it’s still, I didn’t go through the birth but my body 

still went through changes after I got him because I was deprived o f sleep after 

my Mom and Dad le ft I went through the thing that I was sad because they were 

gone.

Greta indicated that even though she did not go through the actual birth process, there 

were still physical changes that she was unprepared for. Sue offered a more graphic 

picture o f the physical effect on her after the arrival o f her son:

I don’t think I slept at all because I was just so nervous about everything. I was 

scared. I didn’t ea t I didn’t sleep. Well, here’s one day, I called my Mom to talk 

to her and it was like three in the afternoon. I was still in my pajamas. I hadn’t 

had a shower to date since I’d  gotten home with him. Hadn’t brushed my teeth. 

There was poop on my pajamas and that’s just how I’d been. So you’re just in a 

state o f shellshock.

To minimize the impact on the ability to bond with the child, the adoptive parents 

identified strategies to help them deal with the physical impact, as illustrated by Lauren: 

‘Tor a while at night Mommy and Daddy took shifts. He would stay up for a while and 

then Mommy would stay up for a while, you know, because she wasn’t sleeping.” Fran 

indicated that the physical effect was positive for her.

I was so excited about being a parent and I loved i t  I absolutely loved i t ... I 

would wake her up because I’m like, come on, let’s play, let’s go, let’s do! I 

would think I was still on the fast track too, like I need to go! I was so ready 

mentally for i t
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For some adoptive mothers there was a feeling o f being deprived o f the special 

treatment that biological mothers get after having a baby (e.g. grandmothers coming to 

stay with them for a period o f time). Ellen explained this:

One thing that I think our parents didn’t  do, I know my mom did for my sister 

when she came home from the hospital from having children, and I know a lot o f 

mothers do this, even in-laws. They will come in and they will stay for three or 

four days, sometimes a week, to help that new mom when she’s home and a lot o f 

people don’t think to do that when you adopt because they’re thinking, well, you 

didn’t go through labor. You should be perfectly capable but well, we just 

traveled almost halfway around the world and picked up this child that already 

has some personality and we’ve just changed everything in their life and come on! 

Get a clue.

Fear o f loss was the second indicator o f impacting forces. This was demonstrated 

when the adoptive parents described their fear o f biological interference or that 

something related to the legal aspects o f the adoption would result in loss o f the child. 

The adoptive parents, concerned about biological interference, demonstrated readiness to 

protect the child that they now considered their own. Fran illustrated this when she 

stated: “Flee the country! Oh yes, we had it all planned.” Carl stated it this way: “If 

either one o f the mothers wanted to try to find them now, we would right i t ” For the 

majority o f adoptive parents that adopted their child internationally, the concern about 

biological interference was not expressed, as Lauren explained: “Is somebody going to 

knock on your door and say Hi, I’m (the child’s} mother? We don’t  have that fear.” It
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appears that lack o f biological interference was a part o f the reason that adoptive parents 

chose international adoption, as Dennis explained:

One o f the biggest reasons I refuse to do domestic {adoption} was because unless 

there was a double death or something I did not want to have a child in my 

custody for a three or four year period and then we have some lunatic judge that 

decides he is going to give the parents, the biological parents, the right to have 

that child back. I refuse to do that situation.

The fear o f loss related to legal concerns was alluded to during the previous 

discussion o f legal bonding. Because o f the large amount o f “red tape” involved in the 

legal procedures o f adoption, adoptive parents demonstrated a fear that they may have to 

relinquish their child while waiting for the legal procedures to be completed. Mary 

expressed this fear

We were just so scared that they would say, you know, well I’m sorry you didn’t 

get your paperwork done, give us the baby back. It was like one o f those things 

where you just wanted to hold onto him tight and you were, “I’m afraid any 

minute comes a knock on the door and take him from us.” So that was tough. 

Nick stated it this way:

I thought that there certainly stands a potential chance that he may not end up 

with us for the long term and that’s, I’m sure, that’s something that all adoptive 

parents have to reconcile themselves to. You kind o f  I don’t know, try to reserve 

a piece o f yourself steel yourself just in case that should happen. The paperwork, 

last minute rush, the finding out we’ve got to alter some things because we’re
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dealing with {this state} instead o f {the original state planned), dotting the I’s and 

crossing the T’s was nerve wracking, very nerve wracking.

For the adoptive parent doing an international adoption, the concern was related to some 

piece o f paperwork not being completed that might impact the adoption. Edward stated; 

“I always sweat the details. Some piece o f paper not getting sent, which happened, we 

got a month delayed. Anytime somebody else is pushing the papers around you don’t 

know if  it will be done right” The adoptive parents expressed a sense o f relief once the 

legal work was completed and the adoption was finalized and official.

Interaction with others was the third indicator o f impacting forces, which dealt 

with the impact that comments and/or actions o f others had on forming and strengthening 

the bond between the adoptive parent and the child. Several different groups of 

individuals were found to have a potentially positive or negative impact on the 

participant, including (a) the adopted child, (b) health care providers, and (c) adoption 

agency personnel.

Typically, children adopted internationally are older at the time o f placement [in 

this study, 7-9 months]. Thus, the child has already established some patterns of 

behavior and has become accustomed to people, foods, sounds, etc. Therefore, the way 

in which the child responds to the adoptive parent impacts the formation o f the bond with 

the child. Lauren described it in this way:

We left our facilitator’s room and we went to our room. Because it was evening I 

decided I would just get her ready for bed so I gave her a bath and she hated it. 

She absolutely screamed her head off and bad a terrible fit and I just thought, oh
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my goodness, cause I don’t think she’d ever had a bath like that before, in a 

bathtub or anything. But we got through that ordeal.

Ellen described her experience:

Those first few days we were home were very, very trying. She was a very 

scheduled child, I mean very scheduled and her schedule just did not mesh with 

ours and so it took some time to get her adjusted to what family life was like in 

this house. I mean, she literally almost slept for two solid days she was so tired. 

Edward described his child’s response to him and the strategies he used to help the child 

adjust to his presence:

It was time to go to bed and we had gone through it for two days and I knew I had 

two choices and I was getting advice from the people. We have doctors and so 

forth, either force yourself on him and in my case I thought here’s an opportunity 

when you hold him to go to sleep. So I’ll hold him and let him scream until he 

had fallen asleep. Or some said, oh no, take your time and let him warm up to 

you but the risk o f that is if  you walk away every time he screams then he may 

never want you around him. So I thought that risk sounds worse then making him 

dislike me more by holding him and so I just held him and let him scream and 

scream and scream and it went on and on and on and he finally fell asleep. When 

he woke up it was pretty much okay. I could walk over to the crib and pick him 

up.

Adoptive parents involved in an open adoption, where the biological mother 

requested their presence at the hospital for the birth, discussed the impact that hospital
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personnel had on them in relation to their efforts to form a bond with the child. For these 

adoptive parents, the hospital was labeled either adoption friendly or adoption unfriendly. 

The adoption friendly hospital had a positive impact on the adoptive parents’ ability to 

form a bond with the child. Irene said,

We were included in the process even though legally we could not do anything. 

We couldn’t take him out of the nursery because there was nothing legal that had 

happened. But they included us and that was important to us. I am very glad that 

we were where we were at for the adoption, at that hospital. I think it is very 

important... just including the perspective adoptive parents in all the joys that are 

a part of those couple days. So that was very meaningful and I am happy we got 

to do that

Frank gave another perspective on the response o f the hospital staff:

There were one or two nurses I think who may not have been as pro-adoption as 

some o f the others as far as being supportive o f us. You could sense that in like 

some o f the staff and I guess it would be worse at a hospital that might be even 

more strict or concerned about an adoption process.

Sue described her experience with an adoption unfriendly hospital:

It made me angry because it was like, 1 thought we had this all straightened out 

and then I was fighting people to get to my child. What really irritated me was 

they let her ex-husband come in and hold him (the baby} and he is not the 

biological father. She had signed papers for me to go in there and I had to fight 

every time. There was a  lot o f frustration and anger until she {biological mother}
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finally went beyond that and told them and signed every paper she could think o f 

and said, “this is the person I want to be in here with him.” So, you know, I felt 

bad for her having to even do that It was like, why were they fighting us all.

They were fighting the birth mother’s desire and my desire and that was really 

frustrating.

Adoptive parents that had to struggle with negative forces at the hospital experienced 

additional emotional stress during this time, leaving them feeling angry and frustrated by 

the experience. Therefore, hospital personnel had the power to either positively or 

negatively impact the adoptive parents’ first efforts to form a bond with the child.

Adoptive parents related that adoption agency personnel also had the power to 

positively or negatively impact their ability to form a bond with the child. Fran expressed 

that the quality o f the adoption agency personnel made a big difference in how the 

adoption procedure went: “Ours was very, very positive. Our counselors, everything, 

was just handled very professional, very positive.” Mason, who participated in an 

international adoption, described a more negative view about the first meeting with his 

child, as set up by the adoption facilitator

There were five families that were in our group and we all met at the hotel there. 

In a hotel room, which is smaller than this room, we had five families, five 

couples. We had a couple with kids with them, one had a couple o f friends with 

her, and five caregivers, the interpreter, and five babies in one room at the same 

time. That was why I was saying hectic. They {the babies} were all crying. I
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mean, you wish you could just say there was a moment where “a-h” but they were 

just crying and {the facilitator was} saying, “here she is.”

Another way in which adoption agency personnel negatively impacted the 

adoptive parents’ ability to connect with the child was during the mandatory follow-up 

evaluations after the child was placed in the home. Greta highlighted this:

Then they come in after you have them, you know, they come in a week, month 

after. That was even harder than the first one {home study before placement} 

because then you have the baby and they’re looking to see how you treat the baby. 

You know you’re doing everything right, but you’re just afraid that they won’t 

{think we’re doing it right}.

As indicated in this statement, although the adoptive parents may believe that they are 

caring for the child appropriately, the presence o f the adoption agency personnel 

increased their anxiety and feelings o f self-doubt regarding their ability to bond and care 

for the child. By identifying strategies to deal with the comments and/or actions o f others 

to form and strengthen the bond with the child, the adoptive parents were faced with 

having to work with and against others.

The fourth and final indicator o f impactingforces demonstrated by the adoptive 

parents was their adequacy o f preparation to care for the child. While the adoptive 

parents demonstrated the ways in which they prepared themselves for taking on the 

parenting role, it was not until after the child’s arrival that they realized the adequacy o f 

their preparation. Mary illustrated this: “ ... my next thought was, they’re going to let

us take this baby home and we don’t  know what we’re doing.” Not all adoptive parents
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were given information on how to care for then1 child, and regardless o f whether or not 

the child was a newborn or an older child, the adoptive parent had to utilize trial and error 

in caring for the child. Ellen illustrated this when she stated:

You just had to ad lib. It’s challenging because you’re not taking a newborn that 

you patterned and that you start out teaching them. You take a child that’s 

already been taught some things and you have to figure those things out, so I 

don’t know that I felt really totally prepared to care for them.

Adoptive parents quickly noted that the ability to adequately care for the child 

was less crucial to adoption agency personnel than whether or not they were good people, 

as noted by Irene:

It is ironic that they make you do background criminal check for adoption home 

studies but you don’t have to do anything in actual preparation for the baby. They 

find out you are good people but it doesn’t matter if  you can resuscitate your 

child.

Only five adoptive parents were required to take a class by the adoption agency.

However, the class was not focused on physical care o f the child but on how to deal with 

adoption issues. Joan’s response illustrates this point:

We had to go to the workshop. It’s not as much about disciplining and taking 

care o f him except for in the emotional and physical that would be totally 

identified with the country and being adopted, hi that respect the workshop, like 

with our country there’s not a  lot o f medical {issues} but emotionally the things
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that they have to deal with and how you have to handle them. We had to do 

education on that

None o f the adoptive parents that adopted privately were required to take a class.

The perception o f not being adequately prepared resulted in the adoptive parents 

feeling inadequate to take over the care o f the child, as noted by Sue:

It would have been nice if  I had had some actual hands on preparation for that 

kind o f thing. You know, basic things. I felt afraid to go anywhere because I 

couldn’t figure out how to use the stroller, I couldn’t figure out how to use the 

baby seat, I couldn’t figure out anything. It was just like I was a moron. I was 

reduced to an immediate moron, which makes you question everything. What am 

I doing!

Strengthening the Bond

The third property o f Connecting, strengthening the bond, was demonstrated in 

the strategies the adoptive parents used to foster a stronger relationship with the child.

The three indicators o f strengthening the bond were (a) being present, (b) instilling values 

and beliefs, and (c) minimizing and maximizing the difference.

