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ABSTRACT 

 Racial discourse in the U.S. remains a harbinger and contributor to the rising 

inequality facing minority children in transracial adoptions that affects development of a 

positive racial and ethnic identity.  Scholars have long studied the effects of racial 

discrimination in the placement of minority children with White parents while comparing 

its effects with contemporary racial struggles.  Studies demonstrate that the outcomes 

to racial and ethnic identities of the adoptee are dependent on a variety of factors 

including social structure and the homogeneity of the surrounding community.  

Advocates for transracial adoption assert that placing a child in a permanent home, 

regardless of race, is acting in the child’s best interest.  Opponents argue transracial 

adoption removes children from their race and culture while failing the child in providing 

proper defense mechanisms to succeed in a systemically racist society.  Continued 

inequities face the placement of minority children that is contrary to the implementation 

of progressive policies and increased awareness to the impacts of transracial adoptions.  

An analysis of previous scholarly studies combined with a review of updated policies 

reveals that the existing racial divide in society continues to influence the myriad of 

stakeholders within the transracial adoption process.  This analysis also proposes an 

outline for future studies with the intent to establish a framework to successfully 

navigate the complexity of transracial adoption and provide increased support to 

minority children while fostering the development of positive racial identity. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION. 
 

The racial divide in the U.S. transcends the conceptual construct to race 

regarding White vs. Black. This divide affects transracial adoptions and the multi-racial 

families created from it.  The increasing rates of transracial adoption in the U.S. has 

resulted in renewed focus on the importance in developing a positive racial identity, 

especially when raised in a White homogenous community.  Adoptees occupy a fluid 

space between a sense of belonging and alienation, often influenced as much by a 

physical location as an emotional one (Bubacz 2021).  While it remains progressive that 

society is more accepting of transracial adoptions, challenges towards adopting Black 

children remains.   

In this thesis, I address the factors contributing to the racial disparity in domestic 

foster care between Black children and other races. Among these factors are the 

inherent racial bias towards U.S. Black children and the inconsistent application of the 

term best interests of the child when determining child placement.  I analyze the foster 

care system to isolate the root causes to the disproportionate numbers of Black children 

in foster homes.  Furthermore, I draw upon judicial interpretations that form the basis of 

child placement decisions to determine that best interests of the child are not always in 

a child’s best interests.  The lack of clear guidance to this term creates a vacuum where 

discriminatory policies can exist. 

The pressures relating to raising transracially adopted children creates situations 

where prospective parents overlook the easiest and most available source of eligible 

adoptive children: Black children in foster care.  Census data confirms White parents 

are more likely to adopt non-Black minority children, such as Hispanic and Asian.  
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These demographics support the argument that the U.S. is evolving from a White / non-

White divide toward a Black / non-Black one (Raleigh 2016, 86).  The majority of 

adoptive parents in the U.S. are White, older, well-educated, and relatively affluent 

according to an Institute for Family Studies report (Munslow 2021).  Progressive policies 

and social attitudes towards transracial adoption has not overcome the continued 

stigma associated with White parents adopting minority children, especially Black 

children from domestic sources.  

 The chapters in this thesis present an overview and analysis of the position 

transracial adoption in foster care finds itself today.  In Chapter 2, I provide the context 

for this paper and discuss a brief history of foster care and how it developed into the 

institution that it is today.  The chapter is a broad overview on the perspectives and 

actions that changed child welfare from a predominately private, religious-affiliated 

orphanage to the establishment of government-funded foster care organizations.  

Chapter 3 discusses the complexity and challenges facing modern foster care in 

mitigating discriminatory practices in child placement.  Child welfare organizations are 

experiencing a crisis in how they handle transracial adoptions from these challenges.  

Government entities must lead by taking a greater role in the overhaul of the foster care 

system and domestic adoption process. 

Chapter 4 details the once common practice of matching children to prospective 

parents based on several factors including race and probability for successful 

integration within the prospective parents’ communities.  Furthermore, I analyze a term 

that is a commonality by organizations and judicial entities in child placement 

determination but remains highly subjective: acting within the best interests of the child.  
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I assert that a child’s best interests are not always one in the same within the purview of 

the myriad of stakeholders involved in transracial adoptions.  Chapter 5 presents the 

supporting and opposing viewpoints towards transracial adoption.  Particular attention is 

given towards the vocal stance of influential organizations such as the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the National Association 

of Black Social Workers (NABSW), and the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) 

resulting in a social stigma towards dependent domestic Black children. 

Chapter 6 analyzes effects stemming from federal efforts regarding the 

Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA) and the Interethnic Provisions (IEPA).  These federal 

laws attempt to mitigate discriminatory practices in child placement within public foster 

care systems, but they fall especially short in terms of funding and training.  Chapter 7 

supports the case that international adoption is a progressive component of transracial 

adoption when appropriate measures relating to identity and assimilation are 

implemented.  The chapter discusses the social conditions and policies that have 

contributed to the dramatic increase in the annual rate of international adoption in the 

U.S.  Furthermore, this chapter discusses the racial politics in international adoption and 

compares societal perspectives between Asian adoptees to the domestic adoption of 

Black children by White parents. 

