
Good	evening.	Thank	you,	Lisa	and	Lisa,	for	inviting	me	to	speak	tonight.	

I	admit	I	was	struggling	a	little	bit	about	how	to	do	this	presentation	tonight.	When	I	did	
a	version	of	this	presentation	a	few	years	ago	it	was	for	Pact	Camp,	which	is	a	family	
camp	for	adoptive	families	out	in	California,	and	this	presentation	was	written	for	
adoptive	parents,	the	majority	of	them	had	adopted	kids	that	were	young	– elementary	
age	or	younger.	So	I	had	presented	less	on	the	theoretical	part	of	ambiguous	loss	and	
more	about	the	concrete	“tips”	that	parents	could	take	home	with	them.	

I	was	a	little	less	sure	how	to	approach	a	mixed	audience	of	adoptive	parents	and	
adoptees.	So	I’m	going	to	try	and	cover	a	little	bit	of	everything	and	I	hope	if	nothing	
else	you	get	the	basic	concept	of	ambiguous	loss	and	I’d	be	happy	to	talk	to	people	
afterwards	if	they	want	more	information.

I	first	became	interested	in	ambiguous	loss	while	I	was	working	as	a	county	worker	with	
children	in	foster	care.	In	my	social	work	education,	we	talked	about	trauma	and	we	
talked	about	post-traumatic	stress	disorder,	and	all	the	things	that	are	listed	in	the	
DSM-IV.	But	to	me	there	seemed	to	be	something	even	more	encompassing	than	these	
“diagnoses”	that	the	children	on	my	caseload	exhibited.	I	had	been	reading	and	writing	
about	the	Korean	concept	of	“han,”	which	is	hard	to	translate	but	conceptually	is	about	
a	collective	sorrow	or	grieving.	I	had	also	been	doing	some	research	into	the	Indian	
Boarding	Schools	and	thinking	a	lot	about	intergenerational	grieving	– what	happens	to	

1



a	group	of	people	who	have	experienced	a	great	tragedy	and	then	how	does	that	
grieving	get	interwoven	into	the	very	physical,	emotional,	and	spiritual	embodiment	of	
the	next	and	future	generations?	So	it	was	while	I	was	looking	for	information	about	
trauma	work,	in	order	to	understand	and	work	more	effectively	with	the	youth	on	my	
caseload,	that	I	came	across	Pauline	Boss’	book	about	ambiguous	loss.	
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Ok,	so	How	many	here	are	familiar	with	Ambiguous	Loss?	

The	word	“ambiguous”	has	several	meanings	– it	can	mean	“open	to	more	than	one	interpretation,”	it	
can	mean	“unclear”	or	“unstructured.”	It	can	mean	“doubtful	and	uncertain.”	So,	“ambiguous	loss”	is	a	
way	of	thinking	about	losses	in	one’s	life	that	seem	to	have	unclear	resolutions	or	boundaries,	or	are	kind	
of	confusing.	It’s	a	concept	that	Pauline	Boss,	a	researcher	and	professor	at	the	University	of	Minnesota’s	
Family	Social	Science	program	developed	and	Dr.	Boss	has	written	a	few	books	on	the	subject.	
Ambiguous	Loss	isn’t	specifically	about	adoption	– but	I	feel	that	this	concept	is	fundamental	to	
understanding	the	losses	that	adopted	children	and	their	families	experience.

Ambiguous	loss	is	the	grief	or	distress	associated	with	the	loss	of	a	person	or	relationship	in	which	there	
is	confusion	or	uncertainty	about	the	existence	or	management	of	the	person	or	relationship.	

What	does	that	mean?	Well,	the	example	that	Dr.	Boss	first	used	was	what	happened	to	the	families	of	
soldiers	who	were	missing	in	action	during	war.	These	men	and	women	just	disappeared	and	their	
families	never	knew	if	their	loved	one	had	died	or	they	were	still	alive.	The	ambiguous	loss	part	is	NOT	
KNOWING	either	way.	
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2 kinds	of	ambiguous	loss.

First	is	the	physical	absence	but	psychological	presence.