The adoptive parents’ presence with the child and interacting with the child 

demonstrated the first indicator o f strengthening the bond, being present For Sue it was 

important for her to be present both physically and emotionally for the child, and in order 

to do this she chose to stay home: “I warn it to be different for my child so I wanted to be 

there emotionally and physically for my child, stay at home and raise him. I didn’t want 

anyone else to raise him.” This was a common element o f being present for the adoptive
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mothers, in that five out o f nine chose to be stay-at-home mothers. O f the other adoptive 

mothers, two had reduced their work hours to part-time and one was self-employed in her 

husband’s business. This adoptive mother stated that she worked only when the children 

could go along. The last adoptive mother was a  teacher but was not currently working 

and would not return to work until the fall session o f school.

For all o f the adoptive parents, being present was identified as an important 

indicator o f strengthening the bond with the child over time, as seen in this response by 

Ellen:

Time, if  they’re not with us, which isn’t very often, I mean, they go to work with 

us. We involved them in our lifestyle. We didn’t change our lifestyle to suit 

them, we brought them into our lifestyle and helped them to understand our 

lifestyle and to fit into our lifestyle and we make them feel a part and that’s why 

it’s important that, as much as we can, we go to work with {my husband} so they 

understand what Daddy does and they understand that we work together, we play 

together.

Adoptive parents expressed the importance o f being there for the child when the child 

was receptive to their presence. Fran illustrated this well:

The accessibility, so huge, because what I’ve found out about my nine and a half 

year old, she may come home and say nothing after school... But yet, at the time 

when she’s going to bed and her mind is relaxed a  little bit and she still wants me 

to be with her she can tell me much. Well, that’s when I want to go to bed too but 

I’m thinking, if  I can just be accessible at this time when it’s her, you know, it
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really is her chosen time ... I’ll know more about my child if  I am {there} and 

many times it’s on their terms. It’s on their time.

Adoptive fathers, while they did not relinquish their careers to stay at home, also 

demonstrated that being present was important for strengthening the bond with their 

child, as noted by Nick;

I’m pretty much a big kid myself. 1 really like play time where we just get down 

and play with his toys or interact with each other and I’ll chase him around and 

we’ll wrestle to some degree. I think that demonstrates, that interaction 

demonstrates a  certain bond or love there.

Because of the limited time with their child, some adoptive fathers identified unique 

strategies to accomplish being present. Mason utilized what he called “Daddy Dates” as 

a means o f being present “We do Daddy Dates, her and I go out by ourselves. One, 

because I want to spend time with her, two, just to give (my wife} a break.” For all 

adoptive parents, finding ways o f being present with the child was an important indicator 

of strengthening the bond with the child.

Instilling values and beliefs was the second indicator o f strengthening the bond. 

While religious affiliation was not universal, all adoptive parents voiced a spiritual belief. 

Adoptive parents expressed a strong belief that the child’s presence in the family was a 

result o f divine intervention or was meant to be, as illustrated by Nick:

I feel that it’s almost like {the child} was preordained to be in the family. I feel 

that the way the pieces o f the puzzle just fell into place bing, bang, boom. This is 

the one that was meant for us. The timing, everything.
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Barb stated it this way: “God put her here the same way He could have given me a 

biological child.”

Because the adoption o f the child was viewed as a  result o f divine intervention, 

the telling and celebrating o f the child’s adoption was a means used to instill the adoptive 

parents’ spiritual beliefs, as noted by bene:

The story o f his birth and part o f it is that spiritual thing again, that {his birth 

mother} gave us a gift and God enabled us to have him. We are going to 

celebrate it and want him to feel that way too, he is special.

The adoptive parents had a strong sense o f accountability for instilling values and beliefs 

in the child that they were given to raise, as expressed by Barb:

For us it’s real easy to say that God has given us this child. She’s not ours, she’s 

just kind o f on loan to us and we’re accountable to God for the job that we do as 

parents. We are accountable to Him, not to anybody else. Well, to her and to 

Him. It definitely has an impact on what I do with my time, how I approach her, 

what I teach her, what values you impart to your child.

Instilling values and beliefs was the way in which spiritual accountability was 

manifested. This included spiritual training regarding the adoptive parents’ religious 

beliefs, as illustrated by Fran:

That peace that really strengthens the bond because I truly have this belief that 

there was divine intervention here. I want my child to understand that divine 

intervention, absolutely. That blessings happen to people who are in God’s will

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



97

and who pray about i t  That is a huge part o f our life. How God brought our 

family together.

The spiritual training used to instill values and beliefs came about not only through 

activities and rituals the adoptive parents engaged in as a family, but also through 

disciplining. Mason illustrated some o f the activities and rituals that the adoptive parents 

used: “We have a ritual at night We do devotional, read a book and have prayer time. 

We pray at meals. We give her time to pray.” Disciplining was explained as an 

important means o f instilling values and beliefs. Dennis stated.

Proverbs 3:5 says, ‘Trust the Lord with all thine heart and lean not onto thine own 

understanding.” Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train up a child in the way he should go 

and when he is old, he will not depart from i t ” That doesn’t say that they won’t 

try to do their own thing for a while but if  you will give them a spiritual 

background, they will return to it such as the prodigal son. So spirituality, it’s 

everything.

Adoptive parents related that their spiritual beliefs influence their parenting practices; 

however, they did not believe that they were perfect in instilling values and beliefs 

through disciplining, but that they made the effort Sue expressed this well:

You want to do the right thing and then you’re trying to act confident to your 

child and say no is no and inside you’re going, gosh am I doing the right thing. 

You don’t want him to get that message o f insecurity but yet I am not afraid of 

telling i f  I’ve done something or I made a mistake. It’s just important to me that 

my son knows that no is no when I say no, that he learns right from wrong, learns
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how to treat other people with kindness and how you do that is just an awesome 

responsibility.

Adoptive parents that had religious affiliations utilized them as a means of 

support to help them instill values and beliefs in their child and this, in turn, strengthened 

the bond. Irene summed it up the best in this response:

You realize that it takes, not that I want a Hillary Clinton, but you know, it does 

take a village to raise a child. I have been involved in helping raise other children 

and so it is kind o f neat to have your own, see everyone else’s joy and willingness 

to help out

Second to extended family, the most common source o f support for the adoptive parents 

with strong religious affiliations, were the people who attended their place o f worship.

The third indicator o f strengthening the bond was minimizing and maximizing the 

difference. Minimizing the difference was demonstrated when the adoptive parents 

described their family as no different from biological families. This had the effect o f 

normalizing the family for the sake o f the child. Maximizing the difference was 

demonstrated when the adoptive parents identified the differences between their family 

and biological families and how these differences might impact the child. The underlying 

purpose o f maximizing the difference was to support the child by helping him or her 

understand who he or she is and to help him or her face the issues unique to an adopted 

child.

With minimizing the difference, all o f the adoptive parents indicated that they 

perceived no significant differences between their parenting practices and those o f
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biological parents. Carl’s response illustrated minimizing the difference: “I don’t think 

about them being adopted. They’re my kids. I don’t  see any reason why there would be 

anything different about i t ” By minimizing the difference the adoptive parents were 

focusing on being a family, not an adoptive family. This provided the child with an 

environment o f normalcy in the home, as captured in this response by Fran:

I had a  counselor way back then. She had an adopted child and I asked her, ‘what 

would you do different that you would like to pass along?’ She said the only 

thing I wish I wouldn’t have done is I wish early on I wouldn’t have gone to the 

school and felt like I needed to tell her teachers that such and such is adopted and 

tell the principal that such and such was adopted, who cares? It’s like going in 

and saying my daughter’s eyes are blue, so are you going to treat her any 

differently? I have held true to that We have minimized it very much and I get 

around people who it’s a conversation at the kitchen table all the time. I don’t 

feel that is necessary. If my daughter wants to express it and tell people she’s 

now at the point where that’s her prerogative, she’s not three anymore. But to go 

around and go, oh yes, did you know? It’s not necessary.

By minimizing the difference the adoptive parents were telling the child that he or she 

has a permanent place in the family.

Maximizing and minimizing the difference were dialectically opposed, yet both 

were noted to be equally important in assisting the adoptive parents to strengthen the 

bond with the child. Maximizing the difference was used to help the child understand 

how and why he or she came to be adopted and was done in an effort to support the
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child’s identity. Barb expressed the oppositional aspect o f minimizing and maximizing 

the difference:

{Minimizing} They ask do you have your own children? She is my own child, 

you know, they make the distinction. I think it’s hard for them to understand that 

we don’t make that distinction.

{Maximizing} We just have a real special bond and real special relationship. The 

things she talks to me about just blow me away sometimes. She’s very, very 

comfortable talking; we’re very comfortable talking with each other about her 

adoption, about her birth Mom and about just stuff like th at She asked questions 

about her birth Mom and her birth family long before we anticipated and we went 

to a counselor just to make sure that we were doing, you know, I didn’t expect 

this until she was like 10 and she’s only fou r... She {the child} is just very open 

about it and feels very comfortable talking to me. I opened the door so that she 

could and I let her know that it’s okay. That’s a real positive thing to have that 

kind of relationship with her.

Maximizing the difference was used to support the child in figuring out who he or 

she is and helping him or her face the unique issues o f adoption. The adoptive parents 

had to confront the knowledge that, at different points in the child’s life, they would need 

to help the child understand who he or she is and try to find ways to incorporate that into 

his or her being as a  person, as in this example by Mary:

You can’t deny that it happened, that it was an adoption. You have to be aware 

that sooner or later your child is going to wonder who do I look like, why did my
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birth mother give me up? I’m dreading that moment when he’s going to ask me 

those things because once again, I have read that kind o f stuff and it’s hard to say. 

What do you say to them to make them still feel loved and that their birth parents 

love them but that this was just the best thing? That’s not anything a biological 

parent has to deal with.

The strategies that the adoptive parents used to maximize the difference helped to 

strengthen the bond with the child, as illustrated by Lauren:

We’re trying to do everything that we can to foster that {the child learning who 

she is}. Being a part o f a support group she has contact with other children {from 

the country o f origin} as well as from other countries. The church offers 

{language} classes but you have to be three to start that So when she’s older we 

want her to learn some {of the language}. We listen to music {from the country 

of origin} a lot, she has her lullabies that she goes to sleep to every night and she 

has books that are on tape and things like that hoping that will help her learn some 

o f her language.

Another aspect o f maximizing the difference was helping the child face issues 

such as being racially different from the adoptive parents, an example from Mary was:

I imagine the issues will come up more as he gets older too and that worries me a 

little bit about how we will deal with the family tree {assignment} in school and 

just stuff like th a t... You just think about stuff like that, but those are issues that 

you deal with as they come up.
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Another issue faced by adoptive parents was the lack o f medical information. This was a 

more difficult issue to try to address, as highlighted by Edward; “Being adopted, I 

understand not having the medical information. The doctor asks you, does this run in 

your family and you have to say 1 don’t  know.”

Regardless o f whether the adoption was domestic or international, the last major 

issue confronted by adoptive parents was the child’s desire for reunion, as noted by Ellen: 

We would not stop them from moving to {the country o f origin}. We would 

never stop them if  they decided they wanted to find birth family, we would help 

them. We’re going to answer all questions that they have to the best o f our 

knowledge, we’re not going to hide their adoption papers from them or their 

{birth} names or anything.

The adoptive parents handled maximizing the difference with the child by 

informing by degrees. Based on the child’s age and development, the adoptive parent 

would determine how much information to give to the child. Carl expressed this: “We 

don’t want to hold anything back from them. We want everything open; we want it to be 

that way. Now, that’s at that point, right now we don’t consider it open.” Fran stated it 

this way:

No matter what people tell you, every child is different. There are some children 

that want to talk about it all the time. Mine doesn’t  There may be a time but I 

know it’s one o f those; you have to keep it kind o f floating. Every child is 

different. Every family is different.
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The following response by Edward highlighted the importance of informing by degree to 

meet the child's need to understand his or her identity:

I’ve thought about that we’ll have to incrementally inform him. I was adopted 

and I know what different questions he’s going to have. I know children go 

through a phase where they feel differently; sometimes it will be positive then be 

negative. It’s just a  big hole. I want to try to make sure that I help him through 

those things. I’ve thought about what do I tell him about why he was put up for 

adoption. I know he’s going to go through stages where he’s going to feel 

resentment and I really want him to feel pretty positive about his birth parents. I 

wonder about how do I reveal this stuff to him at different ages so that he has an 

honest understanding o f his past but yet I don’t  want to give him information that 

he can’t process, or give him too little so that he makes the wrong conclusions. 

