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Early deprivation as a risk factor for narcissistic identity pathologies
in adolescence with regard to international adoption

La déprivation affective comme facteur de risque pour les pathologies narcissiques identitaires
chez l’adolescent adopté

D. Vandepoel , I. Roskam ∗, S.-M. Passone , M. Stievenart
Psychological sciences research institute, Catholic university of Louvain, 10, place du Cardinal-Mercier, 1348 Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium

bstract

The current study is a psychoanalytic reading of the clinical material arising from ongoing developmental research into international adoption
ithin the framework of the Attachment Adoption Research Network (AAARN). The primary objective of the study is to verify whether the severity
f deprivation experienced preadoption is a risk factor for narcissistic identity pathologies in adolescence with regard to international adoption.

 grounded theory approach is used to identify a set of qualitative variables, which are later quantitatively assessed. The findings are discussed
n terms of both qualitative and quantitative results and suggest the greater presence of chronic somatic troubles and observable signs of primary
rauma in the adoption population compared to the control group. Future areas for research are suggested in the conclusion.

 2014 Elsevier Masson SAS. All rights reserved.
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ésumé

La présente étude consiste en une lecture psychanalytique d’un matériel clinique collecté dans le cadre d’une étude développementale portant
ur l’adoption internationale : l’Attachment Adoption Research Network (AAARN). Son objectif principal est de déterminer si la sévérité de
a déprivation expérimentée avant l’adoption constitue un facteur de risque pour les pathologies narcissiques identitaires à l’adolescence. Une
pproche théoriquement fondée est utilisée en vue d’identifier un ensemble de variables qualitatives qui seront, dans un deuxième temps, évaluées
e manière quantitative. Les résultats sont discutés qualitativement et quantitativement ; ils suggèrent la présence accrue de troubles somatiques
hroniques, ainsi que de signes observables d’un traumatisme primaire par comparaison avec un groupe d’adolescents contrôle. Des pistes de

echerches futures sont suggérées dans la conclusion de cette contribution.

 2014 Elsevier Masson SAS. Tous droits réservés.
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.  Introduction
It is increasingly accepted nowadays that a primary source
f emerging narcissistic identity pathologies is early relational
rauma [1–6]. If this is the case, should not severity of deprivation
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xperienced preadoption be a risk factor for narcissistic identity
athologies in adolescence with regard to international adop-
ion?

Despite contrasting empirical research results regarding the
ong-term effects of international adoption on mental health
7–11], large cohort studies evidence that adolescents and young

dults who have been adopted in infancy are overall more at risk
f severe mental problems, including suicide or attempted sui-
ide, than their non-adopted peers [12,13]. Such higher risk for
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uicide is consistent with the identity disorders often observed
n infant psychiatry in the case of adolescents internationally
dopted in infancy [14]. What is also clear is that length of
readoption time and severity of caregiving deprivation emerge
s two predicting factors of delays in the development of neuro-
ogical and age-level motor skills, and that the simple enrichment
f the adopted child’s environment following adoption proves
nsufficient to repair such damage beyond certain critical ages
r sensitive periods [10,15–18]. These sensitive periods and cut-
ff ages differ depending on the institution and country of origin
ccording to the severity of deprivation to which the child has
een exposed [19].

International adoption is obviously an extreme early life
ituation, characterized by intrapsychic and intersubjective dis-
ontinuities, all of them potentially traumatic, as well as by
xposure to different culture/language (and group symbolic
ontents) and race/ethnicity. It may therefore represent a limiting
ase in the mathematical sense, to which it is worth applying
heoretical concepts regarding the effect of trauma on early cog-
itive and emotional development. The current research draws
n two psychoanalytical models regarding the effect of trauma
n early cognitive and emotional development: Bion’s alpha
unction and Roussillon’s primary trauma. Their main concepts
re shortly reviewed here, together with their consistency and
eliability in regard to the limiting case of international adoption,
n the light of the findings of recent neurobiological research on
arly relational trauma.

.1.  Alpha  function  and  somatization

Both attachment theory and psychoanalytical models agree
n the essential role played by the caregiver’s response to the
hild’s expression of need [20]. Bion considered the endoge-
ous and exogenous perceptions of a young child in distress
s preliminary forms of thought resulting from an uncompleted
ymbolization process. The malleability of the object’s response
xpressed by Bion’s concept of maternal reverie ensures, on the
art of the child, the alpha function that transforms perceptions
nto first representations, enabling the completion of primary
ymbolization. It is a key requisite for a seamless transition to the
econdary symbolization involved in the affective and cognitive
egulating functions of the self [21–23]. The child progressively
nternalizes and stabilizes in contact with his or her primary
aregivers, the alpha function, prompting the organization of
he self through the prism of a contact barrier constructed from
lpha elements designed to buffer contrasting experiences of
he primary object’s level of attention (absence/presence, sat-
sfaction/frustration, good/bad experiences) and leading to the
ntegration of ambivalence. As a result, it becomes possible for
he child to overcome the depressive position in the sense of
lein [24] which occurs mainly in the second six months of

ife with the disillusion that follows the loss of infant fantasies
f omnipotent control, but which is revisited throughout a per-

on’s life whenever a loss is experienced [25]. Conversely, the
xperience of a child who is dramatically and/or long-lastingly
eprived of maternal reverie, and hence, unable to transform per-
eptive traces into a symbolized material, is one of terror [22],
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nd stabilization of the alpha function is compromised. Later in
he course of development, the subject deprived of a stabilized
lpha function is also more at risk of unloading excessive excita-
ion back onto the soma. The immune system will have difficulty
oping with this load, and this paves the way for chronic somatic
roubles. The ages at adoption of the adolescents studied here
nd the defining of these age groups are therefore expected to be

 first critical design consideration in order to assess the alpha
unction degree of internalizing in adolescence.