Physical	absence	but	psychological	present:	divorce,	parent	incarceration,	solders	MIA,	
adoption	and	foster	care.	The	person	may	not	be	there	day	to	day	in	the	lives,	but	in	
the	mind	of	the	person	suffering	from	ambiguous	loss,	they	are	thinking	and	grieving	
for	that	person	on	a	regular	basis.	It’s	Dorothy	looking	into	the	crystal	ball	and	seeing	
her	Aunt	looking	for	her,	wanting	to	get	the	message	to	her	Aunt	Em that	she’s	all	right,	
but	she	can’t.	Or	like	Harry	Potter who	looks	into	the	mirror	and	sees	his	parents.	

The	second	type	is	Physically	present	but	psychological	absence:	parental	mental	health	
or	chemical	abuse.	For	example,	the	parent	is	there,	physically,	but	not	really	“there”	in	
terms	of	their	ability	to	provide	emotional	relationship.	

Ambiguous	loss	is	a	relational	disorder,	not	a	psychological	dysfunction – that	is,	the	
conflict	is	how	to	live	with	the	loss	of	persons	or	relationships	in	your	life	when	there	is	
some	kind	of	uncertain,	unclear,	confusing	or	hard	to	define	end	or	to	the	relationship	
(as	in	the	first	point)	or	continued	relationship	(2nd point).
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In	some	ways	there	may	be	some	overlap	with	the	effects	of	ambiguous	loss	on	a	
person’s	life	with	PTSD	or	attachment	disorders

Think	of	it	on	a	continuum.	Remember,	ambiguous	loss	is	a	relational	disorder,	while	
attachment	and	PTSD	are	DSM-IV	diagnoses.	You	could	think	of	it	in degrees	– I	don’t	
want	any	of	you	going	home	and	thinking	you	have	a	diagnosis!	Something	becomes	a	
disorder	when	it	impacts	your	life	to	such	a	degree	that	daily	functioning	is	difficult.	
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What	makes	“ambiguous	loss”	so	hard	to	“resolve?”	First,	there	isn’t	a	clear,	symbolic	
ritual	for	the	loss

For	example,	when	a	loved	one	dies,	there	are	usually	several	kinds	of	rituals	– a	wake,	
a	memorial	service,	a	funeral,	the	gathering	at	the	cemetery,	or	the	scattering	of	ashes.	
The	ritual	of	this	loss	is	socially	approved	and	acknowledged.	Society	recognizes	the	
mourners	and	they	are	publically	supported.	

There	are	many	losses	that	people	find	it	hard	to	respond	to,	even	if	they	want	to	be	
supportive.	When	someone	dies,	you	know	the	“script”	for	how	to	deal	with	it.	There	
are	the	5	stages	of	grieving	that	Kubler-Ross	described	– so	you	can	understand,	“Oh,	
that	person	is	in	the	anger	stage,	or	in	the	bargaining	stage.”	But	with	adoption	losses,	
people	either	don’t	know	about	the	losses	involved,	or	they	think	the	losses	are	kind	of	
erased	because	of	the	joys.

Second,	the	loss	is	not	socially	recognized	or	it	is	hidden	from	others.	The	griever	is	not	
socially	recognized,	and/or	the	circumstances	that	led	to	the	loss	are	perceived	
negatively	by	others.	For	adoptive	families	and	their	relatives	and	friends,	an	adoption	
is	cause	for	celebration.	Children	who	are	adopted,	however,	may	feel	confused	or	
guilty	about	expressing	happiness	over	being	legally	disconnected	from	their	birth	
family.	Extended	family	members	and	members	of	the	community	may	not	fully	
appreciate	that	adoption	is	directly	tied	to	losing	one’s	birth	family.
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Third,	the	circumstances	that	lead	to	the	loss	are	perceived	negatively	by	others.	When	
children	are	removed	from	families	in	which	they	are	neglected	or	abused	and	placed	
with	foster	or	adoptive	families,	many	believe	that	the	children	are	being	rescued.	
Children,	however,	even	when	parents	mistreat	them,	often	feel	a	fierce	loyalty	to	their	
birth	families.	After	all,	life	with	the	birth	family	may	be	all	they	know.	It	is	familiar.	
Social	workers	and	foster/adoptive	parents	who	believe	children	should	be	grateful	for	
being	placed	in	better	functioning	families	need	to	understand	how	very	differently	
children	in	foster	care	may	view	their	situation.