I conclude this paper by drawing upon the studies, perspectives and commentary 

of the works cited to recommend a framework that enables improvements to the 

domestic transracial adoption process.  For instance, data shows that fewer than 2 

percent of White adoptive parents choose to adopt Black children (Raleigh 2016, 87).  This 

notable figure is a direct contributor to the disparity of Black children remaining in foster care 
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who incur the longest wait for adoptive families (Snowden 2007).  I believe a codified 

federal definition of best interests of the child is a starting point that provides equality in 

child placement.  A clear term will result in decisions that reduces the stigma of adopting 

a minority child and decrease the time in a temporary home.  Additionally, I believe 

solutions for future studies must move beyond the monolithic idea of being Black and 

research the corollary issue of discrimination towards the varying degrees of skin 

pigmentation.  Finally, I note that government at all levels must prioritize and increase 

subsidies, not merely a reallocation of funds, to provide training, assistance, and 

awareness to overcome the problem of racial discrimination in adoptions. 

I developed this paper relying on the groundbreaking works of Dr. Rita Simon 

and Howard Altstein.  Their studies displayed the progressive direction of society 

towards transracial adoptions from the 1970’s into the early 2000’s.  I chose this body of 

research because the relevance of Dr. Simon and Howard Altstein’s work remains the 

cornerstone for many scholarly viewpoints opposing and supporting transracial 

adoptions.  I also sought additional justification to their works in comparing other 

scholarly reports that paralleled the timelines associated with Dr. Simon and Howard 

Altstein’s studies. 

I further justify my claims from public-sector information stemming from 

government documents that prove the continued challenges facing adoptable Black 

children in foster care.  Dr. Simon and Howard Altstein’s work was a catalyst for detailed 

research into the effects of transracial adoption on all stakeholders in the process; 

social workers, parents, children, etc.  The cases involved in their studies assert that 

despite progressive policies and changing societal attitudes towards multi-racial 
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families, inherent bias and discriminatory practices in transracial adoption remain.  The 

sources annotated in the bibliography support the argument that more must be done to 

mitigate the stigma facing transracial adoptions, particularly in the adoption of Black 

children domestically. 

Despite the challenges, it is my belief that policies and practices affecting 

transracial adoptions in the U.S. are becoming stronger as our country continues to 

wrestle with discriminatory practices.  However, these policies did not come about on 

their own.  Dedicated and focused work on behalf of the best interests of the child 

provide the foundation for which progressive programs can grow.  There is still much 

work ahead and the issues towards transracial adoption will change as the racial 

pendulum shifts.   
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CHAPTER 2. TRANSRACIAL ADOPTIONS 
 

Research over transracial adoption is a focus on the intersection of race, 

ethnicity, social class, and community inclusion of diversity.  Continued improvements 

and progress are required to alleviate the burden on America’s foster care while 

providing better acceptance through inculcation and assimilation of race, ethnicity, and 

culture.  Adoption is the legal process where a child’s legal rights and duties toward 

their natural parents are terminated and similar rights and duties are established toward 

the child’s adoptive parents (Simon and Roorda 2000, 3).  Transracial adoption is the 

act of placing a child of one racial group with adoptive parents of another racial group 

(Lee 2003).  It is not inherently the same nor should it be confused entirely for, 

transcultural or international adoption.   

The term transracial adoption can refer to Black parents adopting Asian children 

or any combination of racial make-up or mixed-race couples adopting minority children, 

but the present racial discourse presumes a more restricted cast of characters.  For this 

paper, transracial adoption refers to White parents adopting minority children ranging in 

age from infants through 18 years old.  In large part, transracial adoption is a 

commitment from White parents to form a visible family across race.  Researchers have 

long studied the effects that transracial adoption has on the development of identity 

combined with racial discrimination within society and discovered different attitudes 

towards domestic Black adoption and international Black adoptions. 

International transracial adoptions bring an important facet in the discussion of 

domestic transracial adoptions.  For instance, why are prospective parents interested in 

adopting Black children from countries such as Ethiopia and Uganda but not Black 
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children in U.S. foster care?  The Black race cannot be viewed as a monolithic group.  It 

must be seen across multiple color lines because there are implications for child welfare 

workers and adoptive families in decisions where these children are positioned in 

society. The U.S. has grappled with its perception of adoption through the ideals of the 

saved international Black orphan compared to the damaged Black child in foster care.  

As families turn to international transracial adoptions, society has failed in addressing 

adequate resources to train and educate prospective parents in overcoming the stigma 

associated with domestic transracial adoptions for the needs and best interests of the 

child.  