.2.  Primary  trauma  and  state  of  agony

Roussillon [26] offers in the same line of influence as Bion a
sychoanalytical model in three stages which includes dimen-
ions of caregiving deprivation severity and duration as a means
f describing early and ultra-early traumas associated with the
error experience generated by the failure of the maternal reverie.
he model describes how a situation that is only potentially

raumatic becomes increasingly traumatic depending on how
he environment responds to the child’s distress. Failure at the
rst stage, in which the child attempts to draw upon internal
ental resources to bind or discharge the influx of excitations

eads to a second stage characterized by helplessness, in which
he child tries to set up a narcissistic contract with the primary
bject in order to reduce anxiety. The contract is narcissistic
ecause it is tainted by the caregiver’s insufficiently malleable
esponse, and involves a price that the child has to pay. If setting
p a narcissistic contract fails because the object’s response is
oo unsatisfactory or because the price to pay is too high, the
verwhelming excitation breaks through the child’s protective
hield, exerting a mental violence that mobilizes an impotent
age and further exacerbates the state of helplessness. The child
ries to get rid of this rage by projecting it on the object. This
iolence is correlated with a sense of primary guilt, very dis-
inct from the secondary guilt associated with overcoming the
leinian depressive position. The third stage of the model hap-
ens when the state of helplessness becomes unbearable in its
uration and escalates the primary traumatic situation into a state
f agony that can produce the terror theorized by Bion [23]. This
raumatic state beyond helplessness and hope (state of agony)
nduces an existential despair. According to Roussillon, the sub-
ect prefers to feel guilty and responsible and therefore in control
or having failed to cope with what he or she was faced with,
ather than facing the sense of helplessness associated with the
gonizing experience. Thus, the subject fights to maintain the
llusion of omnipotent control, instead of integrating the aspects
f ambivalence.

.3.  Splitting  and  narcissistic  identity  pathologies

In contrast with the objectivist approach that dominates psy-
hiatric classifications of narcissistic disturbances, Roussillon’s
heoretical approach provides a comprehensive approach to psy-

hological pain, by considering the symptom as an expression
f a mental disorder determined by types of anxieties, defense
echanisms and object relationships. Roussillon theorizes that

n order to survive the state of agony, the child withdraws from



D. Vandepoel et al. / Neuropsychiatrie de l’enfance et de l’adolescence 62 (2014) 477–488 479

Table 1
Main and additional defense mechanisms associated with primary trauma.

Organization of defense mechanisms Consequences

Main defense mechanism against experience of primary agony (primary trauma):
Splitting

Compulsion to repeat/split off tends to return to and
reproduce the traumatic state itself

Additional defense mechanisms to counter the return of split off trauma Impoverishes the self and therefore leads to narcissistic
identity pathologies;
Unrepresented part of the mental system generates
excitation in excess

Amputation of part of the self to maintain a relation with the object and regress from
state of agony to state of helplessness
False Self (part of the mental system is dedicated to protecting the (true) self against a
world felt to be unsafe)
Global organization of the mental life that seeks to limit object investment and in
general all relationships that can evoke the primary trauma area and its state of
helplessness

Others solutions aimed at binding excessive excitation due to unrepresented experiences
Tie thanks to sexual excitation
Absorb by placing excessive emphasis on perceptions and sensations
Try to symbolize secondarily what was not successfully symbolized at the primary
stage using delirium (or the “return” of the perceptive memory trace)
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he primary traumatic experience in order to stop feeling, and
his withdrawal “beyond the self” is described as a form of
plitting. The paradox is that the self splits from an experience
hat was felt and that therefore produced lasting memory traces
ut did not gain a representation. In the course of the primary
ymbolization process which transforms perceptions into first
epresentations, a failure occurs that prevents its fulfilment and
hereby, also inhibits the further processing of secondary sym-
olization. Roussillon makes the assumption that the primary
rauma that has been split off is governed by the compulsion
o repeat and tends to return to and reproduce the traumatic
tate itself. Additional mechanisms appear beside the princi-
al mechanism of splitting in order to prevent the return of the
raumatic state, and in this way, an improvised solution is struc-
ured into a defensive syndrome. Table 1 provides an overview
f the main and additional defense mechanisms involved and
ow those impoverish the self and therefore lead to narcissistic
dentity pathologies, the unrepresented part of the mental sys-
em generating excitation in excess. Roussillon regards splitting
s the key mechanism behind all forms of narcissistic identity
athologies, while the defensive syndrome used to prevent the
eturn of the split off primary trauma defines the form of the
isorder [27]. Two clinical illustrations of how splitting and
efense against the return of the split off trauma might oper-
te with adoptees are given in the work of Fagan [28] and Harf
t al. [29]. Such a model draws a theoretical link between pri-
ary trauma, primary violence and guilt, antisocial behavior and

omatic and identity disorders. It is supported by recent neurobi-
logical research [30–33]. It is also consistent with the recurrent
omorbidity observed in infant psychiatry between somatization
nd psychopathic personality traits [34].

.3.1. Adoption  as  an  amplifier  of  fantasies  in  adolescence

Adolescence is a sensitive period where alpha dysfunction

ay be revealed even more starkly, as puberty involves major
eural changes in the affective and executive regions of the brain
35–37], and adolescents detaching from their primary objects

w
a
f
t

ave to rely increasingly on their own resources, leaving their
arcissistic vulnerability exposed [38]. Such reorganizations are
ikely to reactivate potential infantile elements which were still
ending secondary symbolization (e.g. fantasies) on the part not
nly of adolescents but also of their parents. Adoption thus plays

 role as an amplifier of the cognitive and affective reorganiza-
ions specific to puberty, as adolescents’ and parents’ fantasies
esonate with each other. Typical fantasies related to parent-
ge and the search for origins in adolescence are more complex
or adoptees and a fortiori for those who were internationally
dopted than for their non-adopted peers, as the former deal
ith intrapsychic representations of both adoptive and biolog-

cal parents, who are often characterized by opposite valences.
he effects of puberty and chronological age are not closely cor-

elated in early adolescence, especially with regard to affective
rain development [39]. This highlights the difficulty of catego-
izing and defining age groups appropriately, and for the current
tudy, the ages of the participants studied and the labels used for
ifferent age groups are expected to be another critical design
onsideration.

