
Instructor 

Robert Allan Hafetz MS MFT 
Education Director 
Adoption Education & Family Counseling LLC 
Doylestown, PA. 18902 
267-337-4548 
Pathwwaysinadoptions.com 
roberthafetz@verizon.net 



 
 

The Emotional Dynamics 
of 

Reunions in adoption 
As A 

 

process 
 



The Problem 
 “Adopted children makeup a higher then expected 

proportion of children in psychological distress.”  
(Brodzinski, D., Schechter,  M. 1992). Adoptees make up 

 A. 2%-5% of the population are in  are in psychotherapy… 
The expected rate is 1-2% 

 B. 10-15% are in residential treatment center the 
expected rate is 1-2% 

 C. 6-9% are identified in schools as emotionally 
perceptually or neurologically impaired,  expected rate is 
1-2%. 

  “There is a clear tendency among adoptees,  not only to 
seek professional help but also to need it. The increased 
vulnerability of adoptees to psychological problems can 
be explained largely by their experience of loss.”   

 (Brodzinszki, D., 1987) 
 
 



What Creates the Loss 
 

 
Premature maternal separation 
Infant memory 
Disconnection cognitive/emotional 
 
 



 ADOPTIONS BEGIN DURING A 
CRITICAL PERIOD OF DEVELOPMENT 

“The theme of a person’s story and the 
fundamental success or failure of their 
entire life, is determined in their early 
attachment and bonding with the 
environment”  
“Patterns of dysfunction in adulthood 
can easily be linked to the quality of very 
early attachment.” 
                                                   
  Dave Zeigler Ph.D. Jasper Mountain  

 



Critical Period 
 

 

From late pregnancy to the second year the 
brain is in a critical period of accelerated 
growth ( Erzurumlu & Killackey, 1982).  
 
Experiences are hard wired into the brain 

 
 

 



Neurobiology during critical periods 
 
During critical periods brain growth is exquisitely 
susceptible to adverse environmental factors 
such as nutritional deficits and deregulating 
interpersonal affective experiences.  
                                                      (Schore,A. 2001). 
 
High brain plasticity hardwires life experiences into 
long term implicit memories.  



Can you tell I’m adopted? 

 
 
 
 
 



Every 
Adoption 

Begins With A 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Premature 
Maternal 
Separation 



Premature Maternal Separation 
 During a critical period of development 

 significantly disrupts the attachment process 
resulting in an disruption of the developmental 
process. 

 The ability to adapt to change and self-regulate 
emotions is impaired.  

 Long term emotional memories of the separation 
are created.  

 Creates the need to transition the maternal 
attachment to a new mother. 

 
 
 
 



Emotional Effects of PMMS 
Compromised Attachment 

 Parental bonding behaviors 
may be met with anxiety, 
alarm, and anger (Bowlby, 
1982).   

 Rejection of the attachment 
figure. 

 Paradoxical reactions to love 
 Constant adjustment of 

emotional boundaries 
 

Baseline Emotions 

 Anger 
 Shame 
 Isolation 
 Incompleteness 
 Inauthenticity 
 

 
 

 



How many individuals are in the 
picture? 



Mother Baby Dyad 
The infant lives in a shared existence as a literal 
part of the mother for 9 months. At birth they 
share the same psychology. 
 
The loss in adoption is literally a loss of a part 
of the self.  
 



          THE GREAT DISCONNECTION 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 



Disconnected Thoughts and Feelings 

 I know I belong /but I feel that I am an outsider. 
 I know I am loved/ but I feel I am not. 
 I know they will never abandon me/ but I always fear 

they will. 
 I know I can do this /but I feel I will fail. 
 I know I am with my family and I belong/ but I feel 

isolated. 
 I know who I am /but I feel that part of me is missing.   

 



The words Don’t Come 

I have powerful emotions that scare me, 
overwhelm me, and confront me when I least 

expect it, but I can’t put them into words. How do I 
ask for help when the words aren't there? 

 



How the Disconnection is Created 
 
“As adults, most of our memories are stored, retrieved, 
and expressed using language. “ 
 
“In order for memories encoded during infancy to be 
verbally expressed, we would need to translate out 
preverbal representation into language at some point 
during development.” 
                                                  (Richardson & Hayne, 2007). 
                                
“Infant memories are stored not as words, but may be 
encoded in the mind as affective schemas.” 
                                                            (Gaensbauer, T. 2002). 
 

 



Preverbal Memory 

 “These studies have also shown that it is difficult if not 
impossible, for children to map their new language skills onto 
their existing nonverbal memory representations.”(Cheatum 
& Bauer, 2005).  

