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[bookmark: _Toc357766707]Introduction
This research set out to pilot a methodological approach for researching the relationships between two women who are both ‘mother’ to the same child, in this case formed by open adoption. The pilot design was based on the psychosocial approach developed by Hollway and Jefferson (2009), to understand the relationships at a discursive and a psychic level. The research was particularly focussed on a relationship that the mothers understood as successful. Families were there are two mothers are an increasingly common form particularly in blended families following separation and re-partnering of parents. Whilst adoption is much less common than it once was, open adoption has led the way in supporting contact relationships between birth and adoptive parents. It is thus a useful family form to research if one is interested in how two women who occupy a maternal role in relation to the same child make meaning of and negotiate their relationship. 
[bookmark: _Toc357766708]Adoption in New Zealand
Adoption may occur in relation to fostering, step-parenting and surrogacy, as well as between a woman who is unable or unwilling to conceive or gestate a child and another who relinquishes her child or has it taken from her by the state. In New Zealand and other Anglo-American countries there is some ambivalence about adoption and the number of babies available for adoption in New Zealand has dropped dramatically. The statistics for adoption vary and the year that the numbers peaked is cited differently but according to Ministry of Statistics’ figures there were over 3,600 adoptions in 1972 (Boddington, Khawaja & Didham, 2003) which is considered the highest number of adoptions in any year. Current figures are not available but the most recent report from the Ministry of Justice (2009) states “It is possible that an application rate [for adoptions] of just under 30 per month is generally stable with small fluctuations that are proportionately amplified by the relatively small numbers involved” (Family Court Statistics in New Zealand in 2006 and 2007, 2009, p.71). The Family Court figures for 2007 stated that 69 adoptions were made final (Family Court Statistics in New Zealand for 2006 and 2007, 2009). The figures do not distinguish between family or non-familial applications. Children who are adopted may have been born to a mother in New Zealand or overseas. Three hundred and fifty three adoptions were granted in foreign courts to New Zealand citizens as the applications have to be made in the country of the child’s birth. When the birth mother is overseas the question of the adopting mother negotiating relationships with the other mother is rarely part of the picture.
[bookmark: _Toc357766709]Open and closed adoption 
In New Zealand, Gillard-Glass and England (2002, p.20) comment that the practice of adoption has turned full circle from “an open process with no secrets”, through secrecy and back to openness. The period of secrecy began in 1915 with the passing of legislation permitting a second birth certificate to be issued to adopting parents. The act was ostensibly to protect the child from the stigma of illegitimacy but paved the way for greater secrecy which was fully instantiated with the Adoption Act 1955. The act ensured absolute separation of the two mothers and their families. The relinquishing mother severed not only her custodial rights but the chance to have any kind of relationship with her child. All links with the biological family were severed and the newly formed family behaved ‘as if’ there was no other place of origin. This cutting was in keeping with the idea that the nuclear family of parents and children was paramount and stability for the child would ensue from clear familial arrangements that preserved this relationship. In such a view the “imagined heterosexual adopting family is privileged as the one deserving of protection of the state” (Cornell, 1998, p.109).

In her analysis of adoption practices in North America Drusilla Cornell suggested that the language of adoption is one of war. I would argue that this has also been the case in New Zealand. For example, we speak of custody ‘battles’, and ‘surrender’ of the child. The contests for legitimacy of the rightful mother, Cornell argued, “challenge one of our deepest fantasies-that there can only be one mother and, therefore we have to pick the ‘real’ mother” (p.96).

Contesting the view that the mothers in adoption arrangements are inevitably in conflict, Howarth (1988), citing Ann Corcoran the Social Welfare Department Assistant Director of Adoptions between 1985-1987, as well as research conducted in the 1980s, claims that carefully prepared meetings between the birth and adoptive parents can be “positively beneficial to both parties” (p.190). Rather than creating confusion Triseliotis (1991) and others (Brodzinsky, 2005; Ryburn, 1994; 1998) showed that children who have contact with both adoptive and birth families distinguish between the different kinds of parent while maintaining loyalty to their adoptive parents. Triseliotis’ assertions help to expand notions of kinship and family and weaken concerns about the effects of ambiguity on the child. 

The primary dimensions of the kinship structure of Victorian Britain, which was the starting place of Pakeha society in New Zealand, rested on the husband-wife axis and the parents-children axis (Moxnes, 2005). However in other cultures different patterns were evident. For example, in New Zealand, Maori societies were organised along whanau, hapu, iwi lines with the children’s identity being dependant on those relationships rather than their bond to one set of parents (Law Commission, 1999; 2004). The practice of whangai in Maori culture where children were often cared for within the wider whanau privileged the kinship connections of whanau, hapu, iwi (Gillard-Glass & England, 2002; Metge, 1995; Mikaere, 1994) rather than the more limited husband-wife/parent-child axes. 

Within extended kinship patterns children moving between homes and practices such as whangai, where a child might be raised in the home of people other than the biological parents, was, and still is, not unusual. Despite colonial imposition and attempts to eradicate the practice of whangai through legal and social means the practice has remained, although colonial measures weakened the structures to some degree. While colonisation and assimilation did not stop the practice of whangai from occurring, traditional practices have become more fragmented and formal adoptions take place more often than they used to (Metge, 1995). 

[bookmark: _Toc357766710]Benefits of openness
Murray Ryburn a long time campaigner for open adoption claims that “we know unequivocally that the balance of evidence points to the importance of the maintenance of links and contacts for those who are adopted, with their original families” (Ryburn, 1994, p.199). Openness is not always possible for a variety of reasons or may be very limited. For example, when children have been removed from parents who were neglectful or harmful to the children it may be necessary to limit and or supervise the contact that children have with those parents. Two types of openness have been identified which are: structural openness where there is contact in some form or another with the birth family, and communicative openness which reflects the adoptive family’s attitude to adoption. Brodzinsky (2005, p.151) argues that “what is primary for healthy psychological adjustment is the creation of an open, honest, non-defensive, and emotionally attuned family dialogue not only about adoption related issues but in fact about any issue that impacts on the child’s and family’s life”. He goes on to say that such an attitude is likely to be underpinned by a personality that is an “open, empathetic and secure...style” (p. 153). Although Brodzinsky’s argument refers to communicative openness it is likely that where this exists, and where the birth family wish to retain structural openness, the latter is more likely than when adoptive parents do not hold an attitude of communicative openness. In fact this is what Brodzinsky (2006) found in his research with early placed children. 

Neil (2007, p.8) found that,
[a]doptive parents who were highly empathic in these areas maintained contact even in complex circumstances, coping with (and feeling positive about) birth relatives who might have had difficulties accepting the adoption or who were living with serious problems such as mental illness or drug or alcohol addiction.

Maintaining openness in situations of shared maternal positions is demanding at least initially and possibly always and usually it is the mothers’ relationship that is pivotal to ongoing openness. Usually these two mothers meet as strangers without any prior knowledge of each other. Thus they begin the relationship in a position of ignorance or uncertainty about each other. Each is vulnerable to the other and must, if the relationship is to flourish, trust each other to behave well towards each other. Jones (1996, p4) argues that trusting behaviour requires:
An attitude of optimism that the goodwill and competence of another will extend to cover the domain of our interaction with her, together with the expectation that the one trusted will be directly and favourably moved by the thought that we are counting on her.

According to developmental theorists such as Erikson (1968) trust is a fundamental characteristic developed in the first years of life determined by the quality of early (usually maternal) caregiver relationships and is based on feelings of security in attachment (Bowlby, 1968). The variables associated with trusting people, such as openness, competence, fairness and care or altruism (see Johnson, 1999) are similar to those found in securely attached people. It is likely that the mothers who have the capacity to form trusting and open relationships are those who would be assessed as securely attached adults. A more in depth discussion of adult attachment and its evidence base appears in the methodology section. 




[bookmark: _Toc357766711]Methodology
The research was informed by Hollway and Jefferson’s (2009) methodological principles based on the notion of the psychosocial subject. That is, a subject who is influenced by social discourses and also by the personal investment they have in those discourses. Discourse on Hollway and Jefferson’s view refers to “the organized way in which meanings cohere around an assumed central proposition, which gives them their value and significance” (p.14). In this research the discourses of ‘family’ and ‘motherhood’ are particularly pertinent. Each of the mothers will have a psychic investment in these discourses. At some level each may perceive a threat to their identities as ‘mother’ which they have to manage. 
[bookmark: _Toc357766712]Naming mothers
I am at this stage referring to both women as mother, the one giving day to day care as mother and the one who is biologically related but not present on a daily basis or is a secondary carer as (m)other. This naming may not hold eventually but points to the difficulty of referring to both women in a simple nomenclature that communicates who they are in relation to a specific child. Naming is problematic in the sense of quick communication and at a deeper level of understanding the rights and responsibilities associated with a particular relationship. Because the name ‘mother’ in Anglo-American cultures is a singular term referring to an individual woman identity is in play at an individual level in the naming. Due to the depth of meaning invested in the nomenclature,  giving both women the name of ‘mother’ often creates dis-ease (see Greenwood, 2010 for a wider discussion of this aspect)

[bookmark: _Toc357766713]Psychoanalysis
Psychoanalysis assumes that we possess a “dynamic unconscious which defends against anxiety and significantly influences people’s action, lives and relations” (Hollway & Jefferson, 2009, p. 19). Initially, following Hollway and Jefferson’s Kleinian informed approach I was interested in the ways in which the mothers would defend against the threats to their identities posed by there being another mother. However, as the interviews progressed I became more aware of and interested in their openness towards each other and the factors that contributed to such openness. This is not to say that the two women in this pilot study are not defended, we all are, but that their level of openness and the psychic and discursive strategies that supported it were of more interest. I searched for an alternative psychoanalytic approach that could better answer the question: what are the intrapersonal and interpersonal factors that contribute to a ‘successful’ open adoption relationship between the two mothers? I began by going back to the attachment literature which has some overlap with psychoanalysis.
[bookmark: _Toc357766714]Attachment
Bowlby (1951), a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, witnessed the deleterious effects on children of receiving little or no nurturing in British post war orphanages. Prior to the war he had been interested in the family histories of delinquent boys. Combining these observations with his knowledge of imprinting in birds, Bowlby concluded that babies required the continuous, affectionate care of one adult (mother) for their healthy development. Bowlby (1969) proposed that there was an optimum timeframe for infants to attach to their mothers, which he positioned at between six months and two to three years. If attachment had not occurred by this time or was broken, he suggested, the infant’s psychic development would be significantly impaired. Bonding and attachment, which Burman (1994, p.83) describes as an “uneasy coupling” of psychology and psychoanalysis, have been abiding ideas over the last fifty or sixty years (Hollway, 2006). 
Attachment theory was later substantiated by American developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth (1969), who developed the now famous ‘strange situation’ experimental tool which was used extensively through the 1970s. In these experiments young children’s (approximately 2½ years) behaviour was observed under a number of conditions, first with the mother in a strange environment, then when a stranger entered the room, and finally when the mother left the room leaving the child with the stranger. On mother’s return to the room, if the child appeared unsure about playing a little distance from her or if s/he ignored mother, the child was termed insecure. The same conclusion was reached if the child failed to protest when mother left the room. Attachment theory conjectures that an internal representation is formed through the relationship a child has with its caregivers. The child learns that the caregiver’s attention can be consistently relied upon, or not, and having constructed an internal representation of the caregivers availability has developed its own behaviours in response. If the caregiver’s availability is inconsistent or of poor emotional quality the child will either defend against its own needs or be excessively demanding in order to try and get them met. The attachment will be insecure either anxious or avoidant. Conversely the child that can trust the attentiveness of the caregiver forms a representation of her[footnoteRef:1] that is secure. Contemporary attachment theory includes a cognitive element as well as an affective one in the formation of a sense of self and is understood to be a dynamic process that occurs through the infant coming to understand the mind of others and later its own.  [1:  Whilst the caregiver may be male, it remains the case that the majority of primary caregivers are female. However the research has shown that the quality of attachment with father is significant (eg. See Grossmann, Grossmann, Fremmer-Bombik, Kindler, Scheuerer-Englisch, & Zimmermann, 2002). For ease of writing and because this research focuses on mothers i will use the feminine pronoun throughout.] 