The adoption process is not a singular source institution.  The process comprises 

many different routes for prospective parents wanting adoption.  Furthermore, each 

state has laws that govern the options for adoption that can either inhibit or promote a 

smoother adoption process.  For ease of discussion, this paper identifies two main 

sources of adoption: public and private.  Both sources cover the most basic of 

adoption services and support for prospective parents.  However, in comparing the two 

sources, private adoption services are differentiated by being more expensive, being 

able to cater to parents seeking a particular age group and/or race and being able to 

facilitate international adoptions.  Public adoptions generally are cheaper while being 

subsidized at varying levels of government.  Additionally, children in public adoptions 

are typically older in age.  Both public and private adoption agencies require significant 

training to overcome inherent racial bias in child placement.  In this paper, I discuss the 

similarities and differences that occur across the public and private adoption agency 

paradigm. 
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Dr. Rita Simon and Howard Alstein were among the most vocal researchers 

supporting transracial adoption.  They conducted one of the most significant studies on 

Raltitled, “Transracial Adoptions: Experiences of a twenty-year study.”  Starting in 1971, 

this report analyzed the tangible and intangible effects that transracial adoptions have 

on the adoptive parents, biological siblings, and the adoptee themselves.  No prior 

report went into as much detail referencing transracial adoptions’ effects on the broader 

community.  Updates to the report occurred several times in the 1990’s and early 2000’s 

with follow-up interviews and data collection.  Despite the passage of time, the work of 

Dr. Simon and Howard Altstein remains a cornerstone repository of data that experts in 

adoption policy still analyze and reference today.  The data from their study is 

referenced extensively in this paper.  The few contemporary reports on measuring 

identity within the transracial adoptee community rely heavily on the landmark Twenty-

Year Study as a catalyst to start their own research.  The progression on race from 

society and works by policy makers prove that an updated study is needed to further 

support the concept of transracial adoption and to address racial inequality in the 

adoption process. 

An updated study will incorporate society’s perception of success and failure in 

the various degrees of pigmentation of a person’s skin color.  How has the degree of a 

person’s color defined their Blackness in both White and Black society?  Why do 

prospective parents choose to adopt international Black children over domestic Black 

children?  How can child welfare organizations overcome the stigma associated with 

domestic transracial adoptions?  Studies have shown that lighter skinned Black persons 

are more successful, wealthier, and more educated than those that are darker skinned 
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(Raleigh 2016, 88).  Further study is required to complement the analysis that Dr. Simon 

and Howard Altstein started nearly two generations ago. 

Researching the evolving societal perceptions of a parent placing their child in 

the care of child welfare is a look at how race, ethnicity, culture and even gender have 

evolved over the generations.  The dichotomy of the “good-parent” and the “bad-parent” 

reflects the attitudes towards adoption.  For instance, the cited observation of the birth 

mother placing her child in welfare is exemplified in the allegory of the “Prostitute and 

the Princess,” (Jennings 2006, 566). The story revolves around two single mothers after 

having an unplanned pregnancy; one mother is of color, lower social class and is 

unwilling to care for the unwanted child.  The other mother is White, middle class and 

remains protective of her child but views the placement for adoption as a selfless act.  

The story has not changed regarding the attitudes and perception of a constructed 

societal mentality that White children in foster care are the result of self-sacrificing 

birthmothers while minority children are the result of court appointed orders stemming 

from at-risk behavior (Jennings 2006, 566-567).   

In another story, the ease to spot the differences in a family of transracial 

adoption is compared to several loaves of bread in a clear bag.  The loaves are visible 

to all who pass by.  All loaves are all white bread with exception of one pumpernickel.  

Although the white breads are not all the same either as they consist of sourdough, 

Italian, Soda, and Challah.  However, to the untrained eye, the only difference a person 

sees is the darker bread, the pumpernickel.  In the context of transracial adoption, 

parents that adopt White children are less conspicuous than those that adopt Black 

children. 
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Since the 1970’s, the number of White infants available for adoption has sharply 

declined in part because of increasing contraception practices and abortion opportunities for 

middle-class society.  Although, the number of children placed in child welfare organizations 

has increased (Raleigh 2016, 78).  Not all children placed in child welfare are the result of 

unwanted pregnancies; some are placed at the direction of the judicial system due to 

neglect or abuse, others because, for the time being, their parents are unable to care for 

them.  Limited space available and overcrowded homes results in a pressing need for many 

eligible children in foster care to exit via placement in a permanent home.  However, 

thousands of children have difficulty finding placements due to a range of challenging needs 

and obstacles.   

The legal structure for adoption consists of adoption statutes, case law 

interpreting those statues and the placement practices of the public and private 

adoption agencies.  Adoption agencies aim to provide services to parents that wish to 

place children for adoption and to identify adoptive homes (Simon and Roorda 2000, 3-

4).  Not all adoptions are created or treated equally and each state judicial system 

interprets their own perspectives on a child’s best interests.  Furthermore, the issues 

surrounding Native American children along with tribal authority compound the issue of 

transracial adoptions and is discussed later in this paper. 

The concept of a multi-racial, non-blood related family bond is a paradigm of its 

own that evolved through personal and societal racial acceptance and policy intended to 

assist the child and family.  As race relations continue to mature, families find 

themselves immersed in the woven fabric that warrants an interdisciplinary look into 

how adoption has forged the notion of family and being colorblind in the 21st Century. 
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The notion of being colorblind in terms of raising a multi-racial family seems 

progressive at first and given without thought to race.  The idea prioritizes the human 

factor.  Kimberly McKee, a professor of Critical Adoption studies, states the disconnect 

adoptees often feel in relating to their race when they become adults stems from how 

they were raised.  “If your parents applied a colorblind philosophy and said that they 

only see you as you, they don’t see you as Asian, you may just lack the language to 

have certain kinds of conversations,” (Westerman 2021).   