Edward indicated that even though he had also been adopted, there are differences in 

every adoption and each child is unique. Therefore, adoptive parents must make their 

decisions about informing by degree based on their adoption experience and the needs o f 

the individual child.

Both minimizing and maximizing served to strengthen the bond between the 

adoptive parent and the child as they share the life experience o f a family formed through 

adoption. Clearly, if  the adoptive parent leaned heavily toward either minimizing  or 

maximizing, it could have a potentially negative impact on the work o f strengthening the 

bond with the child over time. Therefore, adoptive parents try to balance minimizing and 

maximizing to demonstrate their love for the child.
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The core variable, Transcending Adoption, was evident during the phase of 

Connecting as the adoptive parents went from forming the bond to strengthening the 

bond in spite o f the various impacting forces that they freed. The adoptive parents had 

transcended adoption in the Expecting phase to receive the child they had dreamed about 

In the Connecting phase, they were determined to bond with the child and transcend the 

many challenges inherent in adoption. As an example Lauren stated, “Accepting who 

you are and how God made you and this is the way you are and that God’s going to help 

you love this child, whether it’s yours or some other woman gave birth {to i t } D e n n i s  

responsed, “I think that sometimes that is the scary part and the exciting part o f adopting 

a child. We don’t know the background and we’re going to rind o u t” Fran put it this 

way, “We’re just bull headed enough to say; we’re just going to deal with that We will 

deal with that if we have to deal with i t  Work with i t  you know, the gain is worth the 

pain.” Similarly, Mary stated:

Those kind of things are just issues with adoption in itself that you have to deal 

with and I just remember to tell myself, people are not being mean spirited or 

nosy or anything, they’re just curious and I keep thinking that maybe some of 

these people are thinking about adoption themselves and just need a little more 

information and if  I can be an advocate for that, that’s a good thing, so I just try 

and be real respectful and not say anything bad about it, we kind o f go from there. 

In the phase o f Connecting, the adoptive parents were continually strengthening 

the bond while being confronted by impacting forces. These forces required them to 

identify strategies to help them transcend adoption and to focus on connecting with the
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child. As illustrated by Ellen, the faith o f the adoptive parent was the strategy used most 

often to help him or her transcend adoption:

I thinlc our faith had a lot to do with how we dealt with our adoption just because 

Romans 8:28, all things work together for good to those who are called according 

to His purpose, or something like that That was just the way we looked at i t  

There’s a reason that certain things have happened in our lives, you know, we just 

weren’t going to mess with i t  We just knew that God is in control because, I 

mean, He delivered us two girls that could very easily have been ours biologically 

because {the oldest} is a  miniature {of my husband}. I mean, it’s amazing.

The Third Phase o f the Process ofAdoptive Parenting: Becoming 

Becoming, the third phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, was characterized 

by the adoptive parents’ recognizing the changes that had occurred in themselves, in their 

relationships with others, and in their life in general as a  result o f adopting a child. Carl 

expressed an overall view o f becoming a parent: “It was a change, a big change for the 

family. Three o f us now.” This response illustrated that the change associated with 

becoming a parent encompassed all areas o f the adoptive parent’s life. Morgan indicated 

the lack o f appreciation for the changes that would occur when becoming a parent:

Oh, you think in your mind you know what it’s going to be like but people tell 

you until you have {one}, you don’t know. 1 mean you know it is 24/7, you know 

it’s going to change your lives but until it does you don’t realize.
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The three properties o f Becoming were: (a) shift in self, (b) relational shift, and 

(c) life shift (see Figure 1). The properties and indicators o f the phase Becoming are 

presented in Table 8.

Table 8

Properties and Indicators o f the Third Phase o f the Process o f Adoptive Parenting: 

Becoming

Pronerties Indicators

New identity

Shift in Self Responsibility o f being parent

Reprioritizing

Spousal relations

Relational Shift Family relations

Friendship relations

Life Shift The dream becomes reality

Occupational modifications
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Shift in Self

The first property o f Becoming, shift in self, was demonstrated when the adoptive 

parents realized the ways in which they changed. The indicators that demonstrated a shift 

in se lf  were: (a) new identity, (b) responsibility o f being a parent, and (c) reprioritizing.

The first indicator o f shift in se lf new identity, was demonstrated when the 

adoptive parents’ realized that they had a new role, o f parent The realization did not 

happen suddenly but occurred over time, as noted in Ellen’s response:

I don’t know that I’m totally there yet It’s just the reality is still sinking in 

because we have such a busy life and we did two o f them so quickly. I mean, I’m 

still kind o f settling in as Mom.

Carl simply stated, “It’s very strange to be called Dad. It’s n o t you’re not used to it until 

it happens.” For the adoptive mothers that chose to stay at home, there was a more 

dramatic realization o f the new identity as illustrated by Lauren:

My identity has sort o f changed in a way because I’m not working outside the 

home now. I’m at home with Paige, so I’m Paige’s mama. That’s who I am. I’m 

not the school librarian; I’m not Mrs. Doe, I’m Paige’s mama.

Adoptive parents also sought acknowledgement from others o f their new identity 

as parent This was demonstrated by announcing to family and friends that a child had or 

was soon to be placed with them, as noted by Frank: “We were wanting to get the news 

o u t” Mary illustrated the importance o f announcing:

That was very thrilling to be able to tell her (participant’s mother} th at One of 

the best experiences, I think, in my life anyway, to be able to make that call and,
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you know, the same with our friends. Eventually over the next few days we 

would call friends and family and tell them. It was just so cool to be able to 

spring that on them just totally out o f the blue. That was a wonderful experience. 

The way in which family and friends responded to the adoptive parents, either 

legitimized or failed to legitimize their new identity as a parent and impacted their new 

identity. The adoptive parents expressed receiving positive overt acknowledgement and 

support o f their new identity as parent from family and friends. This was demonstrated 

in varied and unique ways. Ellen expressed the impact one couple’s positive 

acknowledgement had on her.

Our mentors are our spiritual mentors, our financial mentors, they are our 

parenting mentors, they’re our personal mentors. They have just made a huge 

difference and we’re not related to them. I f  it wasn’t for that I would not have 

adopted. If  I couldn’t have had children, I would not have adopted because I was 

not capable o f being a good mother. It was through their mentoring and the 

changing that I have gone through that I can be a  mother.

Adoptive parents indicated surprise when friends and relatives demonstrated 

positive acknowledgement o f their new identity as parent by trying to identify physical 

characteristics that made the child appear biologically related to the adoptive parent, as 

noted by Frank:

It is funny to  have people look at him and find physical traits o f both o f us and its 

people who know he is adopted. It is reassuring the tunes when people do tell us 

there are physical traits that look like us.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



109

When friends and family find common physical traits between the child and the adoptive 

parents, it reinforces not only that the child belongs with them but also acknowledges 

their identity as parents.

When family and friends made negative comments to the adoptive parents 

regarding the child’s biocultural heritage, [e.g. drug addicts or criminals for birth parents] 

indicating that the child was o f poor quality, it illegitimized their new identity as parents. 

The adoptive parents were forced to defend the biological parent as a worthy person. The 

family member or friend focused on a negative perception regarding the child’s 

biocultural heritage instead o f focusing on the impact the adoptive parent would have on 

the child as their parent. Sue expressed it this way; “They were very quick to judge the 

birth parent, birth family, and I then had to take the role o f defending them.” This 

adoptive mother felt that she had to defend the worthiness o f the biological family and 

therefore the worthiness o f her child. Frank illustrated more clearly the types o f 

judgmental comments received regarding the child’s biocultural heritage, which more 

clearly demonstrated to the adoptive parents that their adopted child was o f poorer quality 

than if  they had a biological child: “I mean there are still some friends that we have who 

instead of accepting him open arms without questions, still they’re questioning. What is 

in the background, what’s wrong? Is this kid going to be a criminal?” The adoptive 

parents’ new identity as the child’s parents is being illegitimatized in regard to the impact 

that the adoptive parent would have on the child’s growth and development as a “good” 

person.
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Adoptive mothers expressed having their new identity as parent illegitimized in a 

unique way. Mary described feeling left out o f the “mom’s club” in this way:

The way I relate to other people in parenting is a little bit different Sometimes I 

still feel like, you know, I haven’t gone to very many Mom’s groups, I love the 

RESOLVE group, but I haven’t gone to very many Mom’s groups because to a 

certain extent I don’t feet like 1 have a place there because I can’t talk about the 

breast feeding and those kinds o f things. Even now that they don’t really talk 

about it that much sometimes I feel like I’m almost play acting, you know, at 

being a Mom and I don’t feel that way when I’m with Tommy but sometimes I 

feel that way when I’m with other moms with children the same age ... you didn’t 

go through that trial o f labor and so it’s like, you know, you have that entrance 

exam to be in the Mom’s club but I didn’t  go through that 

Adoptive mothers felt that they were not being viewed as equal to biological mothers 

because they did not experience the trial o f labor, thereby illegitimizing their role as a 

mother.

Society in general also had an impact on the adoptive parents’ new identity as 

parents. When adoptive parents began discussing general comments they heard from 

strangers, the comments were noted to be positive, such as in this response from Dennis: 

As a  matter o f fact, I think you will find children that are adopted are treated even 

better, hi our two specific situations our children were treated better knowing that 

we went {to the country o f origin} and picked up the children ... so I think they 

treat you as more o f a special situation that you was willing to go to another
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country or into another family or something and say, yes, I will take on that 

responsibility. We have had many people tell us that this is wonderful. It’s just 

wonderful.

Ellen illustrated that her new identity as a parent was viewed as altruistic: “A lot o f 

people will just say that is so admirable that you would do th a t” This demonstrated an 

overt acknowledgement o f the adoptive parents’ new identity as parent This type o f 

comment bordered on illegitimizing, as adoptive parents would always be viewed as 

special because they had adopted. Adoptive parents would never be able to shed that 

view and be seen as just the child’s parents.

After the initial expression o f positive overt acknowledgement as parent, the 

adoptive parents quickly followed with responses indicating a covert perception by 

society as having a negative view o f adoption. This negative view resulted in 

illegitimizing the adoptive parents’ new identity as parent As adoptive parents took on 

their new identity as parent and sought acknowledgement o f that identity, they were 

greeted by overt acknowledgement legitimizing the special status o f their identity, and 

covert refutation that subtly illegitimized their new identity as the child’s parent Mary 

reflected the view that adoptive parenting was o f lower quality than biological parenting: 

Sometimes people will say things in a  well meaning way but it just really irks 

you, you know, like what happened to the real mother [emphasis added], those 

kinds o f things. I mean, they don’t say it that way but you know it makes you 

think, well what am I?
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Ellen illustrated the covert illegitimizing o f her new identity as parent: “There are terms 

that people will use ... are they your natural children? As opposed to what, unnatural? 

They are not our biological children and so I always make it a point to stress certain 

terminology.” Joan expressed illegitimizing o f her new identity as parent when she 

stated, “People are naturally curious and they a sk ... who are his parents and how much 

information did you get?”

How adoptive parents handled the negative responses depended on the 

significance o f the relationship with the person who made the comment Consequently, 

relationships may shift in order to eliminate illegitimizing o f the new role as parent This 

will be readdressed in the discussion o f the second property o f Becoming, relational shift.

Adoptive parents experienced the second indicator o f shift in se lf responsibility as 

parent as an overwhelming sense o f responsibility for their child. As noted by Sue: 

“There are times when it’s {parenting} scary, mostly when it comes to the responsibility 

o f making right choices in discipline and that kind o f thing and it’s like, am I doing the 

right thing and what am I doing?” Spiritual beliefs also added to the sense o f parental 

responsibility, as noted by Kent: “She’s God’s and we’re taking care o f her. God chose 

us to be adoptive parents for that child. He gave us to her to do the best we can and that’s 

what we’re going to try to do.”

The realization o f the sense o f responsibility as parent varied among the adoptive 

parents. For some, there was an almost immediate realization, as noted in Frank’s 

response: “When I was holding him right after he was bom I kind o f felt, okay, I’m Dad, 

I’m responsible.” For others, the realization was delayed, as illustrated by Fran:
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I’ve got this responsibility 24 hours a day, seven days a week. That realization 

may not come immediately. For me it was my second. That’s really when it kind 

o f hit because it’s like my husband wasn’t around as much. He just couldn’t be 

and she was a trickier baby and then the second shift was when they started 

getting so involved and there’s so much going on and I’m still juggling the child 

at home and the child now busy and active in school and activities.