In summary, People who have been responded to in childhood in ways that contain the child’s overwhelming affect and have been consistently available are likely to have been securely attached children and become secure adults who are able to attach to others in close relationships (Main, 1995). Attachment theory provides a framework for understanding how these early family of origin experiences inform the development of self regulation (Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist & Target, 2004). 
[bookmark: _Toc357766715]Adult attachment
Research (Collins & Read, 1990; Main, 1995) has demonstrated a strong correlation between the measured level of attachment in childhood and the person’s ability to attach to peer and intimate partners in adulthood. However, not all people who were insecurely attached as children remain insecurely attached as adults. Through various experiences and therapeutic intervention people are able to become securely attached adults despite insecure beginnings (Karen, 1998). Securely attached adults are able to self regulate which is the ability to actively modulate arousal and emotion feelings (Bateman & Fonagy, 2006). They are conscious of their feelings and can adapt their behavior appropriately by regulating negative emotions such as fear or anger and optimizing positive emotions such as joy. In this way they are able to engage in “adaptive approach behaviors or inhibit maladaptive behavioral responses” (Skowron & Dendy, 2004, p.338). Self regulation is therefore a critical aspect of secure adult attachment. A key mechanism in self-regulation is the ability to mentalize; think about one’s own thoughts and feelings and imagine the other’s thoughts and feelings that might be different. Mentalization thus combines a self reflective and an interpersonal component which provides the person with the capacity to differentiate intrapersonal processes from interpersonal interactions. 

[bookmark: _Toc357766716]Mentalization
“Mentalization..is the process by which we realize that having a mind mediates our experience of the world”  (Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2004, p.3). Whilst attachment theory is not new and nor is literature on mentalization, Fonagy and colleagues have integrated mentalization and affect regulation with attachment theory. A mentalization-based approach draws on developmental theory within the psychoanalytic literature and psychotherapy, and philosophy of mind. The ability to mentalize is closely associated with the quality of attachment and Fonagy and colleagues argue that the ability, which has an innate capacity, is suppressed in individuals with poor attachment histories. On this basis Bateman and Fonagy (2006) have developed a clinical assessment of a person’s ability to mentalize (see appendix 1) and a treatment approach designed to support the development of mentalizing. In addition to paying attention to overall coherence of the narratives and the discourses informing them, I used the key areas in Bateman and Fonagy’s clinical assessment as a guide for analysis from a mentalization perspective.

[bookmark: _Toc357766717]Sampling
As the explicit purpose of this pilot project was to refine the methodology I used a purposeful sample of two women who had a depth of experience of open adoption and understood their relationship as successful. I had known one of the mothers over a number of years though not closely and the other mother I had not met until our first meeting to talk about the research. Both women have been politically active in supporting openness in adoption. Other relationships the women had were not part of the interview except where they overlapped with the dominant framing. Although I am interested in understanding a range of dual open relationships I wanted to begin by exploring the dynamics of a relationship that was experienced as successful by the two mothers. The focus of the interviews was each mother’s own history and their relationship as mothers in open adoption. I focused on open adoption rather than another form of dual mother family for two reasons: I have a personal interest in open adoption and what makes it work, having experienced both open and close adoption within my own family, and secondly, this family form provides the opportunity to explore the dynamics of a dual mother relationship that has been established and maintained over a long period of time. 
[bookmark: _Toc357766718]Method
Hollway and Jefferson’s research uses narrative interviews as the method for obtaining information and is based on the principles of the biographical-interpretive method developed by Rosenthal (1993). The principles are: using open questions, eliciting stories, avoiding why questions, following up using respondent’s ordering and phrasing, and using free association. I adopted this approach. The dynamics of the interviewer-participant relationship are important as the interview data is a co-construction between the two. I tried not to influence the women by my responses which for the most part were minimal. However, I did at times share experiences of my own where it seemed appropriate. Such sharing is a familiar aspect of feminist research which seeks to minimize the power differential between researcher and participant (eg. Harding, 1987; Lather, 1991).
Hollway and Jefferson conduct two interviews approximately a week apart, the first to undertake a symptomatic reading of the narrative and the second to interrogate critically what has been said and attend to “inconsistencies and avoidances and changes in emotional tone” (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p.43). I only conducted one interview with each mother partly because of the difficulty in contacting and making arrangements with one of the mothers and partly due to time constraints. The interview with Sara was conducted face to face in her home; the interview with Carol was eventually conducted via Skype after several failed attempts to meet face to face. Both interviews were recorded and transcribed with the women’s consent. Both women received a copy of their transcript which they could amend as they wished (neither chose to do so). 

[bookmark: _Toc357766719]Analysis
I listened to the recordings and transcribed them myself. As I listened I undertook some preliminary analysis noting pauses, changes in energy, free associations and gaps in the dialogue. I took note of the way that the narratives had been framed, what were the points that held the narrative together and how coherent it seemed. I was also interested in understanding the discursive resources that the women had found useful or at any rate had utilised as they constructed their family created through open adoption. One of the resources that seemed an obvious choice was that of motherhood. What did motherhood mean to these two women and how did it contribute to the relationship they developed? Although I did not deliberately set out to inquire into their levels of adult attachment, because I was initially more interested in their defences, on examining the interview material I was struck by their level of openness to their own and each other’s processes. I began to take note of the characteristics of their attachment to each other and their child and the ways in which this had developed.
During the interviews I became aware, as I said, of the consistent motif of ‘openness’ in both women’s accounts of their relationship. On reflection this should not have been a surprise, after all the research was about successful open adoption. Yet, I was surprised at the level of commitment to openness they both expressed. I reassessed the methodological approach which positioned the defended subject at centre and although I recognize that we are all defended subjects to a greater or lesser degree such a focus would mean that I missed other important dynamics. One of the women has had counseling and psychotherapy and both were good at identifying their defences and working to undo them. Ultimately, although I remained committed to a psychoanalytic framework for interpretation I found the focus on defences less useful for analyzing the information that I had.  
Having come to this realization, and after ongoing investigation into other frameworks I concluded that mentalization based on the reflective function in adult attachment was the most useful approach to analyse the narratives the mothers had provided. I was still interested in the psychosocial aspects of identity as a fruitful approach to understanding the relationship in its social context and how individuals are shaped by and also shape that context. 
Bateman and Fonagy’s assessment of mentalization is for clinical purposes using a rating scale. Whilst I was interested in the role mentalization might play in dual mother relationships I was not undertaking a clinical assessment rather I was analyzing research data. Therefore I used Bateman and Fonagy’s criteria as a guide for analysis using an iterative process. Additionally, because I was not initially using Bateman and Fonagy’s framework I had not asked some of the probing questions about early life that they recommend which meant there were limitations in the data. 
When the analysis was completed I returned the front end of the report along with the participant’s section of their introduction and analysis. There were two reasons for this: the first to be sure that I had not reported or interpreted anything that one mother did not want to be seen by the other mother; the second was to inquire whether they thought that the analysis was a fair representation. Whilst the mothers were unfamiliar with the analytic approach I had used they were both intelligent women and had the front end material as a guide to how the analysis had been undertaken. Both mothers were happy with their part of the report and were eager to share each other’s versions. They did not agree with my estimation that Sara had ‘mothered’ Claire in the beginning, they preferred the view that Sara had been more of a ‘big sister’. Sara also thought that I had been over generous in my account of her which for me reflected the humility that I had seen during the interview although I acknowledge that was only a snapshot of her and within the contrived nature of an interview.

[bookmark: _Toc357766720]Ethics of conducting psychosocial research
The ethics of this project, as in any research, were something to be taken very seriously. In addition to the issues that are always important to address the nature of the women’s relationship that had been forged as a deep intimate relationship over the course of nineteen years was central. If I were to reveal items of our conversation I could not necessarily know what impact this would have on their relationship. It was critical that I remain conscious of this in all my conversations with them and the writing of the report. I also had ethical concerns about using an interpretive approach that may produce ideas that were inconsistent with how the women would interpret their experiences. This is not unusual with an approach that seeks to uncover unconscious motives that are not readily known to the person and are likely to be defended against. Further, because only the two women were interviewed, my interpretations would be available to both mothers. The possibility of exposing their internal processes to each other could be potentially detrimental to their relationship, particularly if they did not share a view of the unconscious. My role as researcher then required careful consideration. If one of the women said that they would prefer that certain information was not used I was happy to exclude it though it had been shared following a formal consent process. With this type of interview the notion of consent needs to remain open and negotiable rather than be a once and for all acceptance that anything that is said can be used. Consequently, the option to withdraw material remained even to the completion of the report.
[bookmark: _Toc357766721]Anonymity and confidentiality
Hollway and Jefferson (2009) provide a detailed discussion of the ethics associated with psychosocial research in their account of the methodology, concluding that the overarching concern is always with the welfare of the participants. Whilst in Hollway and Jefferson’s research conducted in Britain it was highly unlikely that any of their participants would read the research and they had sufficient numbers that participants could not be sure that they were the family in question the same is not the case in this research and indeed in New Zealand. In New Zealand with our comparatively small population and small subgroup of adoptive families it is very difficult to ensure that people will not be recognized. Additionally, unlike Hollway and Jefferson’s research where the participants were unlikely to read written reports of the research, the women I interviewed were very interested in open adoption and keen to read the research so would inevitably have recognized themselves and each other. In terms of being recognized by others through written or verbal accounts of the research I have used pseudonyms and changed or excluded some identifying details. However, this does not preclude their recognition and this was made clear to the women. 
[bookmark: _Toc357766722]Qualitative interviews versus therapeutic interviews
Another issue to consider was the difference between therapeutic interviews and research interviews using a psychosocial methodology. Although I am a counselor who uses a psychodynamic approach, that was not my role during the research interviews. There are nevertheless, similarities in the two approaches. A commitment to openness in the dialogue rather than being closed-ended is common to both psychodynamic counseling and psychoanalytically informed research interviews. The interviews were thus kept very open and followed the lead of the women. I tried to remain conscious of my role as researcher throughout the interview and follow lines of inquiry because they pertained to the interview topic rather than questions designed for therapeutic aims. 