.4.  Objective  and  addressed  question

The question addressed in this study was “Is severity of
eprivation experienced preadoption a risk factor for narcissistic
dentity pathologies in adolescence with regard to interna-
ional adoption?” In order to address this question, a grounded
heory approach [40] was used to analyze the transcripts of
emi-structured interviews conducted with 50 adolescents and
heir parents according to proven and validated variants of
he AAI protocol, the Parental Development Interview [41]
nd Friends and Family Interview [42] respectively. Poten-
ially suitable themes and categories emerging during coding

ere classified firstly as types of anxiety, defense mechanism

nd object relationship, secondly according to degree of alpha
unctioning and finally in relation to forms of narcissistic iden-
ity pathologies according to Roussillon’s classifications. All
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ubjects – both adolescents and parents – also self-administered
he Child Behaviour Check List [43].

.  Method

.1.  Participants

The original developmental research framed by the Attach-
ent Adoption Adolescents Research Network (AAARN)

ncluded 80 Belgian adolescents and their parents, recruited
sing a convenience sampling approach, with the study being
dvertised in the local area.

Cases for which data were missing, partial or extreme were
iscarded here. As a result, the current research focuses on a
ore group of fifty adolescents (25 girls) aged 10 to 16, of whom
5 had been adopted internationally in infancy or in childhood,
nd of their mothers and fathers. The adolescents were raised in
amilies with mid-to-high socioeconomic status, i.e. the parents’
ducation level was moderate or high and they had access to the
abor market.

Table 2 summarizes the participants’ distribution by gender,
ge group at the time of interview, age group at the time of adop-

ion, region of origin and adoption family siblings. The age group
esign underlying this distribution is based on critical guidelines
iscussed in the introduction. CBCL data were available for all
ubjects. An additional group of 11 adopted adolescents initially

O
a
g

able 2
articipants (adolescents).

roup categories n (%)

Core adoption group 

others 25 

athers 25 

oys 12 (48%) 

irls 13 (52%) 

ge range at time of interview
10–12 y 11 (44%) 

13–14 y 7 (28%) 

15–16 y 7 (28%) 

ge range at adoption
First semester 0–5 months 6 (24%) 

Second six months 6–11 months 9 (36%) 

Second year 12–24 months 5 (20%) 

Older than 2 y > 24 months 5 (20%) 

egion of origin
Asia 12 (48%) 

Eastern Europe 1 (5%) 

South America 8 (32%) 

Africa 4 (16%) 

National – 

amily configuration
Adopted sibling only 14 (56%) 

Biological sibling as well 11 (44%) 

Biological sibling only – 

otal 25 
ce et de l’adolescence 62 (2014) 477–488

iscarded from the study (e.g. because the father’s interview was
issing, or because the adoption was national instead of inter-

ational) participated in the final testing of the model developed
uring the research (see also Table 2), in order to test and validate
he limits of the model.

.2.  Interviews  and  transcripts

The Parent Development Interview (PDI) is a 59-item semi-
tructured clinical interviews designed to examine parents’
epresentations of their children, themselves as parents, their
elationships with their children and their past relationships
ith their own parents. The Friends and Family Interview

FFI) is a 36-item semi-structured clinical interview designed
o examine adolescents’ representations of self, friends and
amily. Both are designed to assess internal working models
f relationships and are an autobiographical memory measure
42]. Interviews were conducted by pairs of extensively trained
aster’s students in developmental psychology, according to

learly defined protocols [44,45]. The Child Behavior Check-
ist [43] is a widely used parent and child-report measure of
motional and behavioral problems in young people from both
linical and research perspectives. The derived six CBCL DSM-

riented Scales were constructed through agreement in ratings

mong 22 highly experienced child psychiatrists and psycholo-
ists from 16 cultures.

Large group (Core plus Additional adoption group) Control group

35 25
28 25

18 14 (56%)
18 11 (44%)

16 9 (36%)
8 7 (28%)

12 9 (36%)

10 –
10 –

7 –
9 –

14 –
3 –

12 –
5 –
2 –

22 –
14 –
– 25 (100%)

36 25
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Table 3
Data analysis plan.

Analysis plan

Thematic analysis Stage-by-stage
process

Results

Deductive reasoning Open coding,
Axial coding,
Elective coding

Final themes,
categories and
their dimensions
and properties

Theoretical sampling
Single cases oriented approach

Inductive reasoning
Primary trauma model
Narcissistic identity pathologies
Variable oriented approach

Q

2

b
w
c
v
i
r
t
s
d
t
o
t
t
i
t
T
c
l
c
b
t
w

2

p
i
c
s
c
g
u
e
g
a
p

2

c

a
d
i
w
b
a
g
p
c
n
d
m
w
c

e
t

•

•

a
o
t
p
d
t

3

3

m
e
d
T
a
a
g
a
p
t
i
t
split off trauma: state of agony triggered by cyclic events) and
uantitative approach Validation – Comparison

.3.  Data  analysis

Table 3 gives an overview of the methodological back-
one that sustained the analysis. The data analysis process
as non-linear, combining qualitative and quantitative pro-

edures, deductive and inductive reasoning, single cases and
ariable oriented approaches. The framework of psychoanalyt-
cal theory always prevailed and is a primary element of the
esearcher’s subjectivity. From a chronological point of view,
he first phase was purely qualitative, using thematic analysis, a
uitable method for exploring the large data set. The process of
ata analysis oscillated back and forth between data-driven and
heory-driven approaches; the emerging theoretical hypothesis
f primary trauma anticipated in the theoretical introduction of
his paper and its verifications were held in constant interac-
ion until the saturation of categories [46]. The final theoretical
tems were limited to the themes and categories validated by
he data. The final results regarding adolescents can be found in
able 4. The development of reports emerged from the detailed
oding tables and summarizes their outcome; meanwhile, under-
ying ideas were recorded in memos. The quantitative phase
onverted a selective set of categories into dichotomized varia-
les, computed them into SPSS 21 and compared their values
o the available CBCL DSM-oriented Scales scores through one
ay ANOVA treatment, the Chi2 test and Pearson correlations.