Studies show that the colorblind approach routinely deviates towards the white, 

normative approach, and denies the inclusion of racial diversity when left unchecked 

(Jennings 2006, 573).  Society and families must move beyond the colorblind approach 

and recognize the permanent effects in raising a transracially adopted child.  These 

effects can reinforce and perpetuate inequality and developmental harm within a society 

to minorities, especially Black and Native American children.  Families that choose 

transracial adoption often experience both the privilege of White society and the 

associated discrimination towards minorities as they struggle beyond normal child 

rearing.  Within the intersection of race and family membership is identity, that fact of 

being who or what a person is.  The addition of ethnicity in adoptions compounds many 

issues inherent to the transracial adoption debate. 

Identity relating to ethnicity is complicated when it comes to transracial 

adoptions.  The relation to identity can be inversely proportional to how a family and the 

greater community integrates and accepts diversity.  The argument of nature v. nurture 

is studied in identity and alienation.  Studies show that a large percentage of non-Black 

children raised in White families from infancy identify more with White culture than of 
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their own race (Simon and Altstein 1994, 57).  However, amongst solely Black children 

raised in White homes, the same is not equally said.  At its core, transracial adoption is 

adoption.  The additional facet of race into the dynamic is not meant to whitewash a 

child when adopted.  Advocates and opponents debate the merits of transracial 

adoption and its short and long-term effects on the development of racial identity.  The 

arguments against transracial adoptions have come from opponents that believe 

minority adoptees lose not just their racial identity in a transracial adoption but also their 

cultural identity.   

Raymond Williams suggested that culture is, “…one of the two or three most 

complicated words in the English language,” (Bergquist et al. 2007, 63).  Indeed, culture 

has become the embodiment of both national unity and ethnic pluralism.  Its construct is 

not without merit as critics argue it creates to a false dichotomy and traps minority 

adoptees from the White dominant culture from which they are often alienated to their 

traditional culture that adoptees may feel no connection (Bergquist et al. 2007, 64).  The 

issues of race and culture are complex and families that have transracially adopted 

exhibit heightened sensitivity to issues relating to racial and cultural competence in 

parenting.  Some parents engage in cultural socialization efforts for their children while 

others grapple with how to respond to racism within their family and society at large 

(Bergquist et al. 2007, 109).  What is gained and lost in cultural identity when families 

decide to adopt across racial lines?   

Civil Rights and child welfare organizations have taken varying positions over the 

generations between opposition and support of transracial adoption and its policies. 

Organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
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(NAACP), the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA), and The North American 

Council on Adoptable Children heavily influence policy that has seen a roller coaster of 

progress and delays that often parallel to the status of racial relations within society.  J. 

Toni Oliver, vice-president National Association of Black Social Workers (NABSW) 

stated, ‘…all children have a right to a stable family, and we all have a right to know our 

family’s origin and our cultures of origin,” (Oliver 2014).   

Adoptions and child welfare organizations have operated on the idea that the 

best interest of the child is the priority.  This simple yet exceedingly complicated idea 

has established itself as the de facto standard and doctrine for all adoptions in the U.S. 

It sounds like a win-win for all sides but deeper examination exposes challenges that 

portends continual issues unless work is done to improve the process and perception of 

transracial adoptions.  Both in policy and community acceptance, barriers still exist to 

qualified parents seeking to adopt.  These barriers affect the ability of adoptees to claim 

a strong identification rather than alienation to their adopted family. 

To this day, public foster care organizations are entrusted with the responsibility 

to care for the well-being and placement of dependent children into adoption.  Nearly 

half of all children in foster care are minorities. These children on average remain within 

an institution one-third longer than White children.  While there is no national foster 

care, many federal policies exist that direct standards for state domestic foster care 

institutions.  Policies at the federal and state level have evolved over the years to better 

process and place minority children into prospective adoptive homes.  However, not all 

policies are created equal, and the stance of government has swayed as geo-politics 

shift.  Additionally, certain policies that later became law seem to counter the idea of 
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state guardianship to adoptive homes for the child’s best interest with the most notable 

being the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA).   

The paradoxical term of permanent-temporary placement has become the modis 

operandi in child welfare.  The foster care system was originally conceived as a short-

term removal of a child or children from their homes, but it has since become a 

contradictory system of long-term semi-permanent placement for children.  Over the 

course of the last half-century, foster care has been lauded and vilified in its handling of 

child placement and childcare.   

Many prospective parents desire infants; characterized as someone being less 

than 12 months in age.  Through youthful ignorance, the younger a child placed into a 

family, the more comparable the assimilation to that of an all-biological family; that is, 

the child brings fewer outside habits from their former families or foster care.  Since 

foster care primarily consists of children over the age of four, what happens to them?  

Older children are classified as special needs because of their probability of staying in 

foster care longer.  There may not be any disability associated with the child.  Special 

needs is discussed later in this paper.  As prospective adoptive parents want infants, 

those with additional means often look internationally where infant availability is of 

greater probability.   

Until the mid-1990’s, few organizations or individuals argued that transracial 

adoption was preferable to adoptions within the same race; commonly referred to as in-

racial adoption.  The perspective was that if there were sufficient Black families to adopt 

Black children, Asian families for Asian children, Hispanic families for Hispanic children, 

etc; organizations and society would not face the conundrum of transracial adoption. 