 “Children fail to translate their preverbal memories into 
language”(Simcock, Hayne, 2002).  

 Adoptees can’t express their feelings in words. How then can 
they ask for help or understand what they are feeling? 
 



Preverbal Memory 

Adoptees have emotional memories that can be 
unexpectedly triggered, profoundly powerful, 
can be very uncomfortable, and they cannot 
identify them with words or know what they 
are. 
 

The struggle to understand these memories can 
lead to behavioral concerns or a dissociative 
response 



When the Separation Occurs 
 
Infants can record and remember memory only as emotions. 
The vocabulary of emotion: 
 Grief, love, trust, hate, fear, rage, joy, disgust, sadness, etc. 

 
 Infant memories are not known, they are experienced the 

same way they were originally experienced no matter what 
the age.   
 

 The loss of the mother is experienced much like a death 
with a grief experience.  

 

 



Cognitive Emotional Disconnect 
 Infants only a few days old can record long term memories. “Infants do 

not think but they do process emotions and long term memories are 
stored as affective schemas” (Geansbauer, 2002).  An infant separated 
from its first mother will record a memory of that event. Memories of 
this nature are called preverbal memory representations and they have 
a unique quality that must be understood by adoptive parents. “Infant 
memories are recalled in adulthood the same way they were recorded 
at the time they occurred. It is difficult possibly impossible for children 
to map newly acquired verbal skills on to existing preverbal memory 
representations” (Richardson, R., & Hayne, H. 2007).  An older adoptee 
who recalls an emotional memory will experience it the same way it 
was felt as an infant.  Adoptees can have troubling memories that they 
cannot identify in words. This means that they cannot understand what 
they are feeling and without a vocabulary they cannot even ask for 
help.  This leads to a cognitive /emotional disconnection. “Children fail 
to translate their preverbal memories into language”(Simcock, Hayne, 
2002). 
 

 
If adoptees can’t express their feelings in words, How then can they ask 
for help or understand what they are feeling? 

 



The Dilemma  

Adoptees have emotional memories that can be 
unexpectedly triggered, profoundly powerful, 
can be very uncomfortable, and they cannot 
identify them with words or know what they are. 

 
 
 

 



Memory Summary 
Preverbal (Emotional) 

 Implicit  (Siegal, 1999) 
 Emotion 
 Limbic System 
 Cant Identify 
 Unconscious 

 
 

Cognitive  (Factual) 

 Explicit 
 Facts, figures, pictures 
 Neo Cortex 
 Easily Identified 
 Conscious 

 



questions 



The Healing Process  
Experiences 

 
 “Situations that trigger the limbic memories of loss and 

abandonment are perceived by the amygdala to be actually 
occurring.” (Flashbacks). 
 

 “Due to the entirely nonverbal nature of the limbic brain, 
experiential rather then cognitive methods are required to 
engage and change the preexisting schemas. Cognitive methods 
engage the neo cortex which does not have access to symptom 
producing material.” (Ecker, B., 2011).  
 

 Adoptees need experiences to resolve(heal)grief and loss. 



Healing The Memory of Loss 
Changing preverbal memory 

 “A dynamic neural process known as reconsolidation 
can actually unlock synapses maintaining implicit 
emotional learning's.” (Nader, Schafe, LeDoux, 2000).  
 
 

 The sequence of experiences required by the brain to 
modify and even erase implicit memory was 
identified” (Pedreira, Perez-Cuesta, & Maldonado, 
2004). 
 

 



Actual Case Analysis   
 74 year old male in critical state of despair.  
 Misdiagnosed with depression  
 all conventional treatments failed 
 Separated from his mother the same day of birth 
 All he could talk about was his adoption 

 
 Searched for and found the adoptees birth mother 
 She was deceased 
 A visit to her grave created a healing experience resolution 

and closure. 
 Discovery of aunts uncles cousins and family history 
 All symptoms resolved. 



In Conclusion 
We are often asked, “What percent of adoptees search for 
their birth parents?” And our answer surprises people: “One 
hundred percent.” In our experience, all adoptees engage in 
a search process. It may not be a literal search, but it is a 
meaningful search nonetheless. It begins when the child 
first asks, “Why did it happen?” “Who are they?” “Where 
are they now?” These questions may be asked out loud, or 
they may constitute a more private form of searching – 
questions that are examined only in the solitude of self-
reflection (Brodzinsky, et al., 1992, p. 79). 
The state has no compelling interest in restraining a child 
from knowing his name, mother, history, and origin. My 
birth certificate is the deed to the property of my person.  
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