.3.1. Thematic  analysis  and  measurement  tools
As summarized in Table 3, the stage-by-stage data analysis

rocess included open coding, axial coding and selective cod-
ng. It started with the reading of a theoretically sampled set of
ases in the adoption group and in the control group in order to
aturate group categories using a single case approach; it was
ompleted after testing the resulting model with the enlarged
roup of cases, including the additional data set of eleven cases,
sing a variable oriented approach. Emerging themes and cat-
gories and recurring discursive structures drove the design of
enerations of coding tables embedding the individual affective
nd cognitive organizations identified for each adolescent and
arent.
.3.2. Measures
During open coding, text fragments from parents and adoles-

ent’s transcripts were cross-tabbed according to their properties

o
g
o
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nd dimensions (e.g. type of affect, representation, conflict,
efense mechanism, object relationship) in first-generation cod-
ng tables using a data-driven approach. The coding table, which
as theoretically anchored at the beginning of the analysis,
ecame simplified and focused once recurrent elements had
ppeared. During axial coding, the search for repeated inter-
roup patterns led to the identification of distinct categories (e.g.
rojection as defense mechanism, dual relationship). Selective
oding was articulated around the research question in regard to
arcissistic identity pathologies as an outcome of early trauma,
ue to severity of caregiving deprivation, firstly roughly esti-
ated by age at adoption [19] and then by group. Key categories
hich could embed groups of categories were defined. Insuffi-

iently represented categories were discarded.
A coding journal and coding memo were created in order to

nsure internal reliability. Coder reliability was established in
wo ways:

 during open coding, three interviews in both transcript and
video recording form were submitted to a group of clinicians
working in the childcare sector. Those experts came out in an
independent group session with all the categories identified by
the researcher in terms of mental mechanisms and discovered
no additional ones;

 during selective coding, emerging key categories and their
sub-hierarchy were later discussed and reviewed with experts
in narcissistic identity disorder and infant psychopathology.

During axial coding, triangulation was achieved by collecting
nd cross-tabulating data from both parents and adolescents. In
rder to establish the external validity of the qualitative method,
he findings regarding one key category were quantitatively com-
ared with those provided by the CBCL data collection. The
iscussion creates a dialogue between qualitative and quantita-
ive results.

.  Results

.1.  Thematic  analysis

Table 4 reports the final categories of anxiety and defense
echanisms that emerged from the triangulated analysis of par-

nts’ and adolescents’ interview transcripts (deriving from the
ata-driven approach applied during open and axial coding).
heir occurrence (overall) and frequency (number of adopted
dolescents for whom the category was spotted at least once)
re quantified for both the core (n  = 25) and the large (n  = 36)
roups of adoptees. Categories are hierarchically organized
ccording to the research question following the model pro-
osed by Roussillon [26] (theory-driven approach) as signaling
he existence of primary trauma correlated to later narcissistic
dentity disorder (e.g. amputation of a part of the self: refusal to
hink or learn about origins), defense breakdown (e.g. return of
ther solutions aimed at binding excessive excitation (e.g. exag-
erated emphasis on perceptions or sensations: the child can
nly associate the experience of separation with smells). The
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Table 4
Report on the thematic analysis for adolescents adopted in infancy or childhood.

Key category Category Number of codes Number of adolescents % adolescents

n* 25 36 25 36 25 36
Signs of primary

Trauma Helplessness 24 36 16 25 64 69
Compliance 24 34 16 22 64 61
Shame 10 13 8 10 32 28
State of agony when sick 10 14 10 15 40 42
Control 22 32 14 21 56 58
Rage 18 27 14 20 56 56
Withdrawal 39 51 17 25 68 69
Hyper-excitation 16 22 13 18 52 50

Somatizing Chronic troubles 17 25 13 19 52 53
Alpha function

Functioning 23 30 14 18 56 50
Dysfunction 42 57 18 24 72 67

Others solutions
Sexual excitation (in order to bind excessive energy) 3 6 3 6 12 17
Pet in order (to internalize the alpha function) 10 12 9 12 36 33
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 Core group: n = 25; Enlarged group (core + additional set): n = 36.

apping schema between categories and narcissistic defenses
s illustrated in Table 5.

.1.1. Defense  mechanisms  among  adopted  adolescents
The content of information appeared at the outset to dif-

er substantially according to the age of the adolescent at the
oment of interview. The sharp anxieties and defense mecha-

isms were self-describing in the group of 10–12 years old, while
alse self and strategies for negotiating with authority appeared
ore clearly in the older groups.
Overall however, adoptees seemed more likely to develop

xtreme defense mechanisms than their non-adopted peers, dis-
laying:

 strategies of control (56%), mainly in order to preserve free-
dom or to manage change, as all transitions and separations
are difficult and associated with fear/stress;

 compliance (64%), e.g. over-attentiveness to others’ mental

state, trying to agree, psychological insight, acuity, finesse;

 withdrawal (68%), e.g. avoiding contact when feeling sad,
self-representation as lazy;

t
b
l
t

able 5
arcissistic defense syndromes and category mapping.

hematic analysis Narcissistic defense syndromes 

ategory Amputation of a part
of the self

False self Globa

tate of helplessness e.g. Refusal to think
or learn about origins

e.g. Triggered by
threat of disruption in
object relationship
(due to conflict)

e.g. D
feelin
loss

ompliance Codes
ontrol Codes Code
age Code
ithdrawal Codes Codes Code

omatizing 
12 7 12 28 33

 feelings of helplessness (64%), e.g. triggered by threat of
disruption in object relationship due to conflict;

 episodes of rage (56%) triggered by feeling of injustice, e.g.
a loss was hidden from the child, with projection and denial
of feelings of anger (and fear).