The awareness o f the responsibility as parent was enhanced by a strong sense o f 

appreciation o f the privilege o f being a parent Adoptive parents expressed the belief that 

the experience o f adopting a child and the struggle that accompanied the experience was 

the catalyst for the strong sense o f appreciation they fe lt as illustrated by Mason and 

Dennis. Mason stated, “We have a deeper sense o f appreciation o f the privilege of being 

parents.” Dennis said, “The struggle is what makes you appreciate it {being a  parent)

For the adoptive parents, there was a spiritual belief that having a child biologically was a 

God given gift and that people who could have children easily did not appreciate the gift 

that was given to them. Mary expressed it this way:

I feel like everybody ought to go through it {adoption} to a certain extent because 

it does make you really appreciate your children more. Makes you love them a 

little bit more and I think for people who even have biological children, to go 

through an adoption would make them even love their biological children even a 

little bit more. To really appreciate what God gave them and what came so 

natural to them that other people have to fight for.
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The third indicator o f shift in self, reprioritizing, was reported in several ways.

The beginning o f reprioritizing came with the new life view, then progressed to an 

awareness o f a  change in priorities, and finally demonstrated itself in reprioritizing life 

from a self-centered perspective to a more other-centered perspective.

Adoptive parents indicated that their view o f the world had changed, as illustrated 

by Irene: “You look at the world differently.” hi looking at the world differently, the 

adoptive parents expressed a new life view in regard to what was important, as noted by 

Sue: “I have started taking life a lot more seriously as far as my actions and what I do. It 

doesn’t  seem like anything I say is idle.” There was also a sense o f a new appreciation 

for life itself, as illustrated in Mason’s response:

Seeing Christmas through her eyes because everything is so neat and so exciting. 

You relive everything. The innocence and renewness o f her, you do a 

reappreciation o f life, just the simple things. How happy she is to go see the 

ducks, to feed the ducks, and be just so happy. You can just take it and forget 

about i t

The adoptive parents illustrated this new life view in the expression o f completeness with 

becoming a parent as noted in this response by Fran: “For me I saw it as completion. 

Truly, total completion.”

The new life view resulted in a desire to change priorities in their lives, as noted 

by Barb:

There’s a third person here. I spend my time differently... I’ve teamed to say no 

to some things ... I did a  lot o f different things... now it’s kind o f weighted out
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How much time it’s going to take, am I going to have time with my family. 

Priorities are changed.

For some, the change in life view resulted m a change in priorities related to the adoptive 

parents’ physical health, as expressed by Nick:

One change that I have undergone is kind o f physical in that I have tried to be 

more conscious o f my health and I’ve been running, been treated for hypertension 

and high cholesterol and I have tried to make a conscious effort to fix that by 

losing a significant amount o f weight and still trying to lose some more but I think 

I’ve tried to take better care o f myself because I want to be around.

With reprioritizing, the adoptive parents began to shift from a self-centered life 

view to a more other-centered view o f life. Mary expressed it this way :

I think I’m not nearly as self centered as I was before because when you marry, I 

mean you make a commitment to be together but you’re still individuals. You 

still pretty much, if I want to go out and buy a sweater or something I’m not going 

to ask him, I pretty much do things for myself. With Tommy it’s so much other- 

centered I guess. It’s like he comes first in everything that I think o f and do now. 

The adoptive parents experienced reprioritizing as everything they did or thought began 

to focus around the child’s needs instead o f their needs, as illustrated by Dennis: 

“Everything's for them. You have something to think about other than your own 

immediate situation.”

The effort to reprioritize life from self-centered to other-centered was not 

necessarily perceived as an easy transition for the adoptive parents, as Sue describes:
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It just seems like I am continually aware o f the changes going on and sometimes 

there are conscious decisions I make. Like we went to my cousin's wedding and 

there are just grownup decisions I have to make that I wouldn’t have had to make 

before I got him, before it was what Sue really wanted to do, is what it came 

down to. We went to this wedding and he {the child} had had all he could take. 

By the time the reception came he was finished. He was totally spent and I could 

not even get him to calm down. So I had a choice, do I stay and try to enjoy 

myself or do I leave the premises and give him the peace and quiet o f trying to get 

him into a stable quiet situation. That is what he was really needing. Well, I left 

and I got back to the motel and I was pretty much feeling sorry for myself. He 

was asleep. I just cleaned up poop all over the place because he pooped on the 

floor and I thought how could things get any worse. I was sitting out on the deck 

by myself and everybody is still at the party having a good time. This was one o f 

my closest cousins that I just practically raised and it was so important for me to 

be there and then I just started laughing and I thought, you know what, this is 

more important to me than anything else. So what if  I missed out on the 

reception. First I felt sorry for myself but that was a real conscious epiphany for 

me I think. I wanted a baby so much and for so long. I had really been to every 

reception I could ever think of, I had done all the things I wanted to do and this is 

what I wanted to do, was be a Mom.

While the adoptive parents indicated that they sometimes had to wrestle with 

themselves as they experienced reprioritizing, there was one recurring demographic
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variable that, from their perspective, made reprioritizing easier for them. This variable 

was the age at which the parents adopted. O f the adoptive parents interviewed, most 

were older at the time o f adoption.

Adoptive parents believed that it was easier for them to shift to being more other- 

centered in their focus than biological parents as a result o f the mental maturity that came 

with age. Barb said.

I’m definitely a different parent than I would have been in my twenties. I mean 

I’ve had different life experiences and different attitudes and views about things.

In my twenties I would have been a lot more selfish with my time and my needs.

I would have been less mature about my role as a parent, I wouldn’t have been as 

involved and I would probably have resented having to do things that parents do. 

The age o f the adoptive parent at the time o f receiving the child was identified as helping 

to facilitate reprioritizing. Irene expressed it this way: “Some o f my decisions I think 

came about because I am an older mother. Because if, and even six years ago when I first 

started, I’m not sure that I would have made him as much o f a priority.”

Relational Shift

The second property o f Becoming, relational shift, was demonstrated by changes 

in relationships with others. The indicators that demonstrated a relational shift were: (a) 

spousal relations, (b) family relations, and (c) friendship relations.

The first indicator o f relational shift was spousal relations, and it was in this 

relationship that the most significant change was demonstrated. The changes were 

viewed as positive and/or negative, either subtle or dramatic, and occurring quickly or
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over time. The most frequently described change within the spousal relationship was the 

impact that the child had on the adoptive parents’ time they had to spend with each other. 

Carl’s response illustrates this: “It’s hard to find the time together for us.” Most o f the 

adoptive parents indicated that they had to work on this area to try to find time as a 

couple, as explained by Mary:

Just being a parent in itself you don’t have as much time for each other as a 

couple and I think that has been, we have had a few issues with th a t Just trying 

to make more time with each other so that’s been kind o f hard, something that you 

really have to keep it in mind, I guess, work hard to nurture your relationship as a 

couple.

A more positive impact on the adoptive parent’s spousal relationship was 

increased communication related to issues o f childcare, disciplining, or just new things 

the child was doing. Frank expressed it this way: “We have had to communicate more 

and we make sure that we have people, that one o f us is here to take care o f him, which 

we hadn’t, for 13 years, had to worry about” Lauren expressed a positive impact on 

communication with her spouse regarding disciplining: “We really try to back each other 

up if  Dad says no, Mom says no also. So she knows that she can’t get by with something 

by going to the other one.” Similarly, Mason expressed a positive impact on 

communication with his spouse: “We talk about things, as things come up. Did we do 

this right do you think we need to do something different?”

For some adoptive parents, communication with the spouse went in the opposite 

direction, as Sue notes:
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I’m the nurturing person and I kind o f was a nurturing person to him {husband} 

and almost to the point o f where I bugged him. Then {the child} came along and 

I pretty much spent my attention with him {the child} and my husband buries 

himself at work.

The effectiveness o f communication prior to the arrival o f the child impacted the 

direction o f communication changes between spouses after the child arrived.

Another element o f change demonstrated by adoptive parents in regard to the 

spousal relationship was a  shift from couple-focused to family-focused activities. Frank 

indicated that time spent doing things as a family had become more important;

It’s a little bit different joy coming home. I mean, not that I didn’t love coming 

home to my wife but there were times when I came home and she was at rehearsal 

and so those types o f things have changed, just the inclusiveness o f all o f us in 

that and in going places. Going on a trip, it is a lot more fun now.

Lauren described the changes she observed in her spouse related to self-sacrifice and the 

effort he made to be with the family;

I think he has made an adjustment in that he really tries to spend a lot more time, 

when he can. I know his position, his job, it takes him away from home and he 

has responsibilities outside the nine to five hours, that kind of thing. But, if  he 

can be home he really makes an effort to be home.

For adoptive parents, the shift in spousal relations was demonstrated by a positive or 

negative impact on communication, a  decrease in couple-centered time, and an increase 

in family-centered time.
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The second indicator o f relational shift, family relations, was demonstrated by a 

range of changes in the relationship between the adoptive parent and extended family 

members. The primary way in which the relational shift manifested was in the level of 

interaction before and after becoming a parent The range o f interaction with extended 

family members went from no change in frequency o f interaction to a considerable 

increase in frequency o f interaction after becoming a  parent

The range o f interaction was illustrated in the following comments. Ellen 

expressed that for some adoptive parents, there was no change in the level o f interaction 

with extended family: “They're just kind o f there. I mean our extended families are not 

really actively involved in our life." Irene illustrated the opposite end o f the spectrum of 

interaction with extended family: “It was neat seeing my Dad’s response. I think we see 

more o f my Dad since Joey has been bom than we had the previous years. So it’s nice to 

see the positive changes.”

The first property o f Becoming, new identity, regarding the responses o f family 

and friends, had a potentially negative impact on the relationship. Dennis, explained how 

a negative response from family would impact the relationship with them:

One of the things we were a little bit uncertain about was if  our families, our 

immediate blood families would have a problem with it {adoption}. We made a 

decision before it ever started, if  they have a  problem with it, they just won't see 

them, simple as that. Whether they’re going to think they are as good as someone 

else's child or not, if  they have a  problem with it and we know ft, they just will 

not see the children. We just made that decision.
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Some adoptive patents described receiving negative responses from extended family 

members in the beginning, but that after they had interacted with the child the response 

became more positive, as illustrated by Frank; “When we started talking about adoption 

and probably in the back o f her {his mother's} mind there was some resistance type 

things. At least until she saw him.” For most adoptive parents there was a positive 

increase in the level o f interaction with extended family.

The last indicator o f relational shifts friendship relations, was demonstrated by 

changes in relationships with friends the adoptive parents had prior to the adoption and 

the characteristics o f the people they began to form new friendship relations with after 

becoming parents. Friendships the adoptive parents had with childless individuals and 

couples prior to the adoption did not necessarily end, but the essence o f the relationship 

changed, as noted in Nick’s response:

I have noticed that before we had a child and anytime we had any o f our friends, 

coworkers who became new parents and at that time I thought they talked 

incessantly about their children or that’s all they had to relate in a conversation. 

Now having, being a father, since that is your main frame of reference that’s 

really what you’ve got to talk about So a lot o f my conversation tends to be 

about parenting or giving my perspective or asking someone else’s perspective 

with respect to parenting.

For the adoptive parents, the interaction with friends took on a whole new purpose, in 

that friends became a resource to assist the participants, as they became parents. Sue
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illustrated how relationships with friends who didn’t have children were harder to 

maintain:

I try and maintain the friends I had before but it’s just easier to be with people that 

have kids and can understand that I can’t just drop things and go. You can’t sit 

and talk at lunch if  he (the child} is with us like we would otherwise. So you 

tend to gravitate more toward people with other kids.

The shift in relationship with friends was not viewed as clearly negative or positive, just 

different

Adoptive parents also demonstrated another difference in friendship relations as 

they established new friendships, such as noted by EUen:

The people that we are drawn to are people who have kids more our girls’ age 

which usually means we are older parents. Most people our age are grandparents 

and we’re just getting started so we’re kind o f in the middle there. We relate to 

these young people in their twenties because we’ve got little kids but then we also 

relate to people in their forties because we are there.

Fran voiced that the draw to parents who are younger than she is was the biggest change 

in friendship relations:

The biggest change. Hugest change! O f course now we hang around with all 

these younger people because we’re older parents but that’s where our interest is. 

That’s where we connect with people. That one was the biggest 

For adoptive parents, friendship relationships changed by increasing friendships with 

people who had children close to their child’s age, which meant that the new friends were
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often 10-20 years younger than the adoptive parents. Relationships with friends who had 

no children tended to decrease.

Life Shift

The third property o f Becoming, life shift, was demonstrated by a growing 

awareness o f the ways in which life in general had changed following the arrival o f the 

child. The indicators that demonstrated the life shift were: (a) the dream becomes reality 

and (b) occupational modifications.