Children	who	are	adopted	from	other	countries	or	even	as	infants	in	the	U.S.	also must	
deal	with	the	negative	stereotypes	or	views	about	the	birth	family	or	birth	country
For	many	kids,	there	are	multiple	losses	on	top	of	losses	without	any	sense	of	“finality”	
so	it’s	difficult	to	really	“move	on.”	And	our	society	tends	to	value	“moving	on.”	We	
think	of	people	who	struggle	with	any	kind	of	ambiguity	as	being	“stuck.”	But	instead	of	
thinking	in	terms	of	epigenetic	stages,	which	means	that	one	has	to	finish	one	stage	in	
order	to	move	to	another	one,	I	think	of	development	in	terms	of	building	blocks	that	
we	keep	adding	to.	Those	“older”	developmental	stages	and	habits	are	still	there	
somewhere,	we’ve	just	learned	other	coping	strategies	as	we	get	older	and	smarter.	
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Knowing	that	a	parent	or	birth	siblings	are	still	somewhere	out	there	can	be	confusing	
and	anxiety-inducing	some	adopted	children.	Will	they	run	into	members	of	their	birth	
family	by	accident?	Will	their	parents	or	siblings	contact	them	someday?
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Here	are	some	of	the	other	people	affected	by	ambiguous	loss	in	adoption.
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There	is	no	ritual	to	memorialize	the	loss	of	one’s	parents	through	adoption.	There	is	
the	legal	ritual	of	the	adoption	finalization,	but	that	tends	to	be	the	“joyous”	time	for	
the	adoptive	parents,	and	not	all	adoptees	feel	happy	about	the	finalization.	

Who	holds	a	“funeral”	for	the	non-mortal	loss	of	one’s	parents?	Sometimes	in	child	
protection,	a	parent	whose	rights	have	been	terminated	are	asked	to	write	a	goodbye	
letter	to	their	child	or	children,	or	asked	to	tell	them	in	person,	that	they	give	the	child	
permission	to	love	other	people	as	their	parents.	

At	some	Korean	maternity	homes,	the	women	who	are	relinquishing	are	asked	to	write	
letters	to	their	child	as	part	of	their	stay.	This	might	be	the	closest	thing	to	a	formal	
recognition	of	the	loss	of	the	birth	family	– but	in	these	cases	it’s	only	the	recognition	
of	the	loss	of	the	birth	mother	without	any	recognition	of	a	birth	father,	or	the	multi-
generational	birth	family.	It’s	also	not	really	societally recognized	as	a	ritual,	and	rarely	
happens.	And,	how	often	does	the	adoptee	see	this	letter,	if	there	is	one?	

If	the	adoptee	remember	the	first	parents,	that	day	may	actually	be	a	reminder	of	their	
loss.	This	is	why	“gotcha”	days	are	sometimes	problematic	for	some	adoptees	and	is	
really	more	about	the	adoptive	parents.	The	“gotcha”	days,	or	anniversary	of	the	
adoption,	may	be	a	sad	reminder	of	what	the	adoptee	has	lost	rather	than	the	
celebration	of	what	the	adoptive	parents	have	gained.	
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Research has	found	that	adoptees	who	have	never	known	their	birth	families	also	
experience	feelings	of	grief	over	the	loss	of	their	birth	families

not	all	adoptees	will	feel	this	way	– I	have	known	some	who	like	the	“gotcha”	day,	but	
for	others,	this	isn’t	a	day	to	celebrate.	
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The	birth	family	of	course	experiences	tremendous	ambiguous	loss	too.	We	tend	to	
think	mostly	of	the	birth	mom,	but	like	I	mentioned	we	almost	always	fail	to	recognize	
birth	dads	too.		

Many	first	parents	talk	about	keeping	the child	they	relinquished	for	adoption	
psychologically	present.	