Although helplessness is often denied, either by the ado-
escent (e.g. denial of loss) or by the parents (e.g. trivializing
aughter’s needs for attention), many adoptees, once over-
helmed, withdraw out of reach in what parents described as

heir own fantasy world. A remarkable type of object relation-
hip seemed to subsist during this withdrawal, as the child or
readolescent in distress often first sought contact with a pet.
alf of the adopted adolescents in the 10–12-year-old group

nd 36% overall referred to a special relationship with a familiar
at, rabbit or horse.

The collapse of defenses often appeared in correlation with

he return of the state of agony (e.g. triggered by cyclic events:
irthdays, family celebrations or by reliving the experience of
oss: losing a friend, associated with fantasy of death) and could
ake the form of somatization (e.g. feeling like dying when sick).

Defense breakdown

l organizing Other solutions Defense breakdown

enial of
gs; Denial of

e.g. Return of split off trauma –
state of agony triggered by
cyclic events (birthdays, family
celebrations)

s
s Codes
s Codes

Codes Codes
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he input provided by the analysis of the 10- to 12-year-old
nd their parents evokes the existence of the split off part of
he adolescent’s self that suddenly nears the surface, giving the
arents the strange feeling that the child or the adolescent is at the
ame time there and not there and “actualizing the stupor – the
rchaic terror” – that we can assume the child once experienced
nd that now threatens the relationship. Suicide attempts or risks
ere mentioned by the parents for 3 adoptees and 1 biological

hild. Only in the case of the biological child did the mother
ssociate the suicide attempt with her own brother’s suicide.
his frequency, despite being statistically insignificant with this
mall size sample, matches the risk ratio obtained by Hjern and
l. [12].

.1.2. Other  observed  solutions  aimed  at  binding  or
ischarging excessive  excitation

The other observed solutions are:

 contrast between physical maturity (e.g. early sexual activity
as an attempt to integrate traumatic experiences which have
not been worked through by means of sexual excitation) and
affective immaturity, with a delay in affective and cognitive
mentalizing (e.g. adoptees reported to be immature in terms of
understanding and hence also learning: they need to “replay”
dialogs in order to grasp emotions or receive attention from
others in order to learn concepts);

 sensory perceptions are a first means of describing expe-
riences of separation while memories are still missing.
Sounds and music play a role in providing an experience of
accordance with others but also help with thinking and con-
ceptualizing, calm anxiety or open up a transitional space for
encounter with parents and peers [47];

 the sense of belonging offered by the group of peers was
another solution frequently used by the adoptees (in youth
clubs and sports teams).

.1.3.  Alpha  function
Ten to 12-year-old adoptees tended more than their non-

dopted peers to have developed only one side of the
mbivalence. Feelings of sadness and depressive feelings are
ften mentioned which recall here the early deprivation corre-
ated with the primary state of agony experiences rather than
he overcoming of the depressive position. Among adoptees, it
eemed more frequent for the ambivalence (normally resolved
y the overcoming of the Kleinian depressive position) to extend
argely beyond normal age. It appears only to be resolved later,
ithin the 15–16-year-old group, who seemed to integrate con-

rasting emotions. Adolescents of 10–12 and 13–14 years of age
ere observed to more frequently verbalize how they strug-
led with a dysfunction of the alpha function with issues of
bsence/presence (e.g. excessive attention to others’ presence),
emporality when faced with uncertainty, which induces stress
nd impatience (e.g. time is necessary to handle constraints,

lanning is an issue) and transitionality (e.g. “all or nothing” atti-
ude associated with sleep problems and hyper-excitation; lack
f access to feelings, or difficulty with expressing feelings). As
aid above, calming anxiety (which can lead to the internalizing

c
l

g
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f the alpha function) often seemed to be mediated by a close
elationship with a pet.

In order to verify whether the categories were more specific
o adoptees than to non-adopted adolescents, they were quan-
ified and systematically measured in the adoption and control
roups, where applicable in relation with group design variables
age at adoption and age at interview) in order to rebut or confirm
he assumptions that emerged from the thematic analysis. Two
ey categories, signs  of  primary  trauma  (embedding the extreme
efense mechanisms observed and presumably put in place to
revent the return of the split off primary trauma) and somatic
roubles (correlated with chronic/genetic disease, and or asso-
iated with early infancy illness) were computed in SPSS 21.
ne way ANOVA analysis and Chi2 tests were performed and
erified for:

 sample independence, equality of variances and equality of
means for the first;

 sample independence and expected count for the second.

.2.  Quantitative  analysis

.2.1.  Variables
Categories taken into account as signs of primary trauma

ere rage, excessive control – in its preventive and anticipating
unction, compliance, withdrawal when upset or sad, hyper-
xcitation and feeling a state of agony when sick. The result
s a qualitative dichotomous variable assessed on the basis of
he triangulated interviews, with at least two main signs of pri-

ary trauma needing to be identified for that adolescent. Somatic
roubles is a dichotomous variable assessed by triangulating data
rom the interviews of the adolescent and both parents. The crite-
ia of inclusion or exclusion were based on the chronic nature
f the troubles [48], which were divided into three nonexclusive
ategories:

 early somatic troubles in infancy;
 genetic disease;
 chronic somatic troubles in childhood and/or adolescence.