The first indicator o f life shift, the dream becomes reality, was demonstrated by an 

awareness o f the difference between the adoptive parents’ perceived views o f what 

parenting would be like and the reality o f parenting, as described by Greta: “It was a lot 

harder than I thought” Fran illustrated the depth o f impact the reality o f parenting had 

on her

Did I know that this was the hardest thing I would ever do? No! I had no idea 

and it’s because my husband and I are both perfectionists. So, when the whole 

parenting things doesn’t  go like I w ant it doesn’t go like I think it should go or if 

she doesn’t  react the way I think, I’m like, I’m a failure. I can sulk because she’s 

upset with me more than I ever used to sulk about losing a deal or something. So, 

it definitely hit me very hard and it is definitely the hardest thing I’ve ever done. 

The adoptive parents related that the arrival o f the child caused changes in all 

aspects o f their lives, as noted by Sue:

Well, my house wouldn’t  be as messy as it is now. Everything is different... I 

mean, everything has changed... my life is more unorganized. I feel more
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undone. I hate my house being messy all the time and it’s messy ail the time. I 

am always behind in laundry. I’m always behind in this, always behind in that 

The feeling o f “I can’t get it done” was experienced by all o f the adoptive parents, 

including the adoptive fathers, as noted in Kent’s response:

I don’t know when it happened ... but we lived on a farm and taking care of a 

farm is a  lot to do and I worked second shift so 1 was home all day and I can 

remember realizing or thinking, I can’t get anything done because I want to be in 

here playing with her all the tune ... I don’t get anything done anymore.

The responsibility o f caring for a child 24 hours a  day, seven days a week was the reason 

adoptive parents voiced the inability to get things done, as explained by Lauren:

I feel like I’m the queen o f the Laundromat My washing machine goes all the 

time! Fm the queen o f the laundry. It’s a process; it just takes longer to do 

things. There are some things that I can’t do if  Paige is right there like if  I’m 

ironing. I don’t want to get the hot iron and the ironing board out when she’s 

running around and everything. That’s too dangerous so my ironing has to be 

done during naptime or after she goes to bed.

Edward summed up his feelings about becoming a parent and the effect on his life in 

general:

That’s one thing I can’t fathom at all, more than one o f the same at the same time. 

Part o f me feels like, gosh I’m glad that infertility stuff didn’t work. I could’ve 

had three at once or something. I’ve thought about it, three times the diapers! Oh 

my gosh!
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As adoptive parents related the change in their lives since becoming parents, there 

was also the indication that, while there was an all-encompassing change, life still had its 

normalcy. The underlying element o f the life change was that the child now occupied 

every aspect o f the adoptive parents’ thinking, as described by Nick:

It is vastly different, yet it’s still the same. The day starts and ends the same but 

that’s okay. In one form or another, unless I’m super involved with something at 

work, even then, one way or another I’ll be thinking, am I going to be home about 

fiveish and will I be able to pick him up today or does {my wife} need to pick 

him up today. He just kind o f has a place in everything, everything that is done 

throughout the day.

Adoptive parents also described the mental chain that the all-encompassing change could 

have on them, as noted by Mary:

I would say that there’s not much down time and not only less sleep but much less 

time. I mean, it’s not real often except for times like right now when it’s peaceful 

and he’s asleep but during the daytime there’s very little time when you can just 

veg. When your mind just really doesn’t have to constantly be thinking, what’s 

he doing, where’s he at, I don’t see him, I don’t hear anything, what’s going on, 

better go check, you know. It’s like there’s, I don’t  know, sometimes it’s just 

mentally exhausting too, just keeping track o f him so it seems like to me that 

there’s much less tune for you to just not think about anything. Even your 

relaxation time is not really relaxation time at home.
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In finally becoming a parent, the adoptive parent moved from the dream to reality and for 

some the reality hit hard and for others the reality settled in more slowly.

The second indicator o f life shift, occupational modifications, was demonstrated 

by a complete change in the adoptive parents’ occupation or modifications in how the 

occupational responsibilities were carried ou t The most significant occupational 

modification was noted with the adoptive mothers, o f which the majority (5 out o f 9) 

gave up working outside the home to stay at home. The remainder o f the adoptive 

mothers cut back to part-time work hours or took a leave from work to care for the child. 

It was noted that the adoptive mothers that desired to stay at home sometimes 

experienced a bigger adjustment in making the life shift than the other adoptive parents. 

Lauren put it this way:

I guess one o f my big adjustments; o f course, I was no longer working outside the 

home. I was not getting up and leaving the house and going to work every 

morning. I was staying home {with the child}. It was a different kind o f work. I 

love i t  I can’t think o f doing anything else. It just has become my routine now, 

just taking care o f her. That was a big adjustment for me.

As Lauren indicated, she made the adjustment over time and now is very happy with her 

choice.

For some stay-at-home mothers the decision to give up their career and take on 

the full-time care o f the child resulted in a significant sense o f loss, as illustrated by 

Greta:
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I made good money too. I didn’t make as much money as you {indicating 

husband}. I shouldn’t say that, but I do, I long to work, but I shouldn’t  I mean, 

lots o f people say I’m pretty lucky I don’t have to work, but I get tired o f just 

sitting here lots o f times.

Greta expressed her sense o f loss o f occupation and then a sense o f guilt because o f the 

feelings she had. The guilt was compounded when other people told her how fortunate 

she was to be able to stay home with the child. To compensate for not having a job, 

adoptive mothers often found other ways to occupy their time and give them a sense o f 

being productive, such as volunteering their time to work with school systems, churches, 

or within their previous occupations.

While some stay-at-home adoptive mothers said they were made to feel guilty for 

wanting to work, others indicated they were made to feel that their choice to stay home 

was not the right one, as illustrated by Sue:

It has even been suggested that maybe I should get a part time job to help me have 

some fulfillment in my personal life but to me that is out o f the question because, 

why would I work so hard to have a baby ... I don’t want to spend time away 

from him now. I don’t think people understand that or something.

Sue expressed surprise that people would suggest that she go to work instead o f raising 

her child. Even within this group o f adoptive mothers, there were those who believed that 

being a stay-at-home mother was the only thing they could do or wanted to do, while 

others chose to continue working, though they did cut back on their work schedules to be
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able to spend more time raising their child. Yet, for each, there was an adjustment that 

had to be made.

Adoptive fathers also made occupational modifications when possible, as 

illustrated by Mason: “I adjust where I’ll come home and then after she goes to bed I’ll 

go back to work.” Adoptive parents also indicated that decisions about keeping or 

changing jobs were impacted by becoming a parent, as noted by Barb:

He {husband} felt like he had too much time with the railroad to walk away from 

the retirement, financial security, and we had a child that was a consideration so 

we made that decision to move here ... had we not had her we probably wouldn’t 

have done th a t... as a parent, we had a different responsibility.

The adoptive parents weighed decisions regarding their occupations with the child in 

mind, which they had never done before.

Negotiating, compromising, letting go -  are some o f the strategies used by 

adoptive parents to deal with the life shift they experienced as a result o f becoming 

parents. Kent’s response offers an overall view o f the changes experienced in becoming 

a parent:

You know, beforehand, you don’t know it’s a big change but, looking back on it 

now, it’s gradual. So it doesn’t all happen all at once. You get something in 

there, in your family and it starts and then it perpetuates from there, you know.

So the initial shock is not that big a  deal.
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Barb summed it up this way: “We’ve grown into the role.” The growing into the role 

speaks to the changes the adoptive parents experienced overtime. The adoptive parents 

continue to shift and change as the child grows and changes. The process is perpetual.

The core variable, Transcending Adoption, was evident during the phase of 

Becoming as the adoptive parents experienced shift in self, relational shift, and life shift. 

As part o f Becoming, the adoptive parents had to transcend adoption to reach the point of 

feeling and believing that they were the legitimate parents o f the child. Part o f this was 

realizing that they would, always and forever, be the adoptive parents o f the child and 

there would always be biological parents in the background. However, in Transcending 

Adoption, they were able to see themselves as no different from any other parent They 

indicated experiencing the same ups and downs, joys and frustrations as any other parent 

What made them unique was the realization that they would always have to incorporate 

the issues of adoption as an element o f their parenting, but in all other ways they were no 

different than biological parents. Nick said,

I think 99.8% the same as far as biological or adoptive {parenting}. Yes, there 

are a few issues, might even be a couple o f major hurdles down when they get to 

that wondering stage. We just go with the flow and do the best we can. We’ll 

cross that bridge when we get to it is kind o f my perspective. The other 23 hours 

and 59 minutes o f the day is probably exactly the same.

Adoptive parents demonstrated transcending adoption in the phase o f Becoming 

as they noted the similarities o f their experiences with biological parents. Adoptive 

parents viewed themselves as no different than biological parents and when discussing

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



130

becoming a parent the adoptive parents often made reference to the changes as being the 

same thing that any parent experienced upon the arrival o f a child. Greta stated the 

following when discussing the difficulties o f dealing with the shift in the spousal 

relationship: “Yeah, that’s negative, but that would be negative with any parent” In 

response to the question regarding the life changes experienced after the child arrived in 

the home, Sue responded: “Which anyone makes as a parent”

The adoptive parents illustrated Transcending Adoption as they described that 

people who have never experienced adoption are the ones that make a distinction that 

adoptive parenting could never be the same or as good as biological parenting. Adoptive 

parents recognized that the actual act o f parenting a child was no different Barb 

explained this:

They ask, ‘Do you have your own children?’ She is my own child ... they make a 

distinction. It’s hard for them to understand that we don’t make that distinction. I 

think that there are people that make that distinction and I don’t know what I can 

tell you but she’s our child. She just came to this family a little differently.

Dennis expressed it this way:

A child that’s born in China or a child bom in Canada, America, down the street 

or across the world, children are just children. What you (the investigator} grew 

up with as a child, to a certain age was normal for you. How I grew up until a 

certain age, until I understand different, is normal. What the girls grew up with is 

normal. If  a child is abused, until a  certain age that they understand that is not 

correct by their peers or somewhere else, that is normal everyday occurrences. If
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that child is loved, kissed and I love you and everything else, that is normal. So 

what a child grows up with is normality. Whether they are Asian or whether they 

are Middle Eastern or whether they are whatever. A child is a  child and they will 

emulate, to some degree, their parents. So I think it is an adult perception that 

things are different, could be different But I don’t think that’s true for me. I 

think that whatever that child grows up in is a normal situation.

Transcending Adoption in the Becoming phase, as with the Connecting phase, is 

an on-going process. The adoptive parents will continue to face changes as they progress 

through their life cycle. They will always be Transcending Adoption to be viewed as the 

legitimate parent o f the child, as illustrated in Fran’s response: “I just forget about i t  

Literally, you do. You become a parent, their parent”

Summary

The preceding section described the process o f adoptive parenting, as a 

substantive theory comprised o f three phases. These phases were: Expecting, 

Connecting, and Becoming. Each phase was seen to have properties that were specific to 

the phase. The core variable. Transcending Adoption, was identified as the central 

phenomenon around which all other categories were integrated.
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS,

CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose o f this chapter is to summarize the findings o f this study. This will 

be followed by a discussion o f the findings to include the implications and conclusions o f 

the study. Recommendations for further research are included.

Summary o f Findings 

The purpose o f this study was to describe and analyze the process o f adoptive 

parenting. The study proposed to answer the question: What is the process o f adoptive 

parenting? Within this broad question, additional questions included: What are the 

perceptions, feelings, beliefs, and behaviors o f adoptive parents? Is there evidence o f 

specific phases in the process o f parenting?

An exploratory field design based on grounded theory methodology was utilized. 

This method was used to generate a substantive theory o f the process o f adoptive 

parenting from the perspective o f the adoptive parent Data were collected from 

participants using an open-ended interview method. The study sample consisted o f 16 

adoptive parents, nine women and seven men. O f the 16 participants, 14 were husband 

and wife. Participants ranged in age from 32-53 years. The amount o f time since the 

child had been placed in the home ranged from two months to nine and a half years. All 

participants were located in the Central Midwest Fifteen o f the participants were 

Caucasian. O f the nine children, five were Caucasian.
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From the data collected, a  substantive theory was generated, which provided the 

basis for describing the process o f adoptive parenting. The theory described the life 

experiences o f adoptive parents and thereby fit their situation. This research supported 

previous research, which described adoptive parenting as a complex, ongoing process 

comprised o f several phases. It further demonstrated that within the process o f adoptive 

parenting, there emerged a core variable, which accounted for movement through the 

phases o f adoptive parenting. This core variable was conceptualized as Transcending 

Adoption.