15 
 

The CWLA affirmed in their Factors in Selection of Family: Ethnicity and Race 

that, “children in need of adoption have a right to be placed into a family that reflects 

their ethnicity or race.  Children should not have their adoption denied or significantly 

delayed however, when adoptive parents of other ethnic or racial groups are available.”  

How has the ethnicity and race of the child and prospective adoptive parents impacted 

adoptions in the U.S.?  Where has the government intervened in transracial adoption 

and has it been successful?  How has political pressure from groups such as the 

NABSW and NAACP influenced the formulation of policy and either propagated or 

decreased the stigma associated with transracial adoptions? 

A positive outcome to racial identity of the adoptee is dependent on a variety of 

factors including race, social structure, and the homogeneity within the community.  

Challenges remain, despite the passage of policies such as the Multiethnic Placement 

Act (MEPA) and the Interethnic Provisions (IEPA).  Making the case for transracial 

adoption compared to in-racial adoption is an accommodation to the reality that minority 

children are abundant for potential adoptive parents within the foster care system.  

Action and, even inaction, from government combined with pressure from numerous 

advocacy groups have focused transracial adoption into a multilayered bureaucracy that 

goes beyond just parents and children.  Culture, ethnicity, tribal custody, etc have all 

come to the forefront when discussion on transracial adoption occurs.   

When biological parents cannot provide an adequate family life for a child, 

society must assume responsibility for providing alternative forms of care.  This 

substitute care developed into foster care and adoption.  Adoption remains the most 

desirable form of care for a child as it provides stability, security, and a sense of 
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belonging.  The adoptive parents and the child form a bond through association rather 

than blood.  Studying and interpreting current practices of transracial adoption from 

international and foster care systems, along with the resultant outcome, can provide a 

framework to improve the adoption process. 

Today’s foster care stems from the history of child homelessness in the major 

population centers of the U.S.  By the latter half of the 19th century and the early stages 

of the 20th, policy makers to the welfare state asked: what is the public’s responsibility 

to ensure the welfare of its children? And if the public were to care for children, who or 

what would be tasked with this endeavor?  In the early decades of the 20th century, 

approximately 1,600 orphanages were serving 143,000 children (Rymph 2017, 3).  

Legal adoption was relatively nascent as it completely severed bonds from the 

biological family, either through their own volition or through court appointment, and 

established legal ties to child and adoptive parent. 

Within the first decade of the 20th century, legislators began banning the 

placement of children in almshouses and established processes for the public to care 

for dependent children in public orphanages (Rymph 2017, 20).  Prior to this action, 

dependent childcare was the exclusive domain of private agencies, most notably 

organizations with religious affiliation.  These private entities were selective in whom 

they admitted, and the biological parents were expected to pay for a certain percentage 

of the care.  Often, the child returned to their families when the circumstances of the 

biological parents became favorable.  As public legislation began formalizing state-run 

orphanages, legislators realized that taxpayer funded guardianship carried more stigma 

than did private charity (Rymph 2017, 20).  What was the expected level of public 
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responsibility to rearing a child from a neglectful parent?  With overcrowding in the 

populous cities of the East Coast, policy makers and private charities partnered together 

to establish a welfare program that would transport orphaned and homeless children to 

needed homes in the American Midwest (Warren 1998).  

 Spanning nearly half a century, these orphan trains, as they were called, 

transported nearly 200,000 children to new homes and families.  Charitable institutions 

such as the Children’s Aid Society and the New York Foundling Hospital combined with 

private donors organized communities where the trains stopped for adoption 

arrangements.  It was expected that prospective families would provide decent food and 

shelter while providing for an education (Wren, 1998).  According to the PBS 

documentary series, “American Experience. The Orphan Trains,” legal adoption of the 

child was not a requirement and a de-facto adoption through common law and 

guardianship sufficed for judicial public care (American Experience 2021).  

 These trains were not without controversy.  Several investigations and lawsuits 

stated there was insufficient follow-up on placements and that ineffective screening of 

foster parents had led to “slave like labor” on many farms (Scheuerman 2007). There 

were also challenges to assimilation of the orphans as some families viewed the 

orphans as offspring of degenerates, prostitutes, and drunkards.  Additionally, there 

were lawsuits where the biological parents fought for custody of their children and their 

return to the big cities on the East Coast (American Experience 2021).  The Minnesota 

State Board of Corrections and Charities determined that from 1880 to 1883, children 

were placed hastily in foster families without proper investigation or vetting and that 
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older children were routinely placed on farms where society expected to profit from their 

labor (Trammell 2009).   

 The practice of placing dependent children on trains began waning by the end of 

the first decade of the 20th century as lawmakers and charities began focusing on the 

broader concept of the welfare state.  This was compounded by an increase in 

dependent children beyond the big cities of the Eastern United States.  However, the 

orphan trains established the idea that children raised in homes and as part of families 

are more successful than being under the guardianship of the state or a private 

institution. 

 The passage of the Social Security Act in 1935 authorized aid to dependent 

children.  The term dependent being applied to distinguish the illegitimate status of 

paupers.  Furthermore, in the child welfare system the reference of dependent child 

equated to the absence of parents to provide proper care and the requirement of the 

community to provide for the maintenance and needs of the child (Rymph 2017, 9).  