[bookmark: _Toc357766723]Introducing the mothers
I have used pseudonyms, not because the women were afraid of being known as both have been active in speaking publically about open adoption, but because of the sensitive nature of the analysis being undertaken. Naming the maternal relationship is, I find, quite problematic. We do not have the language to adequately communicate what the relationships are. We use prefixes such as ‘birth’, ‘adoptive’, ‘ foster’ but none of them convey what the particular relationship is in psychosocial terms. They convey the legal sense of the relationship more than anything but do not denote the normative qualities associated (though perhaps seldom met) with the unqualified term ‘mother’. Consequently, whilst recognizing the limitations of conventional terms I introduce Sara as the ‘adoptive mother’ and Carol as the ‘birth mother’ of their teenage son.
[bookmark: _Toc357766724]Sara
Sara is a woman in her mid life, married to Charles, with several children. She was not born in New Zealand but immigrated here with her husband many years ago. Sara grew up in a close family with her siblings and parents. As far back as she can remember she wanted to be a mother and was devastated by her and Charles’ inability to conceive, despite eight rounds of fertility treatments.  It was reluctant resignation to the fact of childlessness that prompted the move to New Zealand to take advantage of the freedom of childlessness as well as, perhaps, to leave behind painful memories and reminders of this condition. Sara is an intelligent educated woman with higher academic qualifications. She impressed me as a compassionate woman who is concerned to relate to people in an open and authentic way. Since living in New Zealand she and her husband have experienced many difficult life events including the deaths of Sara’s parents, significant illnesses, unemployment and a number of open adoptions. The adoptions whilst creating a much longed for family have also been testing experiences. The deep desire to be a mother and the pain of being unable to have a biological child has been a powerful influence in Sara’s life and ultimately the motivation for the adoption experience.
Sara made enquiries about adoption not long after arriving in New Zealand because despite the freedom of travelling she still longed for a child. Children are at the center of Sara’s ideas about family and family is important to her. After meeting with Child Youth and Family (CYFS) and the Bethany Centre, attending information evenings and viewing documentaries about open adoption she seriously questioned her ability to go through with an open adoption. However, she was fully committed to the idea of openness because of the immense benefit to the psychological development of the children. She later understood other benefits to both the family of the child to be adopted and to the family who were adopting the child. The self-questioning that Sara undertook at this time was probably a key foundational process for what was to follow.
Sara and her husband Charles have adopted a number of children; all are open adoptions though the level and forms of contact vary with each child’s birth family. As with all parents the relationships she has with each of her children are different. The first adoption was nineteen years ago and the relationship Sara has with her first child’s birth mother has developed into a strong and loving bond. It is that relationship which has been explored in this research. Some experiences from Sara’s other adoptions may be included but are not the focus of this research which is exploring successful adoptive/birth mother relations. I do not imply here that the others are unsuccessful as this is a difficult concept to gauge. For example, on whose terms and in what ways would we be able to make the claim, and at what stage. The criterion here is that the mothers enjoy an enduring and enriching relationship, which is not always easy to find in any form of association.
Sara spoke openly yet carefully about her thoughts and feelings related to the experiences she described. She was careful not to be disrespectful of anyone that she was talking about. I felt this was a congruent aspect of Sara’s identity rather than something produced for the interview. There were areas of Sara’s life that were briefly touched upon but not elucidated and I did not pursue them if they did not seem directly related to the topic. In this way we both preserved her confidentiality and that of other people in her world. This may have excluded interesting information that could have shed more light on who Sara is but these are the constraints of research interviews when managing the integrity of the research and the researched.

[bookmark: _Toc357766725]Carol
Carol is a vibrant woman in early mid life who has lived in New Zealand all her life. She is articulate and her speech is rapid and forceful. When meeting her one is struck by her energy, and her openness and warmth. She is an academic and a business woman who has been in a relationship with her present partner for many years (since before the birth of her son with some breaks in between). She is a generous woman who gives freely of her time and knowledge to many people. She is also generous in her assessment of people including Sara. Carol has not had any more children since the son that she relinquished for adoption and has experienced some ambivalence around this over the years.  There have been times when she did not think about having another child and times when she would have loved another child. Ultimately she has a fulfilling life with many interests, family and friends, and has a close relationship with her son.
Carol is the youngest of her siblings all of whom were adopted except her. The adoptions were all closed and she has supported some of her siblings on their journey to locate their birth parents especially since her adoption. She said adoption “is this very kind of normal thing in my family, right from the outset, right since I was little”. These experiences contributed to her decision to choose adoption and for it to be completely open. She is in close contact with all of her siblings and her nieces and nephews. 
She was a “staunch” teenage university student when she found herself pregnant and unready to be a parent. The baby’s father was a friend who was not interested in being a parent either and disappeared from the scene for a while to reemerge briefly when their son was born. Characteristically, Carol was determined to manage her decision making and the processes that would be involved when her decision was made. She considered all her options very carefully including keeping and raising the baby, and decided against abortion early in the process. She felt well supported at the time by close friends who did not pressure her in terms of which decision to make, and also her parents, though this relationship was a little more problematic. 
Finally she chose adoption as the right course for her and contacted the Bethany Centre in Auckland to inquire about the process. She told the centre that “I’m not interested in … just a letter on Christmas, you know, I … want an actual relationship here ... this child is, is going to know who I am and I’m going to know this child.” The idea of relationship was central to her decision even at this early point. Carol was eventually given some profiles of potential adoptive parents and spent some time carefully considering each one. She had no doubt that she had chosen the ‘right’ parents in Sara and Charles. 
She determined the process of meeting the prospective adoptive parents, insisting on complete openness, keeping her son for a while at home whilst sharing him a little with Sara and Charles. She wishes now that she had met Sara and her husband before the birth, but this was discouraged and he was 2 weeks old by the time they were told that a baby was being offered to them. She feels that it would have helped the attachment process between Sara and her son had they been there from the beginning. Nevertheless, she took her son home from hospital and cared for him for 10 days but resisted breast feeding so that she didn’t form that kind of attachment with him. However, she did not feel able to relinquish him until he was 3½ weeks old. It was understandably a very emotional time for her and she returned to university in a daze. So began a long process of grieving helped by friends, counselors and therapists and Sara’s compassionate commitment to her. She is in regular contact with her son who comes to stay with her sometimes.  She admires Sara immensely and believes that her son has been given everything that she would have wished to give her child.