And,	since	the	loss	of	a	child	through	relinquishment	or	TPR	isn’t	ritualized,	there	is	no	
formal	way	our	society	supports	and	acknowledges	the	loss	for	them.	Would	we	tell	a	
parent	who	has	lost	a	child	to	an	accident	or	illness	that	“it	was	for	the	best”	or	that	the	
child	is	“in	a	better	place?”	Would	we	pathologize a	parent	for	wanting	to	remember	
their	child	over	the	years?	No,	we	console,	we	ritualize,	we	bring	food	to	their	house	
and	give	them	a	shoulder	to	cry	on.	Who	is	doing	this	for	the	birth	parents?	

13



Extended	family	members	like	grandparents	and	aunts	and	uncles	also	might	grieve	
over	the	loss	of	the	child.	Sometimes,	in	fact,	it’s	those	who	are	one	or	two	steps	
removed	from	the	child	who	are	the	ones	most	likely	to	verbally	recognize	the	loss	
more	than	the	first	parents.	Extended	family	members	might	not	feel	they	have	the	
same	“rights”	to	grieve,	but	they	may	still	wonder	and	worry	about	the	child.

I	used	to	work	for	a	non-profit	organization	called	Minnesota	Adoption	Resource
Network,	and	part	of	my	job	was	to	respond	to	people	calling	our	information	line	with	
questions	or	concerns	about	adoption.	

One	of	the	calls	I	received	was	from	an	aunt	whose	nephew	had	been	in	foster	care	and	
she	wanted	to	know	if	he	was	okay,	and	if	he’d	ever	been	adopted.	The	caller	stated	
that	she	and	her	children	had	worried	about	this	boy	for	the	past	two	years,	wondering	
what	had	happened	to	him.	I	was	able	to	find	out	that	the	nephew	had	been	adopted	
and	through	the	family’s	adoption	worker,	the	aunt	and	cousins	were	able	to	re-
establish	contact	with	the	boy.

And	we	often	forget	about	the	siblings.
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If	any	of	you	have	seen	the	documentaries,	“Daughter	from	Danang”	or	“First	Person	Plural,”	
both	of	these	films	really	poignantly	show	how	older	siblings	grieve	over	the	loss	of	their	
siblings	– especially	in	cases	where	older	siblings	had	a	lot	of	care-giving	responsibilities	for	the	
younger	ones.	

There	is	concern	over	what	happened	to	siblings	they	knew	and	remembered.	A	family	I	know	
of	hosts	a	summer	camp	for	kids	who	were	adopted	from	foster	care.	A	few	years	ago,	in	one	
of	the	camp	activities,	one	little	boy,	about	10	years	old,	was	sitting	next	to	a	little	girl	who	was	
about	6.	The	folks	who	run	this	camp	noticed	that	he	was	looking	at	her	a	lot	throughout	the	
activities.	Finally,	he	says	to	this	little	6-year	old	girl,	“Do	you	know	who	I	am?”	The	little	girl	
didn’t	shook	her	head,	no.

The	boy	ran	to	his	cabin,	and	came	back	with	a	photograph	of	the	two	of	them	together,	from	
several	years	earlier.	The	little	girl	was	his	sister- and	they	had	been	adopted	to	different	
families!	For	years	he	had	worried	and	wondered	about	what	had	happened	to	his	little	sister.	
In	their	birth	family,	the	brother	was	the	surrogate	parent.	His	adoptive	parents	said	that	after	
reuniting	with	his	sister	and	learning	that	she	was	doing	well,	a	lot	of	his	emotional	and	
behavioral	issues	dramatically	decreased.	This	kid	had	been	suffering	terribly	from	ambiguous	
loss,	not	knowing	what	happened	to	his	sister.

It’s	not	just	kids	who	feel	the	loss	of	siblings	by	adoption.	At	my	job	at	MARN	I	once	received	
three	calls	in	two	days	from	adults	who	found	out	they	had	siblings	who	had	been	placed	for	
adoption	by	one	of	their	parents.	These	searchers	were	all	in	their	50s	and	older.	One	of	these	
women	who	called	was	in	her	80’s	and	she	was	looking	for	a	brother	born	in	1921.	When	we	
think	about	family	members	experiencing	loss,	we	often	think	in	terms	of	parents	and	children.	
But	we	forget	there	are	often	siblings	that	are	lost	through	adoption.	