The core variable, Transcending Adoption, was described in attitudes and 

behaviors that helped the adoptive parents rise above and get beyond the challenges they 

faced in their journey to become parents. Data analysis revealed that adoptive parents 

experienced Transcending Adoption throughout the three phases o f the process of 

adoptive parenting, which were Expecting, Connecting, and Becoming. However, the 

nature o f the attitudes and behaviors varied in each o f the phases.

Transcending Adoption began to emerge during the phase o f Expecting as the 

adoptive parents went through the requirement o f proving worthiness to enduring the 

waiting game and equipping themselves psychologically and physically. The adoptive 

parents focused on their goal o f becoming parents and utilized coping strategies (e.g. 

spousal support, working to keep a positive mental attitude) to help them transcend 

adoption and attain their goal o f becoming parents.

Adoptive parents had transcended adoption in the Expecting phase to receive the 

child they had dreamed about In the Connecting phase adoptive parents described
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Transcending Adoption as they determinedly took on the task o f bonding with the child, 

getting beyond and rising above the many challenges that were a part o f adoption, 

including forming a bond with a child where no prior connection exists, working to 

strengthen the bond with the child over time, and dealing with forces that had the 

potential to impact the formation or quality o f the bond with the child. The adoptive 

parents utilized attitudes such as “being bull headed” or “remembering people are not 

being mean spirited” to rise above forces impacting their ability to bond with their child. 

The faith o f the adoptive parents was the strategy used most often to help them transcend 

adoption and connect with their child.

As the adoptive parents worked on transcending adoption in the phase of 

Connecting, they were concurrently working on Transcending Adoption in the Becoming 

phase. The adoptive parents had to transcend adoption to reach the point o f feeling and 

believing that they were the legitimate parents o f the child. Part o f this was realizing that 

they would, always and forever, be the adoptive parents o f the child and that there would 

always be biological parents in the background. Adoptive parents demonstrated 

Transcending Adoption in the phase o f Becoming as they noted the similarities o f their 

experiences with biological parents, seeing themselves as no different from any other 

parent. They experienced the same ups and downs, joys and frustrations as any other 

parent As they Transcended Adoption, they were able to view themselves as no different 

than biological parents. This was demonstrated as adoptive parents discussed and often 

made reference to the changes they experienced as being the same thing that any parent 

experienced upon the arrival o f a  child. Changes include the shift in self, the shift in
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relationships, and the shift in life in general. Adoptive parents Transcended Adoption as 

they described that people who have never experienced adoption are the ones that make a 

distinction between adoptive and biological parenting. Adoptive parents realized that the 

issues they would face as parents were unique, but they indicated that all parents face 

unique issues with their children.

Transcending Adoption is a  continual process in both the Connecting and 

Becoming phases. Over the life cycle o f the adoptive family, the adoptive parents will 

continually face changes in themselves, in their role as parents, and in the strength o f the 

connection with their children. The adoptive parents will continue to face new and 

recurring issues related to adoption and their legitimacy as the child’s parent. Therefore, 

they will always be Transcending Adoption to maintain and strengthen their connection 

with the child and be viewed as the child’s legitimate parents.

The substantive theory generated accounted for the process o f adoptive parenting 

and was described across three phases: Expecting, Connecting, and Becoming. The core 

variable, Transcending Adoption, was found to be central to all phases. As a concept, it 

recurred frequently in the data, linked the various data together, explained much o f the 

variation in the data, and came to be seen as a  stable pattern.

Expecting, the first phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, was described as 

the time during which the adoptive parents worked through steps required in the adoption 

procedure to attain a  child, awaited the arrival o f the child, and equipped themselves for 

the parenting role. Expecting, though recognized by adoptive parents as a necessary part 

o f the process, was considered a stressful time with no clear parameters related to the
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time frame in which it would be accomplished. Properties o f Expecting were: (a) proving 

worthiness, (b) the waiting game, and (c) equipping.

in the Expecting phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, the adoptive parents 

described their experience o f being required to prove themselves as people worthy o f 

parenting a child and the strategies used to deal with the experience. The adoptive 

parents described the up and down emotions they experienced as they waited for the news 

that a child was available to them and the ways in which they attempted to minimize the 

emotional roller coaster. The adoptive parents also described their methods o f equipping 

themselves to parent a child. The strategies utilized by adoptive parents during this phase 

assisted them in successfully moving to the next phase o f receiving a child o f their own.

Connecting, the second phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, was entered 

when the adoptive parents received their child. During this phase adoptive parents 

demonstrated the efforts made to form and strengthen the bond with the child while 

dealing with impacting forces that had the potential to affect that bond. The properties of 

Connecting were: (a) forming the bond, (b) impacting forces, and (c) strengthening the 

bond.

During the phase o f Connecting, adoptive parents found ways to form a bond with 

their new child where no biological bond existed. Adoptive parents demonstrated 

bonding with their child through physical contact and care that facilitated the formation 

o f an emotional bond. Adoptive parents also utilized a variety o f ways to bond with the 

child's biocultural heritage. Legal bonding was also an element o f forming the bond with 

the child, as the adoptive parents did not feel a complete sense o f belonging until the
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child was legally theirs. The adoptive parents utilized being present, which was being 

physically present and interacting with the child, to strengthen the bond with the child. 

Other strategies utilized to strengthen the bond included: (a) passing on the adoptive 

parent’s values and beliefs to the child; (b) minimizing the difference as a means of 

normalizing the family; and (c) maximizing the difference as a means o f supporting the 

child’s identity and the impact o f being adopted. As the adoptive parents worked on 

forming and strengthening the bond, they had to develop strategies to deal with forces 

that had the potential to impact the connection with their child. Some of the impacting 

forces were internal factors o f the adoptive parent, such as the physical effect o f caring 

for the child or psychological concerns related to the fear o f losing the child. Other 

impacting forces were external, related to the interaction with others, including the child, 

healthcare professionals, or adoption workers. The Connecting phase was noted to be 

ongoing for the adoptive parent and child. The connection between child and parent is 

dynamic as the child grows and matures.

Becoming, the third phase o f the process o f adoptive parenting, was characterized 

by the adoptive parents’ recognition o f the changes that had occurred in themselves, in 

relationships with others, and in their life in general, as a result o f adopting a child and 

taking on the role o f parent. The properties o f Becoming were: (a) shift in self, (b) 

relational shift, and (c) life shift hi this phase, adoptive parents not only had to make 

adjustments to the changes occurring in themselves, in relationships with others, and in 

life in general, but were also confronted by issues that impacted their view o f themselves 

as a legitimate parent Therefore, part o f the work o f Becoming was working to view
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themselves as the legitimate parents and identifying strategies to handle external threats 

to their legitimacy.

Discussion o f Significant Findings 

This study described the process o f adoptive parenting from the perspective o f the 

adoptive parent The process was described through the phases of: (a) Expecting,

(b) Connecting, and (c) Becoming. The core variable, Transcending Adoption, was 

identified throughout the process o f adoptive parenting. The findings o f this study were 

compared with existing concepts and theories related to adoptive parenting in order to 

describe their similarities and differences. The purpose o f this comparison is to place the 

substantive theory that describes the process o f adoptive parenting within the context o f 

other phenomenon identified in the adoption literature.

Relationship o f Study Findings to Other Research 

The findings o f this study support the research findings reported by Kirk (1984) 

and Brodzinsky (1990). In the course o f describing adoptive parenting, the adoptive 

parents expressed how they viewed adoption in their family. The adoptive parents 

perceived no difference between adoptive and biological parenting. However, they did 

describe different issues that they would have to address, which biological parents would 

never have to face. The concept o f differencing was first identified by Kirk (1984). Kirk 

identified two themes o f differencing: Acknowledgement-of-Difference and Rejection' 

of-Difference. According to Kirk, these themes represented two ways o f coping with the 

role handicap experienced by adoptive parents. The concept o f role handicap is based on 

the belief that situational discrepancies tend to result in interference with competent role
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performance. To “normalize” a situation that does not fit with the normal social script, a 

different script must be substituted. Therefore, to reduce role handicap, the individual 

uses a variety o f adaptation strategies.

Rejection-of-difference is used by adoptive parents in an effort to emulate the 

social script o f biological parenting (Kirk, 1984). In his study Kirk found that adoptive 

parents demonstrated rejection-of-difference by racial matching, adopting infants, 

spacing adoptions to simulate birth patterns, and adopting children so that the first child 

adopted was by age the oldest Other demonstrations o f rejection-of-difference were 

telling the child that they were “chosen” or that it was “meant to be,” which helped the 

adoptive parents’ integrate the family. Rejection-of-difference was even identified as 

being sanctioned institutionally when a new birth certificate was issued following the 

adoption o f the child, where the child’s name is changed and no reference to biological 

parents is made. The adoptive parents are legally certified as the “natural parents.” Kirk 

identified rej ection-of-difference as a maladaptive coping strategy because the adoptive 

parents that utilized this strategy often demonstrated a  lack o f willingness to confront the 

issues specific to adoptive families.

Acknowledgement-of-difference is demonstrated by adoptive parents when they 

openly acknowledge some difference between biological parenting and adoptive 

parenting (Kirk, 1984). Some of the ways in which adoptive parents acknowledged the 

difference were by finding ways to educate family and friends about adoption, using 

support groups, and by participating in “evangelism-recruitment,” whereby the adoptive 

parents educate others on the positive values o f adoption in an effort to encourage
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adoption. Kirk identified that acknowledgement-of-difference was a positive coping 

strategy, as adoptive parents who utilized it were more likely to be empathetic to their 

child’s feelings and to feel a greater satisfaction as adoptive parents.

In contrast to Kirk (1984), Brodzinsky (1990) identified another pattern o f coping 

which he labeled insistence-of-difference, where the adoptive parent not only 

acknowledges the difference o f adoptive family life, but also emphasizes it to such an 

extent that it becomes the major focus o f the family. Brodzinsky argued that, “Parents 

who adopt extreme views at either end o f the belief continuum are assumed to foster 

poorer adjustment among their adopted children” (p. 20). Therefore, if an adoptive 

parent went to the extreme o f either rejection- or acknowledgement-of-difference, there 

was the potential for maladjustment o f the child.

In the present study, as with Kirk’s (1984) work, adoptive parents demonstrated 

two different types o f differencing. For this study, however, they were labeled 

minimizing the difference and maximizing the difference. As with rejection-of- 

difference, minimizing the difference was noted when the adoptive parent was attempting 

to demonstrate the normalcy o f his or her family life in comparison with biological 

families. Minimizing the difference is similar to rejection-of-difference in that it was 

noted to be a coping strategy. But while rejection-of-difference was noted as a coping 

strategy to offset role handicap in the adoptive parent and was viewed as a negative 

coping strategy, minimizing the difference was noted as a strategy to normalize adoptive 

family life to foster a sense o f security in the child. It was also used as a strategy to 

defend against an external attempt to illegitimize the adoptive family. Minimizing the
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difference was also noted to be different from rejection-of-difference in that the adoptive 

parents in this study did not appear concerned and did not attempt to make their adoptive 

family “look” similar to biological families. However, if  others noted similarities, it was 

taken as a sign o f reassurance. In addition, the majority o f adoptive parents in the current 

study mentioned the child being “meant to be” or “preordained” to be a part o f the 

adoptive family. While Kirk viewed this as an aid in the drive for integration in relation 

to rejection-ofdifference, in the present study it was noted as a manifestation o f the 

adoptive parent’s religious beliefs and not as an element o f minimizing the difference.

Kirk’s (1984) acknowledgement-of-difference is similar to the present study’s 

maximizing the difference, in that the adoptive parent consciously acknowledges 

differences between adoptive and biological parenting. In the current study, maximizing 

the difference was noted when the adoptive parents addressed the issues specific to 

adoptive families, such as the existence o f biological parents, assisting the child in 

understanding the reality o f adoption and its meaning, dealing with lack o f medical 

information, and reunion. However, maximizing the difference was not viewed as a 

coping strategy to deal with role handicap in the adoptive parent. On the contrary, 

maximizing the difference was done as a means o f supporting the child in an effort to 

help the child understand how and why he or she came to be the child o f the adoptive 

parent, to help the child figure out who he or she is, and to help the child face the unique 

issues o f adoption. This was demonstrated as the adoptive parent attempted to determine 

what to tell the child and how much information should be given at various ages. While 

Kirk noted that adoptive parents demonstrated acknowledgement-of-difference by
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attempting to find ways to educate others about adoption or utilized “evangelism 

recruitment,” in the present study, adoptive parents that participated in the same 

behaviors appeared to try to educate others, as a means o f legitimizing the adoptive 

family.