[bookmark: _Toc357766726]Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc357766727]Sara
Deep psychological pain was a motif in both interviews though it felt more consistently present to me in Sara’s account. This could have been for a number of reasons. For example, Sara could be less defended around the painful episodes of her life than Carol. However, the pain of involuntary childlessness is often overlooked in the adoption story because it is the relinquishing mother’s pain that is so often foregrounded. I was moved by Sara’s account to consider my own neglect of the adoptive mother’s experience. Sara talked about her attempts to conceive, her rounds of fertility treatment, an ectopic pregnancy and seeing all her friends begin their families.
We reached the end of the fertility treatment. I mean we could have kept on going but we reached our emotional [pause] you know we just couldn’t do any more … I ended up with an ectopic pregnancy and it erupted and I was in hospital at that point. I said that’s it, enough … all our friends were then starting to have babies and it was becoming more and more painful.
As Sara spoke about this time it felt to me as though she was dragging the events out of her psyche, drawing deep breaths in between sentences. As Lousada (2000, p.59) suggests “the loss of this [internalized representation of a] baby is excruciating”. Even now many years later it seemed that the memories of that time still had an emotional rawness. Sara did not dwell on these memories and I did not try to encourage her to do so. It was clear that Sara was finding the recollection painful but was not overwhelmed by it indicating an ability to include painful affect and manage it. She moved away saying “that’s enough of that” making a choice about whether she wanted to continue with the topic. She moved away but continued with the historical thread and the decision to leave her country and travel to New Zealand ostensibly to “go with this childlessness and take advantage of the freedom and go out into the world”. The phrase ‘out into the world’ is such an expansive phrase and although it might be associated with a certain kind of freedom I had the sense of it being more of an escape for her. It is possible that Sara’s world at home had shrunk amidst the pain and sadness to a narrow identity as a childless woman when she was so much more. Sara returned later in the interview to the effects of people’s judgments about her childlessness.
Sara was later shown on television in a documentary on adoption which drew remarks from others about her not being able to have babies. As Sara related this experience her pain was apparent and she said “it’s not just in your mind it really does exist.” I took her to mean that people felt sorry for her, saw her perhaps as inadequate, the way that many women who have not chosen to be childless feel. This interpretation was reinforced later in the interview when Sara talked once more about other’s judgments of women who were involuntarily childless as “not a real woman”. This is a prevalent discourse in our society still and was more prevalent previously. The medicalisation of health has reduced bodies to a machine metaphor with working or faulty parts. It is difficult for a woman who is involuntarily childless to position herself as agentic when she inhabits a ‘faulty machine’ that cannot be fixed. 
It took Sara several moments to detach from the painful thoughts and feelings and she signaled that she wanted to move away from them by saying “but that’s another issue”. However, with the feelings still acutely present she moved to another story which challenged her sense of self.
One of the things that stand out is at CYFS we saw a film of a birth mother and an adoptive mother and a baby sitting in a room together and I was shocked and scared and felt threatened and how could I possibly do that kind of thing. It just seemed [long pause] didn’t seem like the kind of think I could do. Yea, didn’t seem like I was a good enough person to be able to..yea..
I asked her what was most frightening about it and she struggled somewhat with her reply, finding it hard to move from the deeply felt emotional experience to thinking about the experience. Perhaps my use of the word frightened missed the emotions she was expressing and interrupted her search for a response.
Uhm [long pause] I..I don’t know [long pause] I guess I was..I don’t know..I don’t know..I guess it felt like it was testing me as to how good a person I was and that I wouldn’t measure up
Sara then moved away from these feelings and continued in a much more cognitive form, using laughter as she said:
But in reality it was not about being a good person really but that’s what it seemed like. So..that stands out and I read a lot of books and that really helped
It is not surprising that involuntary childlessness strikes at a woman’s sense of identity especially when the idea has been part of who she is from childhood. This view was consistent with Sara’s story of herself as a little girl who had always played with dolls, unlike her sisters; a little girl who had always imagined herself as a mother. Despite having had a rich childhood and young adulthood which laid the foundation for many potential avenues for the adult Sara it was the identity as ‘mother’ that remained a consistent image for her.
Always [wanted to be a mother] from the age of 5. Always been crazy about babies in particular… I did a lot of babysitting, a lot of permanent jobs looking after the same kids all through high school. But I think my huge desire to be a mother was the pregnancy and the baby.
This is a very embodied account of her desire, the baby being in and coming from her body. We cannot separate motherhood easily from the embodied experience of pregnancy; the ‘realness’ of the body compared to the abstract notion of being a mother. Sara used the term ‘always’ twice, and emphatically, impressing on me the duration of this desire. I also thought it was significant that Sara related her babysitting experience as one of permanent long term association with the same children, the notion of permanence being fundamental to motherhood. All things being equal the association of mother and child is permanent, for life. How difficult then would be the adjustment to mothering a child whose birth mother would not have that permanence with the child she had given birth to. I wondered how Sara would have managed her feelings about the woman who had the physical experience of pregnancy, the birthmother.
Despite her ‘escape’ into the world, on arrival in New Zealand Sara’s thoughts turned almost immediately to becoming a mother and she contacted the CYFS “practically the day I arrived” about the possibilities of adoption. It was 3 years before a baby finally arrived for whom they were ‘chosen’ as the prospective parents. In the interim Sara and her husband learnt all they could about adoption. Among those experiences was an occasion when a number of prospective adopting couples met at Bethany with some pregnant women who intended to relinquish their babies. Sara valued the sharing of experiences that took place and realized “how much we [prospective adopters] were going through similar feelings” and “what it was like for the girls.”
During the three years preparation it became increasingly clear to Sara that she wanted the adoption to be open and “for everyone to get along beautifully”. She laughed as she said this recognizing the naivety of the desire. Sara articulated her reasons for wanting an open adoption as being best for all concerned.
Sara: First off it seems..the child..it seemed to be the best way for them to.. well it.. best for their identity, their sense of identity. They’re not running around with questions, and fantasies, they know, they can see what they get from who and most of all they know that they’re loved by the birth parents. That’s got to be the most important thing. Uhm [pause] for birth parents of course they get to keep them in their lives, they will feel less guilty about their choice, uhm, and they might, uhm not choose to adopt unless this was available. And for adoptive parents it’s knowing the kids are getting the best thing, it’s knowing where they get their different qualities, personality traits, and the way they look and yea..
Sallie: So it gives the adoptive parents a better understanding of their children I suppose?
Sara: Yes, yes, and you get to share a lot of the love and the joys that the children bring with the people who love them [pause]. You can boast about them as much as you like [laughing]. 
The process that Sara went through over the three years indicates her ability to reflect intra personally in a realistic way that understood the emotional demands that would be required of her and interpersonally imagining the thoughts and feelings of the birthmother. The discourse of open adoption being in everyone’s best interests arose during the 1990s in response to the work of many adoption researchers and first person accounts of adoptees and birth mothers’ experiences of closed adoption. The discourse provides a useful repertoire for talking about the benefits of open versus closed adoption. It would be hard to argue against the ideas of it being good for everyone and yet the idea that birth parents may not consent to adoption otherwise also haunts the accounts. Indeed Carol (birth mother) made it clear that she would only agree to a fully open adoption. Having made the point that openness could be conditional Sara’s ongoing narrative regarding openness and her concerns for Carol’s feelings was constant. Additionally, had Sara thought continuing with openness was not a good idea she could have ended it once the adoption was final. Sara’s account recognizes the ambiguity of the situation where the birth mother may not agree unless the adoptive parents commit to openness and yet the law supports them if they later change their mind and close contact. I think rather than suggesting that she only went along with openness to obtain a baby she was merely recognizing this ambiguity and positioning herself within the discourse as the right thing to do. She was acting as a ‘moral agent’ (Fonagy & Target, 1995) one who is able to contain her own and others’ feelings.
This is substantiated by Sara’s next comments.
Sara: …we didn’t really know how it was going to work, none of us. Bethany wrote up a contract that Carol and we signed … and it’s not binding in any way but it states your intentions and there it is in black and white. I’ve got it somewhere but I haven’t had to refer to it [laughing]
Sallie: So was that something you negotiated?
Sara: Yes, yea what they [Bethany] thought was a good idea and we agreed
Sara described her first meeting with Carol as “very very nerve racking, very emotional … it was just so happy and excited … but stunned, very stunned”.
Yea, and that went on for a week. There was a week between that first meeting and when we took him home. And during that week we saw a lot of Carol, we met her parents, her.. and we met […] birth father, his parents and brother ... we went out for dinner alone with Carol and .. yea .. that must have been so hard for her because there was two of us and only one of her.. and her mother taught us how to bath and change and feed baby. Which was .. we needed it but it was scary to be learning from her.. what if we make a mistake .. because they were all trusting us. We got such a sense of total love from them for him. They just .. we really felt we were being offered something holy, wonderfully, sacred treasure. So .. we were incredibly grateful. But we were also worried she was going to change her mind before. And she was open about that, that she was feeling nervous too that .. we were not .. we were just saying whatever just to get him .. so that was mixed up in there too
The mix of powerful emotions is obvious in Sara’s account of that first week when she met the baby that she hoped would be hers but had to somehow hold that he may not be if Carol changed her mind. The generosity for others’ feelings despite her own emotional needs, and the capacity to manage tremendous ambiguity is evident.  Whilst we may argue that women are socialized to put others’ feelings ahead of their own what I experienced with Sara was her ability to contain her emotions rather than suppress them. Such adult containment is suggestive of early experiences of being contained
Taking her son home for the first time was not the beginning of an idyllic time. The physical and emotional demands of becoming a parent almost overnight were enormous. Yet, in her account it is her compassion for Carol that is uppermost.
Sara: ...so the day we took him home that’s when this new life started for us all. Uhm .. the main thing that I can think about with my relationship with Carol, for the first year, maybe two years even, was her grief .. her grief was very .. very evident and so .. things were hard. It was hard when we got together because of that .. because she was grieving.
Sallie: What was that like for you?
Sara: Well hard .. but I think even then I realised how important it was to acknowledge it and not [pause] to put my grief aside .. but yea to take it in … I had to keep .. well I went to Bethany a few times after that. They said ‘look she chose you, you didn’t take him from her, it was her decision’ but you can’t help feeling guilty and [pause] but that passes and her grief lessens, yea 
It seemed relatively easy for Sara to recall the emotions of that time and the strain of managing them for all concerned. The mixture of exhaustion, grief, guilt and joy must have been overwhelming but has been processed over time.
Sara: He was a demanding baby he wanted attention all of the time. He wasn’t one of those put him in a corner types he was very .. he knew what he wanted and he knew how to get it. So I did a lot of this .. because I had wanted this so badly, and because of the way I became a mother I didn’t think that I could ask for help, that I could take time out you know, and [Sara’s husband] was at that stage in his business where he was there 14 hours a day. So I wasn’t taking breaks .. that’s not good … ‘you wanted it you can stop complaining’ … it was a huge adjustment to lose the freedom that you lose when you become a parent. Yes without the 9 months preparation .. cause I didn’t believe it would ever happen .. so .. yea .. but .. but it was wonderful too [laughing]. Babies who demand a lot of attention are also wonderful too .. they’re so full of life they’re a joy to be around
Here Sara was acknowledging the highs and lows of new parenting much like any new mother experiences. However, the sense of isolation was intensified by her fears of being judged as a bad mother, not up to the job if she were to ask for help. Even as she recounted this obviously trying time in her early motherhood she quickly reverted to the fact that he was a wonderful baby and experiences of joy. This may have been a defence related to feelings of it not being legitimate for her to complain that had been surfaced but may also have been the real ambiguity of motherhood. However, in this retelling she was not trying to deny her feelings at the time or her inability to ask for help. Rather, in hindsight she can say that it would have been better to act differently.
Nevertheless, when I asked her what it was like becoming a mother overnight the emotional rawness became evident once more.
[It was] shocking, and the shock stayed for months and months and months, and then sort of  carried on into number two who came, he’s only 15 months younger than [her first child] and we adopted him when he was 3 months old. So [her first child] was only just over one. He was still a baby, two babies but at different stages and they were both full on boys. It was a busy time. It is good that they required so much of your .. everything, you just carry on with the job and everything else can slip by. But not everything, you do have to .. that was .. the birth families had to be .. you had to work on building those relationships. For them they didn’t have this whatever that .. the children completely absorbing your .. day to day [pause] you just sort of live minute to minute with babies. So every phone call, everything I said, every meeting would have had a lot more [pause] would have had a lot more meaning to them than to me. Apart from the fact that they’re grieving and I’m .. you know. Uhm..uhm. Where am I, I don’t know.
At this point as she recalled her own tiredness and feeling the need to suppress her own anxieties for the sake of the birth families Sara lost where she was in the narrative. There was quite an energy shift and the words were more difficult to find. I asked Sara what was the hardest part of negotiating the relationship with Carol.
The hardest part [pause]. Maybe it is feeling judged worrying what she thinks of me because you knew that she would be thinking about you and how you’re doing things. She’s got very strong feelings about things and I did things that didn’t fit with that I’m sure. Just for an example I know she’s totally anti microwaves and I’m not, I use it for heating bottles yea that kind of thing so it was hard for me to .. to assert myself to my way of doing things .. yea .. because of the feeling of being judged … Carol never said anything to say ‘I wouldn’t do it that way’.. she was totally .. I don’t know what she was thinking .. but you can’t help that … Cause you feel insecure about your parenting when you’re an adoptive parent. I guess everybody does, well not everybody but it’s common but much more .. much stronger for adoptive parents I’m sure
Sara engaged with her feelings, Carol’s feelings, the conflict between their ideas in a way that allowed both even though they were not in agreement. 
When I asked Sara what the highlights of open adoption were for her she said “how exciting it was, the emotional high, the specialness of it, the revolutionary way of being a family. People were really curious”. 
I was proud of it, and I still am, I’m still [pause] proud of saying I’m an adoptive mother, because it’s special not because I did something but [pause] it’s what my family is. It .. in the beginning I had to deal with .. I did feel lots of as soon as anyone knows about the adoption they know I’m infertile, or they assume I am. Because I am that’s something I had to deal with had to work through. I was well on the way to dealing with it when we adopted... but then it brought it all out again there was a lot of that .. and I had to deal with that. I did feel a lot of extra new grieving over .. over not having had a baby naturally. So that was part of the telling. But that’s past
The notion of specialness as a family is constructed here around the choice to be a parent and the work involved in negotiating these complex relationships. At the same time the specialness denotes the previous space of childlessness, they are interconnected. Whilst Sara has her longed for family its status is at the same time a reminder of the original dream of becoming a mother through pregnancy and birth. Although the grief was there she immediately attempted to put her own feelings aside by saying that Carol’s “was much more”. Yet, she was also able to say that the earlier emptiness she had felt without a baby was now “more a feeling that people would judge me not as a real woman .. society is you know..”. further she now saw her family as “special”. I saw this as an acknowledgement of her changing view of herself as circumstances and social context changed.
I asked Sara what kind of advice she might give to a new adopting parent about relating to the birth family. She replied, “[p]ut in a lot of effort into building that relationship, building a base just to .. be as open as you can be, without hurting ..”  Although she felt that she had put a lot of effort into the relationship with her daughter’s birth mother it seemed that mother had not experienced it as open. 
I hadn’t given her the openness that she was .. or she didn’t receive it .. I don’t know. I don’t know people read things into .. misinterpret and .. Carol may feel that way too .. I don’t know .. but .. you are just getting to know each other and you do have worries and concerns and the feeling of being judged so you’re watching yourself so you’re self conscious, yea .. but uhm .. I .. my advice is to really be conscious as much as possible of everything you do, try to put be in their shoes and remember everything you say is going to be really important, and in the really early days, especially, keep up the communication because that’s when it’s going to be worse for them right away. And to know that if you do all this it’s all going to be worthwhile in the end .. yea. Because then you will build a genuine relationship and then it just becomes easy… You’re doing it for the child, but you’re also doing it for you and for.. everybody wins if you .. work on it..
Sara’s capacity for compassion and putting her own needs slightly to one side is a very consistent aspect of her narrative and I believe a core personality construct, the way that she makes sense of herself in the world. There was sadness around not having been perceived as open with her daughter’s birth mother and also a resignation that she had perhaps done all that she could. Her willingness even now to leave open the possibility that Carol too may feel that Sara had not been as open as she could have been is symbolic of her reflexive attitude and her capacity to be with ambiguity. 
Yet perhaps Sarah had been as open as she believed as this birth mother has once more made contact and Sarah is supporting her daughter and her daughter’s birth mother to have their first meeting in many years.
Finally, I asked Sara to describe her relationship with Carol now.
Uhm, well I think it’s great, I love her, I love being with her, I think she’s a fabulous person, I feel really privileged to have this tie with her, I’m very comfortable with her, I don’t .. I’m very open with her about things. I’m no longer worried that she’s .. we’ve had lots of things go wrong in our lives that ‘oh she’s picked the wrong parents look at this’. I don’t hold things back .. I’m [pause] yea I feel great love for her because of who she is and because of what she’s done for me.
There is clearly a significant bond between Sara and Carol that is connected to but also outside of the relationship either has with their son. The language used to describe the relationship could be used to talk about a lover or a close relation which makes me think that at some level Carol has become kin. The fact that Sara is invited to all Carol’s significant celebrations would confirm that view. I have the sense of Sara feeling enriched by the relationship she has with Carol. There is research (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980) to show that attachment between family members and selective friends, whilst perhaps not being as extensive as that experienced with romantic partners, nonetheless “provide a sense of familiarity, companionship and emotional security” (Sable, 2008, p.23).