There	are	other	issues	around	loss	for	siblings.	We	don’t	really	think	about	the	losses	that	
siblings	by	adoption	face.	For	example,	changes	in	birth	order	can	profoundly	affect	kids.	Only	
and	oldest	children	might	be	displaced	when	a	child	is	adopted.	
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Children	who	were	parentified,	like	the	boy	who	found	his	sister	at	the	camp	– it	may	be	
hard	for	them	to	suddenly	lose	their	role	as	older	sibling.
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And	I	should	add,	you	are	supposed	to	be	grateful	for	it.	
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Our	society	is	bad	at	recognizing	childhood	loss.	Children	are	often	seen	as	being	too	
young	or	too	immature	developmentally	to	understand	death	and	other	losses.	We	
tend	to	think	if	we	don’t	talk	about	it,	they	won’t	feel	it.	But	it’s	like	when	kids	cover	
their	eyes	and	think	you	can’t	see	them.	Just	because	the	adults	aren’t	looking	doesn’t	
mean	the	children	aren’t	grieving.

Then	there	is	the	question	of	how	do	you	tell	a	child	about	a	loss	they	aren’t	aware	of?	
If	the	child	was	adopted	as	a	baby	or	young	toddler,	they	may	not	have	any	memories	
of	their	first	family.	

When	your	child	is	a	different	race	or	culture	than	you,	it	isn’t	so	easy	to	ignore	the	
losses.	Transracial	adoptees	as	young	as	2	years	old	begin	to	describe	differences	in	skin	
tone,	hair	and	eye	color,	and	they	begin	to	notice	that	they	don’t	look	like	their	moms	
and	dads.	Even	adoptees	who	were	in	same	race	placements	have	talked	about	
“knowing”	they	looked	different.	My	sister	in	law	was	adopted.	At	5’10,	she	towers	
over	both	her	adoptive	parents	(her	mother	is	4’8).

As	a	parent,	we	think	of	a	large	part	of	our	jobs	as	protecting	our	children;	so	it	seems	
kind	of	counter-intuitive	to	bring	in	something	that	seems	hurtful	in	order	to	help	in	the	
future.	But	I	am	a	big	advocate	of	teaching	our	kids	that	they	can	come	to	us	as	parents	
to	talk	about	the	tough	things.	That	means	we	have	to	1)	give	them	permission	by	
acknowledging	the	elephant	(or	elephants)	in	the	room,	and	2)	give	them	the	tools	–
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through	vocabulary	and	examples.	
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John	Bowlby is	known	as	being	the	seminal	researcher	on	attachment.	(Read	slide	
bullets)

Children	are	better	able	to	resolve	losses	appropriately	when:
The	child	has	enjoyed	a	reasonably	secure	relationship	with	the	person	who	is	leaving	
or	gone
The	child	receives	prompt,	accurate	information	about	what	has	happened	and	is	
allowed	to	ask	questions
The	child	is	allowed	to	participate	in	the	grieving	process	(both	publically	and	privately)
The	child	has	a	relationship	with	a	trusted	adult	who	can	comfort	and	provide	a	
continuous	relationship

When	it	comes	to	adoption,	how	often	do	these	things	happen?	
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Some	adopted	children	make	up	their	own	story	about	the	circumstances	of	their	adoption	or	use	“magical	thinking”	to	describe
their	imagined	adoption	scenario	when	they	lack	information.	

Adoptees	have	described	the	lack	of	knowledge	about	their	biological	families	and	reasons	for	separation	as	like	“a	book	without
the	first	few	chapters”	or	as	“lives	written	in	pencil	that	can	easily	be	erased.”	Some	researchers	have	found	that	ambiguous loss	
often	peaks	for	adopted	youth	during	adolescence	when	identity	becomes	part	of	the	teenager’s	developmental	tasks.	

One	of	the	common	mistakes	I	think	we	as	adults	do	is	to	use	euphemisms	for	things	we	have	a	hard	time	saying.	But	euphemisms
are	often	ambiguous.	We’re	using	ambiguous	phrases	to	describe	situations	of	ambiguity.	Is	it	any	wonder	we	are	so	confused?	