Another contrast to Kirk’s (1984) view o f rejection-ofdifference and 

acknowledgement-of-difference as coping strategies to assist the adoptive parent to deal 

with role handicap is that both minimizing and maximizing the difference were identified 

as a means o f strengthening the bond with the child over time. The adoptive parent 

strengthened the bond with the child by providing a sense o f normalcy to the home 

environment as they minimized the difference during the early years. As the child 

matured, the adoptive parents recognized that the child had a need and right to know 

about adoption, his or her background (as much as the adoptive parents had access to), 

and the impact that adoption would have on his or her life. Therefore, adoptive parents in 

this study attempted to balance minimizing and maximizing for the best interest o f the 

child. This was not easy for the adoptive parents, as they preferred not to discuss 

adoption at all or minimize the difference. However, they realized the importance of 

maximizing the difference to meet the needs o f their child. Therefore, adoptive parents 

placed the needs o f their child before their own needs and worked to balance minimizing 

and maximizing the difference to best meet their child’s needs.

The findings o f this study support Brodzinsky’s (1990) view that the potential for 

maladjustment in the child exists if  the adoptive parent leans to the extreme o f either
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minimizing or maximizing the difference. The difficulty for the adoptive parent lies in 

balancing these two strategies as the child matures.

Relationship o f Study Findings to Previous Nursing Research 

Sandelowski (1995) identified four processes that fertile and infertile couples 

experience in the transition to parenthood: (a) redefining nature; (b) holding back/letting 

go; (c) appraising, claiming, and taking care o f the fetus/infant/child; and (d) assuming a 

parental identity. In addition, infertile couples experienced four processes specific to 

them including: (a) facing infertility; (b) mazing; (c) relinquishing infertility; and (d) 

reconstructing infertility. Finally, adoptive couples experienced two processes specific to 

them, which were: (a) creating temporal order and (b) reconstructing a family romance. 

These processes occur across the three phases o f pre-expectancy, expectancy, and parent 

Sandelowskf s (1995) research, studied couples prior to having their child and 

focused on the infertility aspect In contrast, the present study focused on adoptive 

parents who had already made the decision to adopt and had received their first child. 

Despite a difference in focus, the current study offered support o f some o f SandelowskFs 

findings.

In the process o f redefining nature, Sandelowski (1995) found that adopting 

couples made an effort to naturalize nonbiological parenthood by working to integrate 

adoption into the natural scheme o f parenting. In the present study, the adoptive parents 

efforts to minimize the difference as a means o f connecting with the child would appear 

to have the same purpose as redefining nature. The adoptive parent attempts to integrate
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adoption as natural by focusing on similarities between biological and adoptive parenting, 

thereby minimizing the difference.

In the present study, forming the bond was a means of initiating the connection 

with the child. The activities that the adoptive parents participated in to form a 

physical/emotional and biocultural bond with the child included such things as 

acquainting, learning to care for the child through trial and error, and establishing and 

maintaining contact with biological parents or members of the child’s ethnic group. This 

supports Sandelowski’s (199S) process o f appraising, claiming, and taking care o f the 

fetus/infant/child in which, “Adoptive couples used such things as their selection criteria 

for a child and/or the history and photographs o f it they received in the waiting period to 

construct a child they could then claim” (p. 127). After the child arrived, the couples 

engaged in activities that would foster a positive physical and emotional environment for 

the child.

The process o f assuming a parental identity (Sandelowski, 1995) occurred when 

the parent sought to overcome feelings o f unreality, inauthenticity, and perceived 

incompetence as a new parent to take on the parental role. Sandelowski noted that for 

adoptive parents, the feeling of being fully parental occurred after they had been with the 

child longer than birth or foster parents or after final adoption papers were completed. A 

major part o f feeling fully parental for adoptive parents was feeling comfortable that no 

one would take their child away. The present study offered some support to 

Sandelowski’s findings related to assuming a parental identity. However, in the present 

study, the major work with the new identity had to do with feeling legitimized as the
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rightful parent o f the child. The adoptive parents had to determine ways to handle the 

negative comments that they perceived as ^legitimizing their parental identity. The 

finalization o f the adoption paperwork was noted to be crucial to the adoptive parents in 

the current study; however, it was identified as more o f an issue in the Connecting phase 

related to forming the bond with the child than as a part o f recognizing a new identity.

Sandelowski (1995) identified two processes specific to adopting couples; (a) 

creating temporal order and (b) (re)creating a family romance. According to 

Sandelowski, creating a temporal order was a strategy that adoptive couples use to 

construct a chronology of waiting, where they attempted to pace their activities so that 

they could avoid living only to wait for a child. The present study did not clearly support 

this. As the adoptive parents experienced the waiting game during the Expecting phase, 

they described feeling like they had no control over their lives. Their lives were ruled by 

the potential that a child could arrive at anytime; therefore, activities tended to be put on 

hold. Their lives were focused on being ready at a moment’s notice, and they did not 

want anything to interfere with the prospect. Sandelowski’s (re)creating a family 

romance, that o f the adoptive couple creating a biography for their child that fits with 

their own and describing the child as a loved child, was not supported as a separate 

process or phase in the present study. However, it could be identified as a part o f the 

process o f Connecting, as the adoptive parents formed the bond with the child 

bioculturally and physically/emotionally to foster a sense o f belonging. The adoptive 

parents in this study attempted to obtain as much information as they could about the
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child’s biocultural history as a way o f connecting with the child and integrating the child 

into their lives as a member o f the family.

Lobar and Phillips (1996) completed an ethnographic analysis o f process of 

parents who utilized private infant adoption. They identified seven phases and several 

major themes in their research. The seven phases were: (a) Phase I: the choice to adopt;

(b) Phase II: the adoption path; (c) Phase HI: the call; (d) Phase IV: the pregnancy wait;

(e) Phase V: birth and receipt o f the infant; (f) Phase VI: adaptation to parenthood; and 

(g) Phase VII: after the legal birth certificate. The present study did not support the first 

two phases, as investigation o f the decision to adopt and the path choice for adoption 

were not included in the study. Phases m  and IV were supported, but were identified as 

an aspect o f the phase o f Expecting. Lobar and Phillips identified that adoptive parents 

experienced feelings o f judgment, competition, acceptance or rejection, and isolation as 

they waited to be chosen by a birth mother. The present study supported the emotions o f 

judgment, competition, and acceptance or rejection, as they experienced scrutiny to prove 

worthiness during the Expecting phase. Did they look good enough to others to be 

chosen? Were they better than the other available choices? In the present study, the 

feeling o f isolation was experienced by some o f the adoptive parents during the waiting 

game o f the Expecting phase, as the adoptive parents felt left out of or ill informed about 

the progress o f the adoption.

Phase IV, the pregnancy wait, according to Lobar and Phillips (1996), was 

accompanied by a sense o f limited control over the situation and other concerns that 

added to the emotional stress o f the adoptive parents, such as whether the child would be
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healthy, whether the birth mother would take care o f herself during the pregnancy, 

whether there would be unanticipated costs, and more significantly, whether the birth 

mother would change her mind. The phase o f the pregnancy wait was supported by the 

present study, as adoptive parents who adopted domestically described all o f the same 

concerns identified by Lobar and Phillips. Adoptive parents who adopted internationally 

experienced all o f the same concerns with the exception o f  whether the birth mother 

would change her mind. Additionally, adoptive parents in the present study demonstrated 

concern with the required paper work and whether it would be completed appropriately 

so as to avoid delays in the adoption procedure.

Phase V, birth and receipt o f the infant (Lobar & Phillips, 1996) was similar to the 

Connecting phase in the present study. According to these researchers, adoptive parents 

experienced uncertainty and fear related to whether or not the birth mother would change 

her mind about relinquishing the child. The subjects in their study also expressed 

uncertainty and fear related to the possible interference o f the hospital staff. The findings 

o f the present study supported these findings regarding the feelings experienced by 

adoptive parents that participated in a  domestic adoption. However, the concerns about 

biological interference and interference from the hospital staff were identified by 

adoptive parents as impacting forces having the potential to negatively affect the adoptive 

parents ability to connect with the child. As in Lobar and Phillips’ study, many o f the 

adoptive parents in the present study identified a lack o f information offered to them on 

how to care for the child they received.
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Lobar and Phillips’ (1996) sixth phase, adaptation to parenthood, fit more 

appropriately into the phase o f Connecting in the present study as it addressed the 

adoptive parents efforts to acquaint themselves with the child through observing the child 

and caring for the child. It also described the development o f feelings for the infant, 

which also fit in the Connecting phase o f forming the bond in the present study. Lobar 

and Phillips indicated that the adoptive parents in their study demonstrated fear and 

uncertainty until the legal procedures for the adoption were finalized, which was the 

seventh phase, after the legal birth certificate. It was not until this event occurred that the 

adoptive parents perceived themselves as both legally and emotionally the parents. This 

was supported in the present study, as legal bonding was identified as an important part 

o f Connecting, which solidified a sense o f belonging with the child. In the present study, 

the work that the adoptive parents did during the Becoming phase was not clearly 

identified in any o f the phases presented in Lobar and Phillips’ (1996) research and did 

not appear to be a focus o f their study. The present study extends Lobar and Phillips’ 

work by presenting an expanded description o f the work o f becoming a parent through 

adoption and the resulting changes that occur.

Solchany (1998) completed a phenomenological pilot study exploring the mother- 

child relationship in the pre-adoptive period o f women who adopted internationally. 

Several themes were identified in this study: (a) taking control; (b) creating a family,

(c) anticipating; (d) celebrating the pictures; (e) honoring the child’s origins; (f) investing 

personally; and (g) bonding. The decision to adopt was not explored in the present study; 

therefore, it did not offer any support to the first theme o f taking control, as it focused on
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the feelings experienced by the adoptive mothers as they made the decision to adopt The 

other six themes were supported to some degree. Regarding Solchany’s theme o f 

creating a family, though again not directly a  subject o f exploration in the current study, 

there were similarities in that the adoptive parents in the present study also embraced 

adoption as the means by which they would have the family they were meant to have. In 

both studies the adoptive parents saw adoption as predestined and a natural path for 

creating their families.

The theme o f anticipating identified in Solchany’s (1998) research, expressed that 

the adoptive mothers, after learning o f the child they would receive, did not only wait for 

this child, but socially prepared by sharing their anticipation and their experience with the 

adoption process with anyone they encountered. While the present study indicated 

similar findings in that the adoptive parents began to welcome the child into their hearts 

before receiving him or her, as a result o f the pictures they received, social preparing was 

not noted to be the same. In the present study, the adoptive parents who adopted 

internationally, as well as domestically, demonstrated cautious announcing as a  means o f 

protecting themselves emotionally from the potential that something would go wrong and 

slow or stop the adoption.

The present study supported the theme o f celebrating the pictures (Solchany, 

1998), as those parents who adopted internationally and received photographs or 

videotapes o f their child did indicate the importance o f these mementos in beginning to 

form a connection with their child. Honoring the child’s origin, while specific to 

international adoptions in Solchany’s study, crossed boundaries and was supported by
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adoptive parents who adopted domestically or internationally. While Solchany’s study 

indicated the importance o f honoring the child’s previous caregivers and the child’s 

culture with international adoption, in the present study it was identified as being 

important for all adoptive parents to find some way to honor the birth parents and the 

child’s cultural background. This was demonstrated during both the equipping part o f the 

Expecting phase and as the adoptive parents formed the bond with the child during the 

Connecting phase.

Solchany’s (1998) theme o f investing personally was supported throughout the 

phases o f the present study, as the adoptive parents invested themselves in the pursuit o f a 

child through adoption to build their family. In Solchany’s study, the mothers pursued 

adoption with blind determination; whereas, in the present study, the adoptive parents 

often pursued adoption with blind faith believing that they could overcome any obstacle 

to build their family. The theme of bonding identified in Solchany’s study was also noted 

strongly during the Connecting phase identified in the present study.

In summary, the present study had many similarities and differences to the three 

nursing studies presented here. While the study undertaken by Lobar and Phillips (1996) 

demonstrated many negative emotions experienced by the adoptive parents including 

uncertainty, judgment, and isolation, the study by Solchany (1998) demonstrated more 

positive emotions experienced by the mothers including confidence, proactiveness, and 

affection. In the present study, the adoptive parents experienced both extremes o f 

emotions. It is not possible to say with certainty, as a comparison was not included as 

part o f the present study; however, adoptive parents who participated in domestic
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adoptions did appear to express more negative emotions than those who adopted 

internationally, related to the stress o f proving worthiness to the birth parents and the fear 

o f loss o f the child because o f the potential chance that the birth mother might change her 

mind at the last minute. The study by Sandelowski (1995), while comparing many 

subgroups, did not compare differences between domestic and international adoptions..