The qualitative indicator was next adjusted after co-varying
ut cases with genetically sourced or early infancy diseases
hat pre- and postnatal malnutrition and poor healthcare could
xplain. The adjusted indicator was therefore a more likely
easure of the existence of chronic somatic troubles generated

y mental shortcomings due to the problems with the primary
ymbolization process. Finally, an unusual parameter was also
easured, namely whether a relationship with a pet was impor-

ant to the child/adolescent.
CBCL DSM-oriented scales constructed from the CBCL col-

ected data assessed by adolescents and parents were also taken
nto account in the search for possible correlations. The scales

onsidered were the Somatic Problems Scale and Conduct Prob-
ems Scale [49].

The independent variables taken into consideration were the
roup [adoption, control], the age at adoption in four ranges
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Table 6
Comparison between adoption and control group (p < 0.05).

Categories n (%) p

Adoption group n = 25 Control group n = 25

Signs of primary trauma (at least two of following criteria filled:
rage, control, compliance, withdrawal, state of agony when sick

19 (76%) 12 (48%) 0.04

Somatic troubles 17 (68%) 11 (44%) 0.04
Chronic 13 (52%) 6 (24%)
Early 8 (35%) 6 (24%)
Genetic 3 (12%) 2 (8%)

Somatic troubles (adjusted) 9 (36%) 2 (8%) 0.02
Attachment to pet 9 (36%) 2 (8%) 0.019

CBCL DSM-oriented Somatic Problems Scales Average score (SD)

Parents 0.78 0.25 0.036
Adolescents 2.7 1.0 0.034
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0–5 months, 6–11 months, 12–24 months, over 24 months] and
he age at time of interview in three ranges [10–12 y, 13–14 y,
5–16 y). The four ranges of age at adoption were defined in
he light of the sensitive periods identified in early cognitive
nd affective development [25] and correlate to the age groups
efined in the original developmental research [44]. Empirical
esearch identified a cut-off age of 6 months at adoption for no
eurological delay compared with non-adoptees, and the second
ge range of 6–11 months was particularly designed to observe
he degree of internalizing of the alpha function. A fifth group
as initially added that took into consideration the experience of

hildren adopted during their first three months of life. Although
his categorization provided interesting results, it was biased as
dding a group resulted in less significant samples in the other
roup. The three ranges finally defined to assess the effect of
ge at interview consider the input of neurobiological research
egarding the impact of puberty on affective functions devel-
pment in the brain, with two extreme age groups and a group
entered on the critical 14–15 years period. See Table 2 for the
umber of participants in each of these categories.

.2.2. Main  adoption  effects
Table 6 shows that although signs of primary trauma were

lso present among peers within the control group, they were
ignificantly more frequently observed in the adoption group
76% vs. 48%; χ2 = 4.16; p = 0.0401). Somatic troubles were
lso significantly more frequent in the adoption group (68% for
doptees vs. 44% for non-adopted; χ2 = 4.161, p  = 0.04 and 36%

2 2
s. 8%; χ = 5.71 , p = 0.02 after adjustment). They included
hronic digestive disorders induced by stress (diarrhea, stomach
che), chronic sleep problems with anxiety at the moment of

1 Zero cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected
ount is 9.5.
2 Zero cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected
ount is 5.5.
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oing to sleep or at night, and recurrent episodes of bronchitis,
neumonia, allergies, eczema and asthma.

.2.3.  Correlation  between  Somatic  Problems  Scale  and
omatic  trouble  (adjusted)

The CBCL DSM-oriented Somatic Problems Scale measured
ith parents and with adolescents, quantitatively scored, could

dd a severity indication to the somatic troubles observed in
he two groups. Results are summarized in Table 6. Both par-
nts’ and adolescents’ assessment scores showed on average a
ignificant adoption effect (F  = 4.68; p  = 0.036 and F = 4.808;

 = 0.034 respectively), values being on the pathological side
hen assessed in adoptees. Moreover, somatic problems and

omatic trouble correlate moderately overall (r  = 0.52; p = 0.000
or parents and r = 0.31; p  = 0.038 for adolescents), which makes
ense since most qualitative information regarding the adoles-
ents’ somatic troubles was provided by analysis of the parents’
ranscripts.

.2.4. Correlation  between  somatic  problems  and
ntisocial personality  disorder

The association between antisocial personality disorder and
omatization disorder is a co-morbidity consistently reported
n the psychopathology literature, confirming the idea of a
hared etiological origin [34]. It is also an idea already sug-
ested in the review of the psychoanalytical literature, associated
ith a poorly internalized and/or stabilized alpha function and

he construction of the contact barrier. Lilienfeld and Hess
34] found that only secondary psychopathology – the antiso-
ial lifestyle component of psychopathy rather than the core
ffective traits – correlates with somatization disorder. Other
SM-Oriented Scales constructed from the CBCL collected data
ere also analyzed using ANOVA I. The only other adoption

ffect observed was that adoptive parents rate conduct prob-

ems higher than biological parents do (F  = 5.9; p  = 0.019) and
igher than their children do. Actually, the somatic problems
core assessed by parents correlates overall with the conduct
roblems assessed by them (r  = 0.55; p  = 0.000), a correlation
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hat remains significant after ages and gender variables have
een controlled for.

.2.5.  Pet  attachment
As indicated in Table 6, adopted children are indeed

ore likely to attach importance to a relationship with their
et (�2 = 5.71, p = 0.0193), especially in childhood and pre-
dolescence.