We	know	that	children	are	very	concrete	in	their	thinking	during	the	late	pre-school	to	pre-adolescence,	and	they	tend	to	think	in	
absolutes.	People	are	“good”	or	“bad.”	People	are	“male”	or	“female.”	“Straight”	or	“gay.”	But	we	know	better.	Good	people	make	
bad	choices	sometimes.	There	are	people	born	with	both	male	and	female	reproductive	systems	and	they	are	called	
“intersexuals.”	Some	people	are	bisexual.	

As	parents	and	as	a	society,	we	often	reinforce	those	binary	concepts	even	unintentionally.	

We	need	to	help	our	kids	think	through	these	societal	absolutes,	so	that	they	can	learn	to	hold	two	different	feelings	and	concepts	
in	their	minds	at	the	same	time;	for	example	that	missing	their	birth	family	does	not	mean	they	can’t	love	their	adoptive	family.		
Adoptive	parents	and	society	must	stop	thinking	that	kids	are	either	“well-adjusted”	or	“completely	messed	up.”	Adult	adoptees	
are	sometimes	categorized	as	being	“angry	adoptees”	or	“kool-aid	drinkers.”	

When	I	legally	changed	my	name,	my	parents	were	very	upset	with	me.	In	one	phone	call,	my	mom	said,	“Changing	your	name	
won’t	make	you	more	Korean.”	And	I	responded,	“Changing	my	name	originally	didn’t	make	me	more	American.”	My	adoptive	
parents	were	thinking	in	absolute	terms	– but	I	never	stopped	being	“Jae	Ran”	when	I	was	adopted,	even	after	they	gave	me	an	
“American”	name.	And,	even	though	I	changed	my	name	I’m	still	Kendra,	the	daughter	they	named.	I’m	both	Korean	and	
American;	both	their	daughter	and	another	family’s	daughter.	To	be	one	does	not	mean	I	am	not	the	other.	It	took	them	a	year	to	
see	that	I	was	the	same	person I	was	before	I	changed	my	name.	

All	these	labels	distract	and	reduce	us	to	overly-simple	constructs.	Can	I,	as	an	adult	transracial	adoptee	be	both	pro-adoption and	
anti-adoption?	Of	course	I	can.	Because	adoption	is	complex	and	layered.	There	are	aspects	about	adoption	I	can	be	completely	
against	and	still	think	that	adoption	is	sometimes	necessary.
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A	2000	study	by	Grotevant et	al.	found	that	youth	who	never	knew	their	birth	families	
sometimes	struggled	with	feelings	of	loss.

In	a	study	of	young	adult	adoptees	published	in	a	2005	issue	of	the	Journal	of	Social	
and	Personal	Relationships,	researchers	Kimberly	Powell	and	Tamara	Afifi correlated	
heightened	ambiguous	loss	symptoms	with	children	and	youth	who	lack	information	
about	their	birth	parents	and	have	lived	with	a	family	who	failed	to	honor	the	adoptees’	
connection	with	their	family	or	culture	of	origin.
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What	can	we	do?	
Educate	extended	family	about	ambiguous	loss	and	grief
Learn	to	re-define	what	it	means	to	be	a	family
Don’t	expect	grief	will	be	“cured”	or	“resolved”	in	a	pre-determined	time	line
Alter	family	rituals
Advocate	in	the	schools	
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Pauline	Boss	writes	that	families	are	the”	first	place	we	learn	about	the	rules,	roles and	
rituals	for	making	sense	out	of	loss.”	The	point	is,	if	you	respond	by	telling	your	child	
only	what	you	see	as	“positives”	in	order	to	help	them	“see	the	bright	side”	of	their	
losses,	then	you	risk	invalidating	their	feelings	and	they	won’t	want	to	come	to	you	to	
talk	about	their	losses.	
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Keep	your	expectations	reasonable. A	child’s	need	to	grieve	over	ambiguous	losses	will	
not	be	fully	cured,	fixed,	or	resolved	in	any	predetermined	time	frame,	if	ever.	Let	your	
child	know	that	feelings	related	to	these	losses	will	come	and	go	at	different	times	in	
her	life,	and	provide	a	safe	person	to	whom	she	can	express	those	feelings.	