[bookmark: _Toc357766728]Analysis of mentalizing demonstrated in the narratives
[bookmark: _Toc357761199][bookmark: _Toc357761809][bookmark: _Toc357766729]This section of the analysis refers specifically to the four areas that Fonagy and Bateman consider to be indicators of mentalizing ability: 
[bookmark: _Toc357766730]In relation to other people’s thoughts
This section considers the narrative in relation to evidence of reflection particularly on what others may have been thinking at different times and in different contexts. A mentalizing approach shows the ability to see things from different perspectives, demonstrates genuine interest in different ideas, not feeling threatened by others’ views, finding known people to be predictable and unpredictability not completely surprising. 
From early in the interview Sara indicated at that she was thinking about Carol’s thoughts and feelings even though they were not both in the same physical space:
Sallie: What was the hardest part of negotiating the relationship with Carol?
Sara: The hardest part [pause] maybe it was feeling judged worrying what she thinks of me because you knew that she would be thinking about you and how you’re doing things.
Sara had talked about how at the beginning of her relationship with Carol she couldn’t know what Carol was thinking and that was just how it was:
Sara: Carol never said anything to say ‘I wouldn’t do it that way’..she was totally.. I don’t know what she was thinking..but you can’t help that.
Rather than assume what Carol was thinking she accepted that you can’t know what is in someone else’s mind. 
She describes becoming less tentative about what Carol was thinking as time went on, because she had got to know her and understand her way of thinking. She was able to feel more confident about predicting Carol’s responses even though they may be different to her own because of the understanding she had gained:
Sara: As time went on she did do a lot of that ‘what fabulous parents you are’ yea I guess she could see that that was [pause] she hasn’t done that in a long time, [laughing]I guess she thinks we don’t need it now.
Sara had reflected a lot on the relationship with her third child’s birth mother and whether she had been perceived to be as open as she believed. She was able to say that although she felt she had been completely open with her third child’s birth mother that was not how she had been experienced by her. In the following example Sara reflects on that relationship. 
Sallie: If you were giving advice to a woman who was just about to adopt into an open adoption what sort of advice would you give her in terms of relating to the birth family?
Sara:  Put in a lot of effort into building that relationship, building a base just to.. be as open as you can be, without hurting.. [Third child] birth mother when I talked to her when she was no longer seeing us when I talked to her on the phone said ‘I never felt like I was having a real conversation with you’. I hadn’t given her the openness that she was...or she didn’t receive it...I don’t know. I don’t know people read things into .. misinterpret and .. Carol may feel that way too …
Here Sara acknowledged that this woman was thinking about her relationship with Sara quite differently to the way Sara was thinking about it. Sara did not respond defensively but was curious and tentative about the difference in the way the birth mother understood Sara’s behaviour.  Neither did she rush to assign meaning to the birth mother’s attribution based on her own experience. Thinking about this in the moment she was also open to the possibility that Carol may not think of her as open either. 

[bookmark: _Toc357766731]Perception of own mental functioning
This section considers reflection on one’s own thoughts and feelings and the ability to be with them even when they seem contradictory. One would expect to see a curiousness regarding one’s own processes, ideas changing over time as one changes, increasing sophistication, acknowledgement of the impact of affect on thinking and that one’s feelings can be confusing and one’s thoughts contradictory.
Sara was aware of the way her thoughts about being judged limited her ability to ask for support and would not allow herself to be so limited by them now. In fact the thoughts about being childless and somehow judged as lacking have changed somewhat over time to seeing her creation of family as something special. This demonstrates the development of her views over time and that understanding others’ actions also deepens.
Both mothers shared the same story that their minds worked differently when it came to academic study and that carol could be of assistance to Ben. Sara was interested in the way that her son’s mind worked in the same way as Carol’s and was happy for Carol to use this shared ability to coach him for his exams. This is quite a powerful example of other mind mindedness especially in relation to her son’s mind coupled with openness.
[bookmark: _Toc357766732]Self representation 
This section considers the autobiographical continuity in the narrative; the sense of self as a child that has continued into adult life. Additionally, we could expect to see evidence of a rich internal life and confidence in being able to communicate to others and be understood.
I found Sara’s explanations of thoughts, feelings and experiences to be full and coherent. Similarly her representation of herself in childhood was consistent with her adult self in relation to her desire for a family characterized by motherhood. Whilst she had to develop a new way of thinking about family the theme of children constituting family was consistent through her narrative
Sara: Always been crazy about babies in particular. I think my imagination didn’t go a lot farther. I did a lot of babysitting, a lot of permanent jobs looking after the same kids and stuff all through high school. But I think my huge desire to be a mother kind of was with the pregnancy and the baby I didn’t go a lot further than that
And later,
Sara: It’s just part of my hard drive I don’t know. I felt it was stronger in me than anyone else around me, my friends [pause] so when it didn’t happen..we started trying the day we got married so when it didn’t happen it was pretty hard
Further in the interview,
Sallie: What were some of the highlights of having an open adoption?
Sara: How exciting it was, the emotional height, the specialness of it, the [pause] revolutionary way of being a family. People were really curious and uhm...
Sallie: How was that, managing other people’s curiosity?
Sara: I was proud of it, and I still am, I’m still [pause] proud of saying I’m an adoptive mother, because it’s special not because I did something but [pause] it’s what my family is
[bookmark: _Toc357766733]General values and attitudes
This section looks at the general tone of the narrative underpinned by values and attitudes that reflect a mentalizing approach. In particular one would expect to see a certain tentativeness and moderation in accounts of one’s own and others’ thinking, and self monitoring that acknowledges one’s own flaws. Thinking would favour complexity over dualism.
Throughout the interview Sara put forward her views about what others may be thinking in a tentative way that showed she does not jump to conclusions or assume that they think in the way that she thinks and feels about things. The exception was when she was quite definite that people feel pity and make judgments of not being a ‘real’ woman about women who are infertile. There is truth in her assertion and it is certainly a widely circulating discourse (Gandalfo (2005) that many people will occupy without giving much thought to. However, it is unlikely that everyone has this response and it is perhaps indicative of Sara having interrupted her usual tentativeness because infertility has been a deeply traumatic experience for her. 


