POST-ADOPTION DEPRESSION

by Jessica Gerard

     After the mountain of paperwork, the agony of waiting, and the stress and joy of the trip to adopt their child, the family is finally home. At long last, the parents’ dream has come true.  The baby is healthy, she has got her days and nights sorted out, and everyone is over jet lag  

So, why is the new Mom feeling blue?  She’s lost her appetite, can’t sleep, feels exhausted, and cries all the time.  Another adoptive mom has been home several months.  She feels irritable, listless and unable to concentrate on anything.  She has been eating too much, and is gaining weight fast. She sleeps far more than usual. These mothers go through the motions of caring for the baby, but they don’t feel the overwhelming love they expected to experience.  They feel guilty and ashamed, and afraid to tell anyone how depressed they feel. They have the baby they wanted so much, why are they not happy and fulfilled now? 

This is post-adoption depression, and it is common among families adopting internationally.  One survey of 145 families who adopted from Eastern Europe shows that over 65% of the mothers and fathers who responded experienced post-adoption depression, and, even more serious, 77% of these adoptive parents reported that their depression lasted for more than two months - even up to a year - compared with the usual 2 week duration of post-partum “baby blues.”

     Depression is a response to the high levels of stress associated with adoption.  If parents travel to adopt, they come home exhausted and jet-lagged after a strenuous, stressful adoption journey.   The new parents have waited so long, and struggled so hard for this child, that they may have unrealistic expectations which conflict with the reality of a child with many initial medical, emotional and developmental problems. They deal with the sudden adjustment from a child free life to the demands of childcare, and with grief not only for the loss of biological children, but of this child’s early months.  Moreover, adoptive parents often lack the extended family support that new parents receive after a birth; indeed, family members may be unsympathetic to the adoptive mother’s complaints.

By planning ahead, waiting parents can minimize the chances of post-adoption depression.  Educate yourselves, and your family, about this potential problem.  Enlist family and friends to provide emotional and practical support after your child comes home (like meals, or house-cleaning). When you get home, keep other visitors away for a few weeks, and try to get plenty of sleep and exercise.  Take as much leave as possible before returning to work. If married, plan to spend time with your spouse.  If you develop symptoms of depression, seek help, not only from your doctor, but from your social worker and your agency, and talk to your friends in the support group about your difficulties.  

�. Source: “Post Adoption Depression” by Harriet McCarthy, available online at Rainbowkids.com, (December                           2000issue) and in Adoption Today September 2000.