In summary, the quantitative analysis suggests the greater
resence of observable signs of primary trauma and chronic
omatic troubles in the adoption population compared to the
ontrol group. The difference in average between adoption and
ontrol groups is reflected by the DSM-Oriented Scale scored
y parents and adolescents for the somatic troubles. Addition-
lly, the Somatic Problems Scale scores provided by the parents
orrelate overall with the Conduct Problem Scale scores, a fact
hich is in accordance with the correlation often observed in

he literature [34] between somatization and antisocial lifestyle.
adly, adoptees also seemed more likely to consider suicide than
on-adoptees.

.  Discussion

.1.  Somatizing

Although not necessarily the variable conveying the most
owerful adoption effect, one striking finding in the thematic
nalysis was the high prevalence of chronic somatic troubles
mong adoptees (Table 4) further confirmed by the comparison
f CBCL DSM Somatic Problems Oriented Scales within adop-
ion and control groups (Table 6). What is striking about this
s that in the best case, it signals a high-cost solution against a
isorganization threat (e.g. through the transitional time/space it
rovides for the symbolization of a disruptive event) [50], while
n the worst case it signals the (renewed) experience of a (past)
tate of agony (e.g. the adolescent feeling like dying when sick

 a characteristic feature of the study) once all defenses against
he return of the split off have been overwhelmed/abandoned.
lthough the somatic problems scores of both parents and the

dolescent correlate (moderately) with the presence of somatic
roubles identified in the interviews (r  = 0.52; p  = 0.000 and

 = 0.31; p  = 0.038 respectively), parents seemed to underrate
uch troubles. The mean somatic problems score of adolescents
eemed consistent with the higher perceived somatic distress
mong the adoptees and might illustrate the psychoanalytical
oncept of state of agony correlated to primary trauma. Pos-
ible explanations from a psychoanalytical perspective of why
he parents underrated somatic troubles compared to the ado-
escents – and compared to the results of the thematic analysis –
ould be (1) the presence of a social desirability bias supported

y a secondary thought process more present in the adult than
n the (pre)adolescent, (2) an underlying denial of the suffering
ndured by the adolescent, because it either damages the parents’

3 Zero cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected
ount is 5.50.
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llusion of being all-powerful [51] or threatens areas which are
raumatic for the parents themselves, or (3) both. The theoret-
cal link established by the literature review makes it tempting
o correlate somatizing to a lower degree of alpha functioning
nd of primary symbolization [52], which could be estimated
y the ratio between signs of alpha functioning (e.g. creative
ames and activities, success in achieving own goals, capacity
o be alone, drive for acquiring knowledge, capacity to manage
ime, etc.) and alpha dysfunction on a larger sample.

.2.  Degree  of  alpha  functioning

Three aspects of the failing function which emerged during
he stage-by-stage thematic analysis were a preoccupation with
he presence/absence of other family members, temporality and
eak transitional barrier. One adoptee vividly complained that
er parents did not leave her enough (internal) objects to occupy
heir absence, suggesting that the hallucinatory thinking by that
dolescent was deprived of the necessary internal objects. Inter-
alizing (of the alpha function) seemed to be a process that
doptees had particularly difficulties with (at least more than
on-adoptees seemed to have on average). Meanwhile, the attri-
ution of exaggerated importance to pets (Table 6) seemed to
lay a huge calming role and therefore to favor internalizing
f the alpha function, especially among the youngest adoles-
ents. In such circumstances, the pet may provide the function
f protective shield, but also that of object presenting (rejecting,
etrieving). Although this is a rather demanding task for a pet,
t may be the only one with the ability to perform it, and this

akes it precious.

.3.  Narcissistic  identity  pathologies

One way to map the categories of anxiety and defense mech-
nisms which emerged from the thematic analysis (Table 4)
nd presence of narcissistic identity troubles among adolescents
Table 1) was to classify categories as a function of the increas-
ng level of organization of the defense, and then at each level
o:

 identify the possible shadow of the main primary defense
mechanism (the primary splitting) [26];

 detect any presence of the three main and additional defense
mechanisms which were once put in place by the child to
counter the return of the split off primary trauma as well
as detect the presence of other solutions for binding excess
energy and reducing excitation levels (Table 5).

The categories of anxieties and defense mechanisms (e.g.
elplessness and withdrawal) can assume a different theoretical
eaning according to the organization of the defensive mech-

nism (e.g. avoiding others when sad as an amputation of part
f the self, or False Self indicated by withdrawal into own little

orld).
The mapping of the results shows that all the main signs of the

resence of narcissistic identity troubles are present Therefore
t appears from the categories that emerged from the data-driven
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nd their theory-driven mapping with the components of a psy-
hoanalytical model assuming a traumatic origin for narcissistic
dentity troubles in adolescents that adoptees of the studied
roup showed a higher prevalence of narcissistic defenses than
heir non-adopted peers did (76% of adoptees vs. 48% in the
ontrol group).

.4.  Sensitive  periods

Implicit sensitive developmental periods supported by vari-
us theoretical perspectives would deserve a closer look in future
tudies on larger adoption population samples, in particular:

 the second six months of life and the following months
regarding the level of internalizing of the alpha function and
its long-lasting effects on somatic risk;

 the age of 5–8 y for the perception of differentiation and a
first round of the quest for origins among adoptees (e.g. the
child realizes that he/she has been adopted at the transition
from nursery to primary school [53], leading to moments of
profound sadness and malaise, but also specific health prob-
lems);

 the age of 14–15 y with its emotional reactivity peak [39].