[bookmark: _Toc357766734]Carol
Carol’s early life did not feature in the interview except to indicate that her mother was not always easy. Carol did talk about adoption always being part of her world as her siblings are all adopted and she was an unexpected birth child. 
Carol: I’m the youngest of four siblings, three older siblings and myself…and they are all adopted through closed adoptions…I was the only naturally conceived child and I was a total mistake and kinda one in a million.
She described being particularly close to two of her siblings and her connection to her siblings and their children was a consistent theme throughout the interview. As I had not intended to look at attachment when I began this research I did not follow up on the comment she made about being “a total mistake” or “one in a million”. Carol indicated that her mother was not easy to understand and implied that their relationship was complex. Her parents did not like her boyfriend at the time of her pregnancy and when I asked her what was the problem she replied, “That’s a thesis in its own right, trying to get inside mum’s head”. But she did offer an explanation which was, “he wasn’t the kind of guy they thought I’d end up with” and quickly added that “they now adore him” since he became her long term partner. Later in the interview when she reflected on the support her parents had given her during the pregnancy and post natal period she said:
I had my parents, you know where I think that they certainly had issues, but they were really, really trying and you know gave me as much emotional support as they could. You know I’d love to say they were fantastic all the way through, they really tried to be fantastic but my mum has got a lot of issues…
It is clear from this that Carol is able to recognize her mother’s limitations and balance that with acknowledgement that she tried her best within those limitations. 
Early in the interview the question of unconscious motives came into our conversation and Carol was very clear:
I’ve been through years and years of counselling and psychotherapy but even then I’m sure there’s ways that I respond and react that are going on at a completely unconscious level. While I try to react self aware and self analytical of course I’m not going to understand everything otherwise what’s the point of living [laughter] ok so I’m there now. 
The counselling and therapy was ostensibly triggered by the grief reaction to relinquishing her child. What she demonstrated was her willingness to be as open with herself as with other people, willing to acknowledge both that thoughts and feelings can be reflected upon and that we can never fully know ourselves or others.
When Carol found herself pregnant and feeling unready to parent she thought through her options deciding early that she did not want an abortion. She seriously considered keeping and raising her child initially. Finally, she chose adoption but was very clear that it had to be fully open. 
Carol: I was only interested in considering adoption if I could have a relationship with the adoptive family. To what degree I was unsure but I knew I didn’t want to just give over the child and never ever see that child again until they were an adult.
Carol was realistic about her emotional maturity but also insistent that she wanted a relationship with her child.
Carol: I was always quite staunch that I wanted a relationship with him, that I accepted, I was realistic and I accepted that I couldn’t parent this child very well… I was not emotionally mature enough…it seemed fairer to let someone else parent him but that’s not to say I don’t want to be with him so I’ve got to work out how to kind of do that.
When she finally saw the file provided by Sara and Charles as potential adoptees she says she knew immediately that they were the right parents for her child.
Carol: Once I made that decision it was easy…I’m not saying it was easy it was of course emotionally hard but it was easy in the sense that I knew what the decision was that I was making and that it was the right decision and that these people sounded amazing and they could give him everything that I kinda wish I could… they are remarkable parents. I really mean that.
Her only regret about the process is that she did not meet Sara and Charles sooner in the process so that it could “have helped in the forming of attachment between Sara and Ben, in particular between Sara, Charles and Ben.” As it was Carol took her son back to her parents’ home and cared for him for 3 ½ weeks. She wanted to spend some time with him and “emotionally separate” from him. Carol met Sara and Charles when Ben was 2 weeks old and made her views on openness very clear to them.
Carol: ‘I need to make this very clear to you, I am interested in open adoption, in every sense that that means.  I want full openness and honesty, with everything that we are doing.  I want a relationship with you, and a relationship with my son, and if that’s not going to be okay with you, if you’re going to find that too tough, it’s probably best that you never meet him and we walk away and we wish each other well, because I’m not interested in entering a relationship here, if it’s not going to genuinely be open’.
She reflected somewhat ironically that “that they didn’t have a choice, I mean, what were they going to say, ‘Oh, no thanks’”. However,  she said, 
they were genuinely thinking like I was, which, thank God, you know, I kind of got that from their file as well that they, they were people that would be like this and, and thought, you know, similar to me.
The need and the ability to trust both her own judgment and the goodwill of others is evident here alongside some tentativeness that she could have been wrong. The trust was initial and she indicated that she was not ready to let go of her son or perhaps to fully trust that they were the people that she thought/hoped that they were. Again she was frank with Sara and Charles.
I’m not going to sign the Adoption Order until I am ready, I’m really sorry, but this is going to be really tough for you but I’m not going to bullshit this, I’m not signing this until I’m ready, and I’m not ready yet so Ben is going to keep staying – coming home with me, but I would like to get to know you so I’m going to suggest that every day we spend time together, and that you come over, cos I’m well aware that there’s things that you need to learn as well, because you have never – this is their first child
When she felt ready to let go of her son Carol arranged a ritual which involved cutting one of three threads, the one that represented a physical connection. The uncut threads represented the spiritual and emotional connection she retained to her son.  It is hard to imagine that a nineteen year old girl who was preparing herself to relinquish her child could be so strong in her convictions and forthright in her communicating them. She was very aware of her own processes and what she needed and perhaps less aware of the potential needs of Sara and Charles. She is able now to reflect on this and the primacy of her own needs at that time, and said “you know it would probably have been a bit kinder to ask what they wanted but I kind of wasn’t interested”.
Her recognition that she needed to trust Sara and Charles and the risk that might be to her desire for openness was acute at the time of signing the adoption order. The law does not protect openness in adoption as the laws were established at a time when it was believed that it was better to reconstruct the adoptive family ‘as if’ it was the original family. Carol said to herself at the time, 
well I hope I’ve built a strong enough relationship over these last few weeks because right now they could actually walk away and jump on a plane and I couldn’t do a bloody thing. You know there was a huge amount of trust.
The first night after she had handed over her son Sara rang Carol at her parents’ house to ask how she was.
Carol: Sara rang me that night and said, “How are you doing?” and I said, ‘Not good’,  ‘not good actually’ and she said, ‘When are you going back to [city where she lived]?” I said, ‘I’m going tomorrow’ and she said, “Well why don’t you come here on the way, may be it might help you, before you leave [the city] to come and see him in his new room, he’s, he’s already settled, Carol, he’s fine, he’s’ you know … and, um, ‘how about coming here’ and so that’s literally what I did and it’s, and it’s probably a sign of how strong the relationship had already grown for her, one to be that concerned about me and, two, to offer that, you know, right from the outset and so on the Saturday morning, I got up and went straight over to their place so that was the first night and sure enough he was, he was happy, he was settled, he was in his cot, you know, everything was fine and that kind of put my mind at ease because it,  I think that’s the mothering thing, eh, it’s that very nurturing, I just wanted to make sure he was okay and, um, and once I saw he was okay, I kind of felt much calmer
Carol talks here about her own mothering need to see that her son was settled. The discourse of caring is central to the idea of mothering. It is also apparent that Carol was being nurtured by Sara who was anticipating Carol’s needs and responding empathetically to them. It seems that this initial thoughtful invitation of caring from Sara established the pattern of nurturing that would continue and would cement their relationship.
Immediately following this visit Carol drove back to the University town where she was to resume her study. Her friends had found a new flat and moved all her belongings for her. After driving two thirds of the way to the town she realised that she had no idea where she was living and had to phone her friend to find out the address. When she arrived she found that “she’d done everything, she’d cooked this beautiful meal and, yeah, she, she was just such a gem, and totally took care of me, totally took care of me”. The same friend had supported her through the pregnancy and cared for her after the adoption. The discourse of caring is not limited to mothering but is an aspect of female friendships. Mothering is perhaps not easy to separate from other caring relationships and this idea is prevalent when carol later talks more specifically about how she understands mothering. Twenty years later Carol’s friend is still a dear friend which is an indication of their close attachment. The attachment that Carol formed with Sara was also crucial to her being able to manage her grief at relinquishment of her son.
Carol: Yeah, I would say, I would say the first year of Ben’s life, um, I was pretty emotionally wrecked really, um, I was very, ah, I had a, I had a very good relationship though with Sara and Charles through that and, um, you know, when we spoke to each other through that time, um, you know, if she rang and said, ‘Hey, how are you?’ I wasn’t someone who bullshit and said, ‘Fine, how are you?’ you know, I’d genuinely say, ‘Yeah, today’s not a good day” and there was times I remember her saying, ‘Well is there anything I can do?  Is there anything that would help?’ um, you know, ‘Would you like to see a photo of him?  Would you like to see him?  Do you want to not see him?’ do you, you know, she, she kind of, I mean it’s bizarre really because she obviously had her own emotional stuff but when you’re in that state you can only really think about yourself and so I hadn’t really considered what was going on for her, um, but you know she was giving me – and I think it was just a maturity thing, I was only 19 and she was in her late 30s and she had dealt with – she had so much more of a mature way of handling those emotions, whereas for me it was just really rocky road stuff and so, um, you know, she was the one who was the rock through, through a lot of that and kept on saying, you know, ‘How can I help?  What can I do?’ and there’s times that, um, you know, I’d say to her – she’d say, ‘Do you want to see Ben?  Do you – well why don’t you come over, or why don’t we come down, or whatever’ and I’d say, ‘No, no, no I don’t want to’ so there were times it was just too hard and I didn’t want to see him and then there were other times that I just desperately wanted to see him and she just – she kinda just went with that, you know, which is, um, which is quite amazing really
Carol is still awed by Sara’s capacity to manage Carol’s emotions as well as her own and recognizes that this was very much a one way street at the beginning. It is possible that Sara experienced herself as a relatively secure individual in a marital relationship that provided a secure base and having developed some resilience over the years. Consequently, despite the excessive challenges she was facing, she was still able to continue to engage in relationship maintenance behaviors in this new and important relationship with Carol. Carol on the other hand was much younger and implied that she was not experiencing herself as secure; “it was rocky road”, and she says that she did not consider Sara’s feelings at that time. Even if she had been relatively securely attached the loss associated with relinquishing her baby would have probably destabilized any security that she had achieved.

Carol attended support groups with her partner but described the groups as being unhelpful because the participants had experienced closed adoptions and so were unable to resolve their grief in the ways that she eventually could. 

I asked her if she wanted to have more children
Carol: If you’d asked me that question five years ago or even perhaps three years ago you would have had a different response to now. I initially desperately did…through much of my 20s I did and kinda just assumed I would, it never entered my mind I wouldn’t. [My partner] and I split when I was 30 for 5 years. So we were together for 10 years … and I think that’s the time when a lot of people end up having children in their early 30s … we got back together when I was in my mid thirties and got married…I’m now 40 and probably these last 5 years we’ve been together is the first time when I feel genuinely emotionally ready to be a mother. Up until that point I don’t think I’ve ever really felt … in my head it felt like an ok kind of thing but I don’t think I genuinely thought ‘I can do this’ until the last few years … 3 or 4 years ago I really wanted a child … and it just never really happened, really. I didn’t desperately go out to try and have a child I didn’t go through IVF or anything like that … but was thinking if it happens it happens if it doesn’t it doesn’t kind of a one way or the other and obviously never did. But in the last 2 years or so I’ve found myself thinking ‘I don’t, I don’t think I’d be very good at it’. That sounds a bit weird but I’m not actually very good at being woken in the middle of the night .. and I’m not very good at uhm .. you know I’ve got enough .. There’s so many people in my life now I already mother. I’ve got enough, my motheringness is being soaked up enough .. and I don’t think I’ve got any more. It would mean a tremendous life style change and it sounds very selfish and it’s not meant to but I don’t think I’d make a very good parent, I really don’t. I think I’m a very good aunty, I think I’m a very good mother of other people but you give me a baby in my arms now I think I would go ‘oh you’re kidding me’ … I’ve noticed this about myself and I’ve wondered if this is unresolved stuff and it may well be Sallie but I’ve been through a lot of psychotherapy now ... but if a friend or a staff member brings in a baby I notice myself relative to the other women in the room and I don’t become clucky, I don’t actually pick up this child and go ohhh it’s not in me … I think it would be in a child’s best interests for me not to mother them

