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WOMB MATES:  When Sibling Rights and 
Child-Parent Attachment Clash

by Regina M. Kupecky, L.S.W.

If you know me from numerous conferences, trainings on sibling rights, or my writings on sib-
lings (“Siblings Are Family Too” published by Three Rivers Adoptions or Adopting the Hurt Child 
with Greg Keck) you know I have long been an advocate for sibling rights. Not only have I placed 
many sibling groups together who have thrived, I have seen how their loss and abandonment issues, 
as well as identity, have been helped by their connections. If we place more children together, we 
need to recruit fewer families. 

However, I have recently become alarmed by a spate of requests from agencies to support sibling 
rights over attachment between very young children and their foster to adopt parent(s). These are 
children who have little or no attachment to their siblings. Many have never even met.

These agencies are horrified to learn I think their little charges should be separated from their 
siblings and be adopted by the psychological parents with whom they have a secure attachment. 
Fixing poor foster placements, made long ago, which separated the children, by breaking their little 
hearts when they lose their only known parents, is not OK.

If the foster families do not want to adopt, please, by all means, find a permanent family who 
wants all of the siblings. Otherwise, allow them to remain in the families to whom they have 
attached.

Let me give you an example which illustrates most of these situations I am talking about. It is in 
these specific situations that I think sibling rights are not as important as they are with children who 
have a connection with their siblings. In these cases the children have a primary attachment to their 
parents in the foster to adopt home.

Infant boy, three months old is placed with a foster family who parent him for three years in a 
loving way. It is his family and the bonds of attachment are good. They want to adopt him. When the 
boy was one year old the birth mom had a baby girl who was placed in another foster home. (Why? 
No one ever knows.) That foster home wants to adopt her.

Now the children and two and three, have never met or have played together a few times at birth 
parent visits, and some worker decided it is best to remove them both from the only home they have 
ever known and place them in another home to preserve their sibling rights. Why?

I am disturbed by the answers.
“Well,” said one earnest worker “They aren’t their real parents, they are just foster to adopt.” I 

thought we did away with this “real” stuff twenty years ago. To the child they are real. They give 
real food, real love, real cuddles, real discipline. They are the REAL parents, the parents who have 
parented them all (or almost all) of their lives.

“You see,” she said and dropped her voice, “they haven’t legalized. So we are still able to make 
the decisions.” (I did wonder why someone didn’t make a better decision two years ago. No answer.)

“But,” I countered, “they haven’t legalized because the children weren’t in permanent custody. If 
you don’t believe these are the child’s real parents you must think adoptive parents aren’t real either. 
Don’t disturb them if they are doing well. Let each family adopt their child and hope that they want 
to be in contact. Put the sibling information in the life book so someday they can find each other. If 
you want them together, put them together to begin with.”

“You see,” said another worker, “we want them together because we can find a home for them 
together. It is too hard with the older kids but these kids are young. Lots of people want them so the 
foster-adopt people will have to let them go.” “Wait” I said. “Does anyone remember the best interest 
of the child? Of course you can find a home, of course some, but not all, young children can with-
stand the impact of losing their parents, but why do we want these children to suffer one of the most 
severe losses a child can have, the loss of their mother, twice (birth mom and foster to adopt mom) 
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just because we can?” Why would we move a child just because we can? Do we have so little power 
in our lives that we have to gain some by rearranging the lives of toddlers?

Another worker lamented that the three year old was with a single mom. “We can do better. She 
could have a two parent family.” But if the single mom wasn’t good enough, what was the child do-
ing there for three years? Would we remove children from single parents to give them to two parent 
families if they were birth children? Of course not. Then we should not remove a child from a mom 
who, single or not, is the child’s emotional attachment and who wants to adopt.

These same workers who are sudden champions of sibling rights need to change their practice 
and that of their agencies. They need to train the intake people to call a sibling’s foster home first 
when searching for a foster to adopt home. They need to arrange visits so the sibling bonds can be 
formed, talk to their families about sibling rights in training, change the system that made the prob-
lem. It is not the children’s job to sacrifice their families to fix bad social work practice.

I think we should use a different standard for these cases. In a best practice world, sibling 
friendly agencies would place them together from the start and there would be no problem. If, how-
ever, they are separated, have no relationship, and their respective foster homes want to adopt them, 
that is what we should support.

Do not remove children from foster parent(s) who wish to adopt unless you would remove them 
if this were a birth family. If they are abusing or neglecting the child remove him. Otherwise, leave 
them where are planted and blooming.

There is enough work to do placing all the waiting children. There is no reason to make extra 
work by destroying these children’s lives because “some other worker didn’t place them together.”

Child to mother attachment occurs before sibling to sibling attachment. Do not ask a child to 
give up their primary bond to their parent (yes, even a foster to adopt family can have real attach-
ments) to establish, not preserve (remember in the examples the children have no sibling bond) a 
relationship with a stranger who happens to have shared the same womb, at different times.

We can continue to place more siblings together when it is in the children’s best interest and 
there is good social work done. We do not need to hurt children by unnecessary moves and shattered 
attachments to foster / adoptive parents in the name of the latest social work buzz words of “sibling 
ties.”

Regina M. Kupecky has worked with adopted children and their families for over 25 years as a 
placement worker and now helping children with attachment issues at The Attachment and Bonding 
Center	of	Ohio.	She	has	trained	at	numerous	NACAC	conferences	as	well	as	nationally	and	interna-
tionally on a variety of adoption topics. Among other writings, she co-authored “Adopting the Hurt 
Child”  and “Parenting the Hurt Child”  with Dr. Gregory C. Keck.

A	revised	edition	of	this	article	appeared	in	the	newsletter	for	North	American	Council	on	 
Adoptable Children, Summer 2002.
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