Especially, possible effects of parental mental dimensions on
he way in which the infant and later the adolescent negotiates
hese three sensitive periods might be worth measuring. In the
mall studied sample (n  = 25), the 9 adolescents adopted during
heir second six months of life (5–11 months old at adoption)
lso showed overall the highest frequency of chronic somatic
roubles at adolescence (80% considering the adjusted indica-
or compared to an average overall of 36% for the adoptees).
his subgroup was therefore a main contributor to the presence
f somatic complaints among the group of adoptees. This may
ean that signs of primary trauma and somatic troubles are not

ecessarily congruent, although they both signal an issue with
rimary symbolization. The current study suggests that interna-
ional adoption is very likely correlated to primary trauma (even
dolescents adopted in their first trimester of life showed the
igns in this study to the same extent as their peers adopted at a
ater stage), to primary splitting defense mechanisms and to later
arcissistic identity pathologies with various levels of defense
rganizing. Very likely, even the less disruptive circumstances
f very early adoption can hardly prevent a drastic failure of
he maternal reverie, so that a young adoptee has to split off
rom experienced, representation-less material, driven by the
ompulsion to repeat. This point aside, narcissistic defense orga-
ization preventing the return of the state of agony, is a solution
hat preserves the adolescent from the disorganization threat,
rom psychotic disorders and their associated defense mecha-
isms, anxieties and relationship patterns. Keeping the split off
rauma locked away consumes the self. Still, it might be rea-
onable to assume that internalizing and stabilizing the alpha

unction – the primary symbolization process enabler – in the
resence of an adequate maternal reverie provider (e.g. adoptive
arent), can occur in parallel. A privileged period for the (prelim-
nary) acquisition of this function is the second semester of life.

s
p
l
a
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his period may be particularly sensitive for adoptees, and for
ny child that has experienced primary trauma. How differences
etween group symbolic contents (culture/language), which are
ften a feature of international adoption, interfere with or affect
he chance for the adopted child to grasp the alpha function
rom the maternal reverie at hand, is another question that may
eserve further consideration. The extent to which an adoptee
ends to somatize (measured by the adjusted somatic troubles
ndicator) may be an indication of the degree of success of the
lpha function stabilization in this sensitive period.

.5.  Methodological  limitations

The review of the literature provided the initial justification
or reading the clinical material collected through a develop-
ental paradigm with a different, psychoanalytical, paradigm

y the facts that:

 both agree on the key factors that shape early development;
 the method chosen for material collection based on semi-

structured interviews gave the necessary place to the
subjectivity of the interviewees.

The paradox of using the individual singularity to reach intra
nd inter group inferences should however not be overlooked.
his point aside, the subjectivity of the researcher, who was
orking with a single theoretical framework, i.e. the grounded

heory approach, has already been mentioned as a potential
ource of bias, although a deliberate effort was made to chal-
enge that vision with the results provided by other theoretical
erspectives, for example neurosciences. Questions could also
e raised about internal validity and reliability limitations due to
sing only one encoder, although these were partially corrected
or. A more serious methodological limitation may lie in the
act that both terms of the research question were operational-
zed with a single theoretical model [26], implicitly validating
he existence of the first term from the clinical observation of
he second measured at adolescence. Adoptees were assumed
e facto to be more likely to have experienced primary trauma,
n assumption supported by empirical research which shows
hat preadoption length of time and severity of caregiving depri-
ation are two predictors of neurological and age-level motor
evelopment delays. From a quantitative perspective, for the
easurement of risk of primary trauma could have been better

pproximated by measuring age at adoption moderated by the
ountry of origin with a constructed ratio. Given the limited set
f data, this option was discarded. The adoption factor alone
emained, and did in fact prove sufficient to show a main overall
ffect.

.  Conclusion

The primary objective of the current study was to examine

everity of early deprivation – assumed to have been experienced
readoption – as a risk of narcissistic identity pathologies in ado-
escence in the specific context of international adoption. The
nswer for the studied sample is clearly that there is an effect,
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lthough only a moderate one. The affective and cognitive reor-
anizations taking place during adolescence expose adolescents’
arcissistic vulnerability. In this context, adoptees showed:

 a higher activation of narcissistic defenses, in particular
compliance, rage, control and withdrawal, which can indi-
cate the need to resort to splitting and the existence of a split
off part;

 a higher somatization, in comparison with their non-adopted
peers.

The prevalence of the more silent physiological solution
somatization) vs the behavioral solution may indicate poor
nternalization of the alpha function. Further studies are needed
n order to understand the interaction effects of the following
actors: age at adoption, parents’ empathy and capacity to men-
alize [54], support from others, sibling configuration, difference
n group symbolic contents which are often a feature of interna-
ional adoption, etc.).

Two main theoretical implications emerge from this study:

 existing theoretical models describing the general popula-
tion’s affective and cognitive development and dysfunctions
are probably sufficient to cover and understand the population
of adolescents adopted in infancy;

 the model proposed by Roussillon was particularly useful in
correlating recurrent defense organizations with forms of nar-
cissistic identity pathologies and the higher risk of suicide this
population incurs.

To the question: “Are adoptees a population with specific
ssues requiring specific theoretical work?” the answer is there-
ore no. However, this research suggests that, in addition to their
igher risk of suicide, special attention needs to be paid to the
igher level of somatic complaints. The higher somatic risk that
scillates within the studied population between self-defense,
elf-treatment and the experience of a state of agony, proba-
ly signals the recurrent failure of the primary symbolization
rocesses, both secondary and primary, suggesting two possible
reas of work. One is preventive, the other is therapeutic. The
herapeutic perspective suggests that all therapies focusing on
he repair or completion of a problematic primary symbolization
rocess are well worth exploring and using with these adoles-
ents. With respect to prevention, stress should be placed on
ays to decrease the somatic risk and, as a corollary, to favor the

nternalizing by the child of the alpha function. In this respect,
lthough adoption as early as possible may appear to be the best
ption in order to minimize the long-lasting effects of caregiving
eprivation observed here, larger studies measuring the effect of
ensitive periods in late somatic risk (and internalizing of the
lpha function) could contradict such a hasty conclusion.
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