We continued to have a conversation about this and then Carol offered that she could still get pregnant and if she did “it wouldn’t be total joy” there would be a part of her that would think this was “really nice to have a child that is a mixture of me and [partner] but the vast majority is thank God I don’t have another child” indicating the ambivalence she now feels about having another child. Carol is aware of the conflicting feelings that she has about the possibility of having another child, or not and in this extract is working through some of the ambivalence. Here motherhood seems to be a matter of chance for Carol that she would respond to with mixed emotions, perhaps reflecting the way in which she became a mother the first time.
I asked if there had been times in her relationship with Sara that had been more challenging and she replied:
Not really, I think because Sara is so emotionally mature that really helped. Things that could lead to potentially damaging the relationship or challenges are addressed so immediately more by her than by me. 
She gave an example of when she was talking to Ben on the phone when he was in his early teens. She invited him to come and stay with her the next holidays which was something that was not unusual. However, Sara said she would prefer to be part of that conversation because they may have arranged something as a family. Commenting on Sara’s challenge to her Carol said “she wasn’t having a go at me it was just a heads up and I said ‘oh I didn’t even think about it of course’” Sara’s comment and Carol’s response to it indicate a mutual openness and trust in their relationship. The discourse of family relating to the nuclear family takes precedence over other relationships though not to the exclusion of relationships that may also have a ‘kin’ status. Both Sara and Carol seem to share this view which helped them to negotiate the episode with relative ease.
I had mentioned in our preliminary conversation that I was interested in how Carol understood motherhood as well as what motivated her to choose an open adoption and the experience of that relationship. The question about motherhood was the one that she picked up on with some energy at the beginning of the interview which persisted throughout the interview. Her initial taking up of the question was from an academic interest. However, she later talked about what it meant for her personally. I had shared with her the challenges I had about naming the different mothers given that ‘mother’ is a unitary term. She shared a story about an early attempt by Sara to include her in the term ‘mother’.
When I was young, when Ben was young he was only about a year old, Sara, she might have told you this, said “why don’t we call you tummy mummy” and I said you’re not, talking about my tummy [laughter] but it’s exactly that what do you call each other. It’s interesting because those experiencing it, it kinda doesn’t feel like it matters to each other it’s only when you’re explaining the relationship to others ie. this is my son or whatever, that’s when it gets more complicated... So for all of us it’s normal and we don’t think anything of it but you know whenever I introduce him of course I introduce him as my son. When it gets complicated is when…you’re trying to explain a relationship without going into a half hour explanation, like in most relationships you can quickly go this is my husband, this is my sister but relationships in open adoption are really quite complicated to explain to people
Clearly the term ‘tummy mummy’ that has been used by some families was not one that resonated for Carol. I also noticed that she said ‘Sara, she might have told you this’. Phrases like this cropped up several times in the interview. It seemed that Sara was very present to Carol as she recounted stories of their relationship and the expectation that Sara may have shared the same story was also referred to a number of times. This suggested to me a level of intimacy and a high level of openness between them. It would seem that privately they have become comfortable with how their family is arranged and it is only when the relationships are opened up to the public gaze through introductions that it becomes more problematic. This was confirmed with a following statement
Carol: To me it’s kinda normal [and] to everyone else experiencing it, it’s normal and understandable because we’ve grown up with it but for somebody new to the equation it can be really quite difficult to get their heads around
When I asked Carol if she saw herself as a mother she said,
I do. Mothering to me is something ingrained. I don’t think about it in a biological sense, mothering to me is something very generic and very general and so I think that I am a mother to a lot of people not just my son, so I think of it as a very basic idea of when people turn to you when they are in need or turn to you for advice especially younger ones. I have a lot of people in my life like that, particularly at the moment for example in terms of my role it’s a little bit like, and I’m often referred to as, the Queen mother. It’s like I’m mothering about three or four hundred teenagers and they know I’m the final backstop, … and they can come to me with anything … I kinda see that in a mothering role, nurturing role and it’s a taking care of people role, in a selfless way to help to see them through something and to become better people, that’s what a mother is. So whether or not it is someone whose been born from my womb or not that’s quite secondary and separate you know. I think that Ben’s younger brother and sister and particularly his sister who was one of my flower girls for example at my wedding I have a mothering part with her. Whenever I see her the nurturing part of Carol comes out and takes care of her. So you know that kinda cliché you are not my child you are a child of the universe. It’s a little like uhm open adoption, uhm almost allows you to fully experience that. That Ben is not my son. He came through me onto the planet but he is as much everyone else’s son as he is mine. And while he has attributes that are mine and I love seeing them, anyone is able to help nurture him to become the amazing young man that he is today is as much being his mother as I am. I don’t feel ownership over him and I don’t think Sara feels a sense of ownership over him either. You know I think we, we feel comfortable that we all input into his life..uhm so to me I think mothering is an incredibly open general thing. Am I a mother, absolutely but not just to Ben but a lot of young ones
There were a number of ideas in this narrative about being a mother some of which relied on a spiritual idea of motherhood; occupying a discourse that is much more global. Being a mother to many somehow diffused the question of being a mother to a specific young person. Yet, the specific relationship was not disregarded either. Carol characterized herself as having nurturing qualities associated with mothering which are available to many relationships that are not biologically related to her. In this way mothering was not about kin but about all relationships. The emphasis was on ‘young ones’ young people especially those who may have been seen as having lost their way somewhat and it was they who were drawing out of her a desire to nurture.
As she reflected further she suggested that: 
Perhaps one of the things I’m doing is separating parent out from mother. You know I see Sara and Charles as Ben’s parents but I see Sara as being as much as a mother as I am a mother if that makes sense … I think that genetics is strong and just as strong as the nurturing I think they both play a role, I don’t think one is stronger than the other not either/or I think they both play a role and I think uhm that Ben uhm thinks or acts or behaves in certain ways because of me uhm and I think that because of that I am able to understand him and nurture him in a way that others can’t because I kind of get it.
The emphasis here has shifted from a spiritual mothering to one that is much more embodied. Carol said previously “he came through me onto the planet” invoking the body albeit in an esoteric way. There appears to be a tension she is trying to resolve between biology, individual (feminine) characteristics and nurturance. As she tries to resolve this tension she moves from a very generalized universalist concept of mothering to a specific biologically connected one in relation to herself. She claims a special relationship but not to the exclusion of others who have their own special relationship with him. Carol has successfully established a unique position through the body, her exclusive connection to him. She goes on to give an example which was one that Sara had shared with me about their son struggling with studying for school exams. Carol took two weeks off work and her son stayed with her. She recognized that his cognitive processes were similar to her own so she was able to distil for him all that she had learnt about how best to process material and pass this on to him. By the end of the two weeks he was sailing through his studying and now has no problems passing exams.
Carol: [I] remember afterwards Sara said to me, ‘You did such a good service to him, because he – it’s helping him to understand kind of who he is’ and it was something that we all recognized, I could do, which she couldn’t, simply because of the way her mind worked and because we’ve got an open enough relationship and we’re kind of honest with each other and we don’t get caught up in the bullshit of it all we can kind of say, you know, ‘Hey, this is one for you, Carol, I can’t do this one’ as opposed to, you know, there will be other times I’ll say, ‘This is one for you guys, I can’t do this stuff’, you know, so I think that there are – because of the genetics, there is stuff that, um, of course Ben and I share, that makes it unique and different from other types of mothering relationships, um, so, yeah, yeah, there is a difference. 
Having established the uniqueness of her mothering and the special connection shared with Ben that is exclusive of others whom she nurtures she was able to give a clear example of the unique position she holds through the embodied link they have. This example also demonstrated Sara’s acknowledgment and valuing of Carol’s uniqueness. The example demonstrates the co-operative, involved nature of Carol and Sara’s relationship. I asked whether she thought there was an emotional difference between her relationship and Sara’s relationship with Ben.
Carol: Like, when I – when something happens in Ben’s life, do I feel that tremendous sense of pride that a mother feels and the answer is ‘absolutely’, but I can equally feel like that with my nieces, whom I’m very close to so, um, you know. Do I share that kind of emotional pull in a sense that a mother shares?  I think I do, but I don’t think that is unique to Ben actually.  That I, I think that I have that with not all, by any stretch of the imagination, I don’t – I certainly don’t have that with my students, um, but people, people like [my niece], who - whose is in her early teens now, who I’m very, very close to, you know … what I’m saying is that emotion, I think, that emotional connection I have with a number of people, including Ben, um, is it any more with him, not necessarily, I think it’s as much as I have with my close nieces and nephews that I’m very close to as well, um, so in that sense, it is almost like an auntie than a mother, in that sense possibly, you know.
In this response Carol resists extending the uniqueness of her relationship to her son to an emotional level thus perhaps protecting the embodied nature of their relationship which is clearly demarcated. Here the kin relationship is foregrounded so that a specialness remains differentiated from her other nurturing relationships with students but not one that is exclusive to her relationship with her son. However, Carol then told a story that once more differentiated the relationships between her son and other kin.
I mean I, I, I know that, um, you know things like at my wedding, Ben stood up and spoke and, and, um, and he, you know, stood up and said, ‘I’m speaking as Carol’s only child’ and, um, you know, ‘I love you guys heaps’ and like he was really like kind of emotional and, and – so there is certainly, even though I didn’t let my nieces get up and do that, no, so, you know, there is, there is a particular role certainly that, that I have with him but, um, but I think that if, if, I don’t know, if him and his wonderful girlfriend, split up tomorrow would he come running to me, probably not, he, he would go to Sara first, you know, um, and I think that, that’s, that’s good and normal and okay, you know, she’s the one who was up at two in the morning, nursing him when he was sick, not me, you know, so I – there’s an emotional bond that I imagine that they share, which is deeper than the bond that I share with him, um, and, you know, in, in some ways it makes – I suppose it’s also a little tricky, Sallie, that I’ve never had any other children so it’s not as if I can kinda compare my relationship with Ben with another son or daughter or something and say, ‘Well it’s quite different from how I feel about that person’, you know, I don’t know ‘cos I’ve never experienced anything else so it’s quite hard to tell in that sense as well.
I can hear the difficulty of organizing the different ideas; is there something special about mothering her son to mothering her nieces and nephews. Originally in the previous quote mothering was a generic term that applied to all the people especially young people that she cares about and for. This is a common feminine discourse that women enter in their construction of themselves. However, Carol also separated this level of caring out and turned to her closer relationships with young people her nieces and nephews’ saying the relationship to her son was the same. Yet, here there is another layer that differentiates her son from her nieces and nephews giving him a special position that he claimed himself. Finally, Carol places a layer of differentiation between her relationship with her son and his mother’s who she constructs as the parent, positioning herself as having less influence in his life. 
I asked Carol the same question that I had asked Sara about advice for someone considering open adoption and she said:
Genuinely take on openness in every sense of the word, that you’re going to have .. that you can’t bullshit, if you think you can think the relationship or say you’re ok when you’re not or say you’re ok about something happening when you’re not ok about something happening, whatever then it’s not going to work, that you have to be genuinely open which means that you know if they, if they do something that you’re not happy with that you’re going to have to say that. Equally if you do something they’re not happy about you’re going to have to accept that it’s you. So, so for this to work uhm yea take the word openness into every extent possible uhm you lay yourself bare, be prepared to lay yourself bare uhm for this to become a genuinely trusting relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc357766735]Analysis of mentalizing demonstrated in the narratives
[bookmark: _Toc357766736]In relation to other people’s thoughts
Carol indicated that as a much younger woman she was ‘staunch’ and strong minded and not particularly thinking about other people’s thoughts and feelings. She did not really take other people’s views into consideration and was perhaps unaware of them at times. Yet, her reflections in the interview show that with maturity her ability to explain other people’s behaviour by understanding what they may be thinking and feeling has significantly developed. Her position on things at nineteen seemed to be quite fixed and yet demonstrated the capacity to trust. This was enhanced when she had spent time with Sara and Charles so that their behaviour seemed to be more predictable. The situation that she described earlier around an invitation she extended to her son without consulting his parents showed how she did not consider that his parents may think differently to her but fully understood their reasoning when confronted.
Carol: And I remember one time talking directly to Ben about coming down, ‘hey what are you doing for the school holidays how about coming down bla bla’ and Sara and Charles feeling I was just overstepping the boundaries slightly that they wanted that conversation to be with them in that conversation as well until he was old enough to purely make those decisions. In part they said because they’re making decisions as a family about things that they’re doing and they needed to be in the loop. It wasn’t so much a go at me it was a ‘hey we need to be here too’. And they would often change things around to make sure he could get to me so they weren’t against that. Something like that could be quite damaging to the relationship if it hadn’t been addressed but Sara immediately addressed it and said ‘hey’ ... I said ‘oh shit yes I didn’t even think about it’. So the relationship has kind of always been okay I hope she would say the same thing [laughter].
The quote also shows Carol’s tentativeness around whether Sara would agree that the relationship is as good as she feels it is, not entirely assuming what Sara thinks even though she knows her well and thinks that she probably does, she remains tentative.
[bookmark: _Toc357766737]Perception of own mental functioning
It was clear in the interview that Carol has a deep understanding of her own mental function. Her discussion about whether or not she would like another child evoked the many different thoughts and feelings she has had about this over the years as her circumstances changed and her thinking about herself changed. As she discussed these changes she sounded almost curious about them. Carol referred several times to the differences in maturity between herself and Sara when they first formed their relationship noting that she has matured herself over the years.
Carol suggested that even though she had undergone much counselling and therapy over the years she still cannot know everything that is informing her.
Carol: I’ve been through years and years of counselling and psychotherapy but even then I’m sure there’s ways that I respond and react that are going on at a completely unconscious level. While I try to react self aware and self analytical of course I’m not going to understand everything otherwise what’s the point of living [laughter]
The fact that she could not be entirely sure of what she was feeling sometimes was not experienced as daunting rather, in view of her statement and her laughter, the opposite seemed to be the case.
[bookmark: _Toc357766738]Self representation 
Although Carol did not talk about her childhood she did talk about herself from being nineteen until now. There was a consistency in the way that she incorporated her teenage self “strong minded and staunch” into the focused adult she has become. The competency, with which she managed a very complex set of circumstances around the adoption, albeit in a fairly egocentric way, is the same competency that now sees her manage a demanding job in a complex business world. She has a rich internal life fed by an inquiring mind and a creative flow of energy. This is evidenced by the flow of ideas as she talks and the confidence that she can articulate clearly what is on her mind.
[bookmark: _Toc357766739]General values and attitudes
Complexity is core to how Carol experiences her life and the ways in which it has unfolded. For example when I raised the question about what motherhood meant to her she replied, 
Carol: Your questioning of the term motherhood is a really good one because it is an incredibly complex term and I think people would have very different interpretations of it and it would be quite fascinating to see if those who have an open adoption have a different perception of what that thing called motherhood is about could be quite fascinating
The above quote also points to other aspects of mentalizing such as her inquiring mind and her interest in how others make think differently. Her discussion about her own thoughts on becoming a mother again was typically complex and she was also able to comment on what she sees as her own limitations around this that she had found herself thinking lately that she perhaps wouldn’t make a very good parent “I’m not very good at being woken in the night” and noticing the difference between herself and some of her colleagues around babies, “I get quite frustrated by kids that are too young to have a conversation”. 