 President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal established a framework of a limited 

welfare state.  It sought to ease the burdens on family security and to answer the call for 

a public child welfare system.  Funding for child welfare was limited resulting in 

continued child welfare reliance on private institutions. Scholars acknowledge an 

uneasy relationship between public funding and the private, almost a sectarian 

implementation of policy.  Initially, foster placement remained a state responsibility with 

no input from the federal government.  Furthermore, experts point that as the modern 

foster care system emerged, publicly funded programs still required private subsidies to 

truly account for the costs of state funded child welfare (Rymph 2017, 11).  Foster 
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parents today acknowledge that they utilize donations from private groups and funds 

from their own salaries to contribute to the needs of caring for today’s dependent 

children.  Adoption counselor, expert and noted author Ann Moody describes raising 

dependent children as an expense to families but raising children without advantages is 

far more expensive to society (Moody 2018, 233).  The social costs to a community 

raising children poorly results in an increased burden in the long-term that cannot 

reconcile with homelessness, poverty, crime, substance abuse and unemployment. 

Foster care intervenes in family life where appropriate and fulfills the public duty 

to protect its dependent, neglected, and abused children who need to be removed from 

their families of origin (Rymph 2017, 41).  Sometimes this removal is temporary while 

other times it is permanent until the child becomes legally responsible for themselves; 

generally, at 18 years of age.  Foster care’s relationship to the federal government is 

indirectly influenced through funding programs and certain federal laws.  Foster care is 

often the first contact a child removed from their biological family has regarding a 

publicly funded family construct.  It is considered the gatekeeper for the adoption road 

and subsequently manifests either a positive or negative emotion with the child for when 

the adoption process begins.   

Author and American History professor Catherine Rymph notes in her book, 

“Raising Government Children: A History of Foster Care and the American Welfare 

State,” that America’s foster care has three primary overlapping paradigms:  

1) that it is a public obligation to care for its abandoned or court appointed 
children and that society must fulfill its legal and moral responsibilities to 
ensure the welfare of dependent children; 
2) that foster care is a component of a household economy and as such, 
is a strategy used by families to address the logic and realities of their own 
economic circumstance, and finally; 
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3) foster care is a category of family and is a practice that has created an 
alternative family form through relationships and bonds of love  
(Rymph 2017, 5). 

 

 Understanding the challenges facing transracial adoptions and reviewing the 

historical context in foster care leads to the serious problem of minority children being 

disproportionately represented in foster care today.  Despite the increase in adoptions, 

the foster care system remains a repository of eligible children for adoption that are 

overlooked.  The system is far from perfect and recognizing its past can help provide a 

glimpse to solutions to the future.   
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CHAPTER 3. THE AMERICAN FOSTER CARE SYSTEM 
 

To place context regarding foster care adoptions is to note that transracial 

adoption statistics can be skewed.  About 14 percent of foster care adoptions involve a 

parent that is unknown to the child (Raleigh 2016, 93).  Given that a larger percentage 

of foster care adoptions involve a parent that is known to the child, race may not be a 

significant factor since the pre-existing relationship supersedes it.  These relationships 

can be existing kin or via guardianship from the past.  Insofar an overwhelmed foster 

care system with many children eligible for adoption but unable to find permanent 

placement, the question as to what factors, including poverty, health, and abuse affect a 

child’s placement?  The goal of foster care is to reunite birth parents with their children 

or to unite an eligible child to adoptive parents (AdoptHelp 2021).  Foster care should 

work in favor of ensuring the child’s interests are best met.  That is not always the case. 

Is having a child removed from neglectful parents, who, while a far cry from being 

good caregivers, a better option than group home placements in foster care?  Within the 

idea of the best interests of the child, foster care remains in a state of limbo where 

children do not know what their future holds. For instance, will they return to their 

biological family or whatever situation they came from, will they go to an adoptive family 

if they are eligible, or will they move to another foster home? The following pages will 

detail the statistics and discussion on the question. 

Foster care is the primary means of providing eligible adoptable children to 

prospective families.  It is both a bureaucracy of inefficiency and a dynamic institution 

that is constantly evolving as policy and funding affect its practices.  This chapter is by 

no means an all-encompassing analysis of America’s foster care and only skims the 
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complex situations that foster care finds itself.  However, it is an analysis of statistics 

that display where transracial adoptions fall in the foster care-adoption spectrum.   

Foster care and adoption bring uncertainty to a child’s life.  Foster parents are 

defined as non-related adults who have been trained and certified to provide shelter and 

care to the child (Simon and Roorda 2000, 3).  The foster care system has been 

described as a “byzantine bureaucracy” composed of complex relationships between 

public and private sectors that is almost consistently out of balance in terms of budget, 

adequate numbers of childcare providers, legislation, and home placement (Rymph 

2017, 1-2).  For most children, foster care’s temporary ability to provide stability exists 

until such time that the child can leave the system through reunification with their 

biological parents or through adoption.  The Washington Post describes the “least-bad 

option” for many children is by remaining or being reunited with their parents provided 

there is no abuse at home compared to adoption (Editorial Board, 2020).  In the article, 

the Washington Post does not mention adoption because not every child is eligible.  For 

those children that are eligible for adoption, neglect is the primary reason they are 

placed in foster care comprising nearly 63 percent of all placements (AFCARS Report 

2020).   

 Kamilah Bunn, Chief Executive Officer for the Adoption Exchange Association, 

noted that the percentages of children placed in foster care due to neglect and 

percentages of Black children are not necessarily corollary. 

Neglect, which state law define as lack of adequate food, clothing and 
shelter, is the overwhelming reason that more than 60 percent of children 
are placed in foster care.  Despite there being no statistically significant 
evidence suggesting Black families abuse or neglect their children at 
higher incidences than White people, we continue to see more Black 
children in foster care due to substantiated abuse or neglect.  This 
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disparity points to implicit bias and institutional racism as other factors 
contributing to the disproportionate representation of Black children in 
foster care.  Researchers are determining what needs to change in our 
systems to end discriminatory actions against Black families and 
individuals to close the wealth gap, eliminate housing instabilities, and 
reduce health disparities – ultimately end poverty in communities of color 
(Bunn 2021). 
 
In a snapshot discussing a broad overview of transracial adoption statistics from 

foster care in the U.S., the Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the 

Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, stated: 

As the number of adoptions has increased over time, the growth in 
transracial adoptions has outpaced the growth in same race adoptions.  
Between 2005-2007 and 2017-2019, the number of transracial adoptions 
increased by 58 percent while the number of same race adoptions 
increased by 24 percent.  Transracial adoptions grew by 5 points from 23 
percent to 28 percent of all adoptions. (Mathematica 2020)  
 

 Of note, adoptions of Black children decreased between 2005-2007 and 2017-

2019, in part, because of an increase in children that identify as more than one race 

such as being of Black and Hispanic origin (Mathematica 2020).  The case for 

transracial adoptions consists of a broad spectrum of races beyond just the simple and 

most discussed, White vs. Black.  In our increasingly diverse society, children that 

identify as multiple races can skew the statistics of Black children in foster care, but not 

the numbers of minority children.  

Kim Phagan-Hansel, editor of Foster Families Today, states that foster care is 

“so much more than taking a child into your home and providing food, shelter and love.  

There are hefty requirements for foster parents from on-going training to doctor, court 

and parental visitation appointments, in addition to the day-to-day demands of caring for 

the for child,” (DeGarmo 2018).  The balance between the increasing number of 

children on the foster care system combined with a system that is experiencing foster 
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parent retention issues and recruiting new foster parents has resulted in a foster care 

crisis. 

According to the Administration for Children and Families within the Department 

of Health and Human Services, the number of children in foster care in 2019 was 

423,997, of which 122,216 were eligible for adoption (AFCARS Report 2020).  The 

average age for children in foster care was 8.4 years old with the overwhelming 

majority, 19 percent, being less than 1 year of age upon entering the foster care system.  

This is indicative of the amount of time children wait in this “temporary” placement. 

In 2019, 56 percent of children in foster care were classified as minority or not 

White (AFCARS Report 2020).   Additionally, worth noting are the statistics of children 

exiting foster care in that same year.  The Department of Health and Human Services 

identified 248,669 children that left foster care in 2019 with the average age being 8.6 

years old.  Nearly half the children that left foster care were classified as White.  The 

average time in foster care for those discharged in 2019 was 20 months (AFCARS 

Report 2020).   

As part of the “byzantine bureaucracy,” foster care is a revolving door that swings 

from the private sector to public influence.  While publicly funded, foster care relies 

heavily on private child welfare organizations for foster families, placement and even 

subsidy funding.  One could assume that the involvement of public agencies to foster 

care would result in numbers that are more equitable for White and minority children in 

adoption placements.  This is not necessarily the case. 

For instance, from 2015 through 2019, despite the number of adopted children 

via involvement from public child welfare agencies steadily increasing from 53,536 to 
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66,035, the racial disparities widened. Statistics from 2019 show that when public 

agencies are involved in the adoption process from foster care, the percentage of White 

children increases beyond the percentage of their representation within the foster care 

system; 44 percent represented, and 50 percent adopted.  Additionally, Black children 

are adopted at a percentage far below their representation; 23 percent represented, and 

18 percent adopted.  Acknowledging that not all children in foster care are eligible for 

adoption, a further breakdown of the numbers shows that 22 percent of Black children 

and 44 percent of White children were eligible for adoption that overlapped the 

previously discussed timeframe (AFCARS Report 2020).  There was no 

disproportionality for children classified as Hispanic (Mathematica 2020). 

 In providing context to the demographics of the adoptive parents, the 

Administration for Children and Families noted that within the family structure where the 

foster children were adopted, 68 percent were to a married couple, 26 percent to single 

females and 3 percent each to unmarried couples and single males.  For those adoptive 

parents that had relationships with the child prior, 52 percent, were the foster parents 

followed by 36 percent classified as “other relative.”  The last statistic is especially 

noteworthy because kinship adoption is common in the Black community (Bunn 2021).  

In this context, one statistic long known to adoption professionals is that Black families 

adopt at higher rates than White families (Simon and Altstein 1994, 22). 

Regarding funding, an overwhelming majority, nearly 93 percent of families that 

adopted from foster care in 2019 received an adoption subsidy (AFCARS Report 2020).  

Additional funding through subsidies, provided from public and private entities, are 
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increasingly utilized by prospective parents to accomplish adoption goals in creating a 

family. 

These statistics are just a sampling of the composition of children in foster care 

and their placement settings.  It highlights that the average age of children in foster care 

is well beyond that of an infant or toddler.  It reveals that White children have a 

substantive advantage of exiting foster care and/or being adopted than minority children 

despite the statistics in their representation.  According to the Census Bureau, 13.4 

percent of Americans identify as Black while 76.3 percent identify as White (US Census 

2020).  The Administration for Children and Families report that 23 percent of children in 

foster care are Black or African American. Finally, it confirms that minorities, particularly 

Black children, are disproportionately represented in foster care.   

It is also important to note the Special Needs category of domestic adoptions.  

Special needs is a term often associated with physical, mental, and emotional 

disabilities that requires additional attention and resources.  In child welfare 

organizations, special needs is also associated with age.  Age is a discriminator in 

adoptions because prospective adoptive parents prefer to adopt younger children and 

infants.  If the latter is unavailable, prospective parents gravitate towards White children 

for adoption even if younger Black children are available.  In one state, White children 

over the age of 10 are categorized as special needs.  However, in that same state, 

Black children over the age of 3 are categorized in that same special needs category.  

That particular state found that Black children are less desirable for adoption at a 

younger age than White children (Jennings 2006, 577).   
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 Margot Canaday, Professor of History at Princeton University, equates exploring 

the history of foster care to exploring the social history of public policy.  Canaday 

believes that a “fluid” relationship between state and society exists and is crucial to 

developing and implementing foster care practices.  She notes that the foster care 

system comprises stakeholders beyond just the child and foster family; that 

“bureaucrats at all levels” along with child welfare experts employed by both public and 

private entities crafts how society perceives modern foster care (Rymph 2017, 4).   

Scholars understand that contemporary foster care evolved through interactions 

among law, policy, elite professionals, social workers, and families.  The paradigms that 

Rymph describes display the need for continued national conversation in which the 

public routinely reviews its handling of responsibility to care for its children in both 

welfare and training of foster parents.  There is a correlation that private and public 

agencies are working from a common base that processes and trains social workers to 

recruit parent applicants.  According to one cited report, for each child waiting for 

adoption with assistance from public agencies there are 1.2 adoptive parent applicants.  

For the private agencies, there are 1.8 adoptive parent applicants for each available 

child (Simon and Altstein 2002, 14). 

 The effects of remaining in a group home or child welfare organization has 

residual effects on the child’s mental health and adjustment.  Moody describes an 

“equilibrium” that foster children strive to maintain every day in schoolwork and a stable 

home life.  Compounded by the normal pressures of establishing a social network and 

the dynamics of friendship, foster care children are notably more insecure in their 

endeavors to be successful (Moody 2018, 29).  Research from the Annie E. Casey 
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Foundation suggests that childcare in group-home settings results in children with more 

mental-health problems, higher high school drop-out rates and a greater likelihood to 

commit crimes (Jensen 2019).   

 By the 1970s, foster care reached an apex in number of children under its care. 

As poverty rates for single women and their children remained staggeringly high, the 

number of children requiring foster care exceeded 500,000 and children in foster care 

outnumbered children in institutions (Adoption History Project 2012).  Today, the 

numbers have slightly decreased as there are nearly 425,000 children in foster care on 

any given day.  In 2019, one-third of the children in foster care were of color (Foster 

Care 2021).  In that same year, more than 17,000 children aged-out of foster care 

without permanent families. On average, children placed in foster care remain for 

almost two years and five percent remain for more than five years (Foster Care 2021). 

Many children are placed in the foster care system when a court has found 

neglect or abuse.  The Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, passed into Federal 

Law in 1974, provides grants to local entities to support the prevention, assessment, 

investigation, prosecution and treatment of child abuse and neglect (Child Welfare 

Information Gateway 2019).  The responsibility lay in each state system and its 

guardianship of dependent children.  Foster home licensing requirements vary by state, 

but this has not stopped the federal government from intervening on certain issues for 

foster care and adoption.  For instance, the Adoption and Safe Families Act was passed 

by Congress in 1997 and reduced the time children could remain in foster care before 

being legally available for adoption (Roberts 2002). 
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 The disparity of minority children in foster care began to receive widespread 

public scrutiny in the early 1980’s.  The Department of Health and Human Services, 

National Incidence Study of 2007 determined that, “despite the fact that children of all 

races are equally as likely to suffer from abuse and neglect, there is a significantly 

greater proportion of African American children in foster care than children of other 

races and ethnicities,” (U.S. GAO 2007).   By the early 21st century, Black children 

totaled 34% of children in foster care that is twice their proportion amongst the general 

child population.  These children experience poverty at a higher rate than children of 

other races.  According to the study, 23% of all African American families live below the 

poverty level compared to only 6% for Whites (U.S. GAO 2007).   

 After a child enters foster care, public and private welfare staff develop case 

plans that outline the process that biological parents must complete before the child is 

considered to return home or establish other permanency goals such as adoption or 

legal guardianship.  By 2007, the Department Health and Human Services allocated a 

record $8 billion to support states’ child welfare systems (U.S. GAO 2007