All o f the studies demonstrated the uniqueness o f becoming a parent by way o f 

adoption. The current study demonstrated that the overriding explanation is adoption 

itself. What the man or woman may not realize when he or she makes the decision to 

adopt is how it will influence him or her as a person or as a parent and how it will shape 

his or her family over time. But with the decision to adopt, the adoptive parent begins the 

process o f adoptive parenting and throughout the phases o f Expecting, Connecting, and 

Becoming finds himself or herself working to transcend adoption. Not only does the 

adoptive parent work at transcending the procedural aspects o f adoption, but also the 

impact that adoption has on the adoptive parent personally, the adopted child, and on the 

family as a unit.

Implications for Nursing Practice, Education,

And Theory Development 

Nursing Practice

The findings o f this study provide a  valuable frame o f reference for nurses and 

other health care providers who work with adoptive parents. The findings o f this study 

indicate that adoptive parents seek to equip themselves for taking on the role o f parent 

One o f the ways in which they attempt to do this is by educating themselves on childcare.
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The majority o f the adoptive parents in this study did not have access to educational 

classes that focused on the care o f a child. Educational classes should be developed to 

provide the adoptive parent information on how to care for a  child similar to that which is 

provided to biological parents following delivery.

This study also found that those adoptive parents who were invited to be involved 

in the birthing process o f their child labeled hospitals as either adoption friendly or 

unfriendly. The labeling was based upon how the adoptive parent was treated by the 

hospital staff during and following the birth o f the child. If  the adoptive parent was 

incorporated as much as possible in the care o f the child and given the opportunity to 

bond and leam how to care for the child, the hospital was then labeled adoption friendly. 

If the adoptive parent was confronted by hostility, indifference, or was prevented from 

interacting with the child, the hospital was labeled adoption unfriendly. As open 

adoptions, where the birth parents and prospective adoptive parents have some level o f 

interaction, become more common, the findings o f this study suggest the need for 

increased awareness o f not only the needs o f the birth mother, but o f the adoptive parents 

as well to facilitate a positive experience for all parties.

The findings o f this study have the potential to impact patient education by 

increasing the awareness o f the needs o f adoptive parents in their journey to becoming 

parents, thereby fostering the development o f educational programs to assist prospective 

adoptive parents in learning how to care for their new child. They also have the potential 

to increase nurses’ sensitivity to the needs o f the adoptive parent during the early part o f
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the Connecting phase to foster a more positive bonding experience. These would be 

positive steps toward assisting adoptive parents in becoming parents.

Nursing Education

The findings o f this study have important implications for nursing education. The 

three phases o f the process o f adoptive parenting, organized around the core variable o f 

Transcending Adoption, could be used as a model for helping nursing students to 

understand and further explore adoptive parents’ perception o f the experience o f 

becoming parents. The model would also be beneficial in assisting nursing students to 

understand the needs o f the adoptive parent at various points in the process across the life 

span o f the family.

An enhanced understanding o f the process o f adoptive parenting in nursing 

education programs will bring about change in values and belief systems. Based on the 

findings in this study regarding adoptive parents’ experience with covert refutation o f 

their legitimacy as parents, education o f nurses early in their training has the potential to 

facilitate a change in the individual belief system o f the nurse, thereby impacting the long 

held belief o f society in the primacy o f the biological bond to be a legitimate parent

Nursing Theory

The development o f middle-range substantive theories is important to nursing as a 

means o f expanding knowledge development The fact that the road to parenting is 

different for adoptive parents is well documented. The findings o f this study broaden the 

knowledge already available on the subject o f adoptive parenting. The description o f this 

phenomenon can be used as a basis for the generation o f hypotheses, which can be tested
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empirically. The core variable identified, Transcending Adoption, though presently 

specific to the adoptive parenting process, should be tested for applicability to other areas 

o f concern where the phenomenon falls outside the normal social script, such as a long

term disability that impacts the person’s ability to act as society expects.

Conclusions

Based on the qualitative findings o f this study, the following conclusions were

drawn:

The process o f adoptive parenting, from the perspective o f the adoptive parent, 

was a complex process comprised o f three phases. This process included a core variable. 

Transcending Adoption. The three phases were: (a) Expecting, (b) Connecting, and (c) 

Becoming

The phases o f adoptive parenting were influenced by the experience of adoption. 

As the adoptive parents moved through the phases o f the process o f adoptive parenting 

they were confronted by the impact that the adoption procedure had on them as they 

became parents. Adoptive parents were also confronted by specific issues, as a result of 

forming their family through adoption, which often resurfaced over their lifetime.

Adoptive parents face becoming parents with limited information regarding the 

impact being a parent will have on them physically, emotionally, and socially. Adoptive 

parents identified a  lack o f available education classes specific to their needs, which 

could be related to the fact that becoming an adoptive parent is not obvious to society.

Adoptive parents classified hospital staff as either adoption friendly or adoption 

unfriendly. Adoption friendly hospitals were identified as having a positive impact
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during the phase o f Connecting, as the adoptive parents formed the bond, while adoption 

unfriendly hospitals had a negative impact Those adoptive parents that experienced 

adoption unfriendly hospitals described additional emotional stress during the phase of 

Connecting, as the adoptive parents tried to form a bond with their child.

As adoptive parents worked to assume their new identity as parents, they initially 

received positive overt acknowledgement o f their new identity as parents from others. 

However, adoptive parents quickly began to describe receiving comments that covertly 

illegitimized their new identity as parent This supports research findings that indicate 

that while society offers overt support o f the practice o f adoption for providing children 

with a home and family, there remains subtle evidence that true parent-child relationships 

are only possible when a biological connection exists.

Recommendations for Further Research 

Based on the findings o f this study, further qualitative research is recommended 

using this substantive theory with prospective adoptive parents who are beginning the 

adoption procedure. There may be different findings regarding the phase o f Expecting, 

as this phase was developed based on retrospective description o f the adoptive parents. 

The scope o f informants also needs to be expanded to include professionals that work 

with adoptive parents, including social workers, nurses, adoption agency workers, and 

attorneys, as well as family members and friends o f the adoptive parents. It is also 

recommended that the study be replicated with diverse ethnic groups. Comparative 

studies between biological and adoptive parents would offer valuable information about 

the differences regarding the process o f parenting. This work would extend the
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substantive theory and be the basis for the next level o f research, correlational design 

studies.

Correlational design studies could explore the similarities and differences 

between the ways adoptive parents, professionals, and others perceive the process o f 

adoptive parenting. As independent variables o f the process o f adoptive parenting 

become more fully defined, it would be possible to test the relationships between and 

among these variables. Hypotheses need to be tested around questions such as: What 

influence does preadoption education for the prospective adoptive parent have on the 

process o f adoptive parenting? What influence does preparation of adoption workers 

have on the process o f adoptive parenting? What influence does preparation o f nurses 

have on the process o f adoptive parenting? What influence do the attitudes o f nurses 

about adoption have on their demonstration o f sensitivity to the needs o f adoptive 

parents?

Intervention studies then should be developed to test the influence o f various 

educational modalities on the course o f the process o f adoptive parenting. Questions 

such as the following might be considered: What types o f educational programs are most 

helpful to adoptive parents before and after they receive the child? What methods o f 

educating nurses are most helpful in increasing sensitivity to the needs o f adoptive 

parents?
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Summary

This chapter presented a summary o f the findings o f this study and a discussion of 

the findings in relationship to existing research on adoptive parenting. It also presented 

implications for nursing practice, education, and theory development as well as 

conclusions and recommendations for future research.
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Informed Consent

TlTI ,F OF STUDY' The Process o f  Adoptive Parenting

Investigator: Julie Luetschwager, MSN, RN Phone: 
Supervisor: Sr. Mary Elizabeth O’Brien

Description: I understand that I am being asked to participate in a study describing my 
experience o f the process o f parenting following the adoption o f my infant I understand 
that this research is being carried out by Julie A. Luetschwager, a doctoral candidate, at 
The Catholic University o f America, to fulfill partial requirement for a doctoral 
dissertation.

Procedures: If I agree to participate, I understand that I will fill out a form about my 
age; marital status; ethnicity; occupation; and information about the adoption including 
age o f infant at time o f placement, length o f time since placement, method o f adoption, 
type o f adoption, number o f failed adoptions, method o f preparation for adoption and 
reason for adoption. This will be followed by an audio taped interview that will take 
approximately 2 hours. I may also be asked to participate in a follow up interview for 
additional data or validation o f data obtained. The interview will be conducted at a time 
convenient for me and in an appropriate setting o f my choice.

Benefits: I understand that participation in this research will not benefit me personally in 
any way, however, it may provide information that may be helpful to other adoptive 
parents, child welfare professionals or health care professionals such as nurses.

Risks/Discomforts: There are no known serious risks to my participation and if I 
experience any signs o f distress, the interview will be stopped and appropriate 
intervention will be initiated. I f  I am upset, Ms. Luetschwager an experienced family 
nurse will assess the situation and provide me with support and guidance and if  
necessary, refer me to appropriate counseling resources. I understand that there will be 
no monetary compensation for my participation.
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Right to W ithdraw: I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and 
that I may decline to answer questions that may make me uncomfortable or request that 
the audiotape recorder be turned o ff any time I do not want my comments recorded I 
may withdraw at any time from the study without penalty.

Confidentiality o f Participant/Research Records: I understand that all identifying 
information about me will be kept as confidential as legally possible. I understand that 
no identifying information will be included on audio recordings or transcribed notes. I 
understand that any identifying information will be kept separate from research materials 
in a locked file and will be accessible only to Julie Luetschwager and that it will not be 
possible to match any information provided on the coded transcripts with the consent 
form. The audiotapes will be kept with Ms. Luetschwager in a locked file, and upon 
completion o f the research study will be disposed o f accordingly. I am aware that Ms. 
Luetschwager may share the summarized results o f this research without identifying me 
or my responses with other adoptive couples or members o f the professional community.
I understand that any information about me obtained as a result o f my participation in this 
research will be kept as confidential as legally possible. I understand that my research 
records, like hospital records, may be subpoenaed by court order or may be inspected by 
federal regulatory authorities.

I have had an opportunity to ask questions about the research and/or my participation in 
the research, and these have been answered to my satisfaction.

I have received a signed copy o f this consent form.

I volunteer to participate in this research study.

Participant’s Signature Date

Participant’s Signature Date

Investigator’s Signature Date

Any complaints or comments about your participation in this research project should be 
directed to The Committee for the Protection o f Human Subjects at The Catholic 
University o f America, Washington, DC 20064; Telephone: .
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The Process o f Adoptive Parenting

Demographic Data Form

I. Current Ages: Male Parent Female Parent

2. Ethnicity: Male Parent Female Parent

Child

3. Religious Affiliation

3. Marital Status:

Married Cohabitating

4. Occupation: Male Parent___________________________

Female Parent_________________________

Adoption Data:

5. Age o f child at time of placement:___________

6. Length o f time since initial placem ent__________

7. Method o f adoption: Agency  Private_____

8. Type o f adoption: Domestic  International___

If international, country o f child’s origin

9. Method o f preparation prior to placement o f the child:

Classes:____ if  marked, type o f ciass(es) taken______

Audio or Written material: Video  Books Magazines

Support group interaction:______if  marked, name o f support group
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Other._______________________________________

10. Total number o f adopted children________

11. Number o f failed adoptions prior to successful placement;

12. Reason for adopting child:
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Process o f Adoptive Parenting 

Interview Guide

1. What were your views about adoption prior to making the personal decision to adopt?

2. What were your expectations?

3. How long before bringing your child home were you informed you would get 

him/her?

4. Describe your thoughts and feelings at that time.

5. What did you do during the time period between being notified and actually receiving 

your child?

6. Describe your experience o f getting your child, what were your thoughts and 

feelings?

7. Describe the first week with your child.

8. What were your thoughts and feelings during that time?

9. Describe the changes that you experienced as a parent after adopting your child.

What brought those changes to your attention?

10. Do you believe that personal spiritual beliefs or religious affiliation has had an 

influence on your parenting? If so, describe how.

11. What positive things have you experienced in relation to your adoptive parenting?

12. What negative things have you experienced in relation to your adoptive parenting?

13. Describe your life now in comparison to life prior to adopting your child.

14. Do you think your parenting is different than if  you had a biological child? If so, 

how?
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15. Is there anything about adoptive parenting that Pve left out that you think would be 

important for me to understand?
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