[bookmark: _Toc357766740]Discussion 
Although the discourse of open adoption has been available for over twenty years in New Zealand, and much longer as whangai relationships, there is still no readily accepted discourse with which to construct one’s relationship with another mother. Indeed many women struggle with calling both women mother and openness can vary across a very broad continuum from letters once a year to full inclusion of the families. Whilst this leaves most people who are attempting to negotiate open adoption up the river with a very thin paddle the women that I interviewed have been active in promoting open adoption for many years. It is likely that they have developed a strong sense of how this relationship could ideally be characterized; had been building a nomos[footnoteRef:2] for their family and their relationship with each other. [2:  Berger and Kellner (1970) used the idea of nomos-building  to  describe the use of social structures employed in the construction of a relationship that is over and above their individual experiences of it.] 

Material that emerges from an interview is a product of that context and in that sense is a construction developed between the pair. Whilst both Sara and Carol were relating events that actually happened they have presented them as a narrative to an interested listener. However, like Hollway and Jefferson (2006) I am more interested in the people telling the narrative and what the narrative says about them than eliciting a true to life account of a phenomena.
The two interviews had a different energetic feel in part because of the difference in physical presence, one being face to face and the other being through Skype. Although Skype allows us to see each other the felt sense of what is happening in the interview is somewhat diminished. One can pick up tone and volume, see facial expressions but cannot feel the energy in the same way as being present in the room with someone. Additionally, the women have quite different personalities, Sara being quiet and considered and Carol being more animated. Sara operates more from her emotional field whilst Carol operates more from her mental field. This was evident from the beginning of the interview with Carol where the talk tended to be more abstract. There was however, still a profound openness in the way that Carol responded to the interview. Both women take a committed and deeply respectful approach to their relationship with each other and with their son. 
Carol talked extensively about motherhood in her interview, much more than Sara and this may well have been related to the order in which I interviewed them and my becoming more interested in this aspect by the second interview. By introducing the concept of motherhood as one to be investigated I may have indicated to Carol that this is what I wanted from the interview and may therefore have directed it more than I had intended. Yet, I found these aspects of the interview less rehearsed and consequently more informative. When I say that aspects of Carol’s interview seemed rehearsed I do not intend this as a criticism. Carol has been a strong advocate of open adoption and has supported many women through their journey. She has become used to telling her story over many years so it is not surprising that it has a rehearsed quality at times.
Both Sara and Carol appear to be accepting of Carol’s unique relationship with their son arising from their embodied relationship, whilst Sara’s comes from the committed nurturing she has engaged in as a parent. During the interview with Carol I noticed that she worked hard not to encroach on Sara’s position whilst trying to honour her own. One of the ways she did this was by making a series of differentiations between her role and Sara’s, carefully negotiating and rebalancing if it seemed that she was claiming a relationship that might infringe Sara’s relationship with their son. One of the clear differentiations she made was that between parent and mother situating Sara as both mother and parent and herself as only mother by virtue of giving birth to him. 
Surprisingly to me, the common discourse of bonding and attachment was used very little. Sara did not use it and Carol used it only briefly when she said that she wished Sara and Charles could have had contact with their son earlier than the two weeks that was arranged. Yet, both experience an attachment with him, one that takes different forms and is, as Carol acknowledged, more intense in the relationship between Sara and her son. She is the one that he would go to for emotional security.
Sara appears to be someone who had achieved a level of emotional security by the time they met because despite her own emotional needs she was still able to anticipate and meet Carol’s sometimes desperate needs in the early days and years following the adoption.  Both women would have been experiencing insecurity related to their son and to the implications associated with the relationship they might build with each other. It is likely that Carol’s level of insecurity at that time would have been much greater than Sara’s given that she was much younger and the trauma associated with relinquishing her baby. Carol frequently mentioned through the interview that she thought Sara was amazing.

From both women’s accounts it seems that Sara was the one who felt able to raise concerns or issues that had the potential for conflict. However, Carol was also able to respond openly to the issues raised. This indicates two things: one, that both women were emotionally mature, and two, that Sara could offer a relationship that provided safety and warmth so that Carol could attach to her. The attachment has grown and been reinforced by both women. Carol’s strong commitment to openness must also have contributed to the relationship reinforcing Sara’s ability to continue with relationship maintenance[footnoteRef:3] behaviours. Those behaviours that Sara took responsibility for enabled their relationship to grow into one that resembles a kinship relation characterised by trust and co-operation as well as deep affection. [3:  Relationship maintenance behaviours are pro-relationship activities such as communicating warmth and openness and are aimed at sustaining relationships (Canary & Stafford, 1994).] 


The building of adoptive family relationships is a dynamic process and a lifelong task. The process involves a complex interplay of agency and structure, of micro systems of intimate relationships and macro systems of culture and discourse, of personal identity and social identity (Jones & Hackett, 2010, pp.6-7).

Using the theory of mentalization to understand the relationship Sara and Carol have built has shown that both women are able to imagine what another is thinking and that what they are thinking may be different. This is an imaginative leap that is full of vulnerabilities. We may be wrong in what we imagine; we may have to change our minds about what we believe to be real and or true, we have to remain tentative. Both women demonstrate their willingness to be vulnerable to another, to trust that the other has goodwill towards them. In their dealings with one another they reflect on their own mental state as well as the others and regulate their own emotions. They experience empathy, generosity and gratitude towards each other.



[bookmark: _Toc357766741]Conclusion
The research aimed to pilot a methodology for a larger project to answer the question: What are the intrapersonal and interpersonal factors that contribute to a ‘successful’ open adoption relationship between the two mothers? Whilst this pilot cannot alone answer that question the process has identified some clear factors for consideration for a future larger project. The original methodology intended to look primarily for the psychic defences indicated by the narratives. What became clear through the interviews and preliminary analysis was that a focus on defences would limit the usefulness of the information to answer the question. Indeed openness is the primary value characterizing the two mothers’ relationship. To understand the importance of openness for this complex relationship I therefore turned to other psychoanalytic literature. Finally, I used Fonagy and Bateman’s work on mentalization which is informed by contemporary ideas about attachment, in particular adult attachment, and theories of mind. Using their framework for assessment as a guide for analysis of the narratives foregrounded detailed ideas about how the two women interviewed have managed to forge a strong and mutually satisfying relationship.
The narratives provide an account from two perspectives of the way a complex relationship between two very different women, both ‘mother’ to the same child, tentatively began and developed over twenty years. It is a story of generosity, personal growth, pain and trauma, shared feelings, open communication and love. In many ways Sara parented Carol in the early stages of their relationship and was able to do that in a way that helped Carol to eventually feel safe and secure in their relationship. (After reading the report both women preferred the view of Sara as having acted like a ‘big sister’ rather than having ‘mothered’ Carol). Sara talked about her compassion for Carol despite her own desperate need at times and it was this mature ability to hold her own powerful affects and remain cognizant of and responsive to Carol’s that enabled the relationship to grow. She was able to anticipate Carol’s distress and to provide soothing and practical strategies that were absolutely necessary. Carol acknowledges this dynamic often through her narrative; that she was only concerned with her own feelings in the beginning and that Sara was able to respond to Carol’s changing affects in ways that enabled her to trust Sara and begin the journey of managing her own grief.
Although Sara had to provide the nurturing in the relationship during the early stages, nurturing that I believe allowed Carol to form an attachment to her, Carol had to be able to receive the care being offered. Thus the dynamic was not totally one sided even in the early stages. Carol knew her own mind, and I think this was crucial, even if she was not that sure of others’ and was driven by strong values of openness and loyalty. Despite being overwhelmed by her own thoughts and feelings in the first year or two she still appreciated the place that Sara was providing for her. Both women had and have the capacity to address issues that could cause potential conflict, directly and without negative projections. In Carol’s words Sara has had to take the major responsibility for raising these issues and Carol has always appreciated this.
Both women are deeply reflective and curious about themselves and others and the differences that make people unique. Their relationship began in a complex mix of grief and joy and they were prepared to acknowledge and manage the demands of those affects in their lives, separately and together. Carol has had many years of therapy and their relationship has presumably been one of the beneficiaries of the development that it has supported. In some ways the relationship they have developed is similar to a kinship relationship in that they share all major family celebrations on both sides, have holidayed together, are in regular contact and are deeply fond of each other. 
The primary reason for their relationship was the wellbeing of the son that they both had a share in and he has undoubtedly benefited from the easy relationships he has with both Carol and Sara. Carol is quick to say that Sara is his parent the one that Ben would go to automatically if he was in trouble or distress and that Carol is a secondary figure who nonetheless has been able to contribute to the richness of his life. So whilst Ben’s wellbeing is the primary focus of the relationship between Sara and Carol their relationship somewhat independently of him has enriched each other.
Analyzing the narratives using a mentalization-based approach has yielded important material for future research. I do not believe that it is necessary for the two women in open adoption to develop a kin-like attachment such as this one but that each require good mentalizing capacities
The normal individual can permit even highly invested relationships to exist mentally independently from them accepting that the people they are involved with have thoughts and feelings that are independent of the thoughts and feelings of the self—they are allowed to have their own minds. (Bateman & Fonagy, 2006, p.64)
A developmental perspective is probably important to allow the relationship to develop; to understand that any relationship takes time to develop trust and understanding especially one that is so emotionally laden. It may well mean that one of the women has to take a larger share of the responsibility in the initial stages especially if one of them is much younger than the other. It may also mean that one or both will need to use counselling and or therapy to support mentalizing capacity. The qualities of compassion and generosity that are such a feature of the two narratives analysed here suggests that they are also an important ingredient particularly in the early stages when neither is known to the other. 
This research is limited in what it can say about relationships between the mothers in open adoption due to its small size. However, generalisation was not the purpose of the research rather, it was piloting the methodology. Having refined the methodological approach it now requires further larger scale research to determine if the elements that contributed to these two mothers’ relationship are characteristic of other successful open adoption relationships.  
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