Model	normal,	healthy	responses	to	loss. If	you	or	your	parenting	partner	suffers	a	
loss,	share	your	feelings	openly.	Let	your	children	see	you	mourn,	so	they	can	learn	how	
you	express	sadness	and	anger	about	loss.	For	boys,	seeing	a	grown	man	cry	can	be	
especially	instructive.

25



People	like	to	categorize	things	into	nice,	neat	and	concrete packages.	For	adult	
adoptees	giving	voice	to	the	ambiguity	may	be	difficult	because	other	people	who	
don’t	understand	ambiguous	loss	may	try	to	invalidate	your	experiences.	They’ll	tell	you	
it’s	time	to	“get	over	it”	or	“move	on.”	Because	of	the	ambiguous	nature	of	adoption	
loss,	it’s	uncomfortable	to	admit	that	something	that	benefits	some	families	comes	at	a	
loss	to	others.	It’s	easier	to	tell	people	to	“get	over	it.”

Pauline	Boss	describes	that	sometimes	people	who	experience	ambiguous	loss	become	
“hungry	for	mastery.”	That	is,	we	search	for	ways	to	develop	control	over	some	or	much	
of	a	world	that	feels	out	of	our	control.	But	Boss	suggests	trying	to	gain	control	doesn’t	
help	with	the	crux	of	the	loss	– our	sense	of	loss	about	who	we	are	in	relation	to	
another	person.	What	we	need	to	do	is	try	to	figure	out	who	we	are	in	relationship	to	
that	person.	

Some	people	who	have	experience	ambiguous	loss	become	advocates	for	change.	That	
gives	the	person	experiencing	ambiguous	loss	the	opportunity	to	be	a	change-maker	
instead	of	a	victim.	She	writes,	“People	use	their	powers	of	mastery	to	make	changes,	
not	to	alter	the	tragedy	of	their	own	loss,	but	to	help	others	who	might	be	suffering	a	
similar	loss	in	the	future.”
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Closure is	rarely	possible,	even	if	you	find	your	birth	family	or	learn	about	the	
circumstances	of	your	adoption.	There	will	still	be	more	questions	and	maybe	more	
difficulties	finding	answers	if	there	are	cultural	and	language	barriers.	You	might	find	
out	you’re	left	with	more	ambiguity	rather	than	less.	

Pauline	Boss	says	that	there	is	a	“myth	of	closure”	which	includes	a	set	of	norms	about	
how	closure	looks	– with	timelines	and	ways	of	grieving	that	are	considered	
“acceptable”	or	not.	Boss	says	that	therapists	helping	adoptees	with	ambiguous	loss	
should	never	“push	for	closure”	when	the	loss	is	ambiguous.	
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For	many	of	us	adopted	persons,	the	lingering	effects	of	ambiguous	loss	follow	us	through	to	
other	relationships	in	our	life.	If	we	can’t	resolve	what	happened	with our	first relationship	we	
had,	that	with	our	birth	mother,	it	makes	sense	to	me	that	other	relationships	in	our	life	will	
bring	up	issues	of	trust	and	loyalties.	How	can	we	truly	bond	with	people	if	in	the	back	of	our	
mind	there	is	that lingering anxiety	that	people	will	disappear?

In	her	documentary	First	Person	Plural,	filmmaker	and	Korean	adoptee	Deann Borshay is	so	
confused	by	this	issue	of	ambiguity	that	for	her	to	deal	with	it,	she	needs	to	see	both	her	
Korean	mother	and	her	adoptive	mother	in	the	same	room	at	the	same	time.	

Ambiguous	loss	is	just	part	of	the	adoption	experience.	Trying to	remove	it	is	like	trying	to	take	
the	egg	out	of	a	cake	once	its	baked.	You	can’t	separate	it	out	of	our	experience.	

But	I	hope	that	I’ve	been	able	to	explain	a	framework	that	helps	make	sense	of	the	losses	we	
adoptees	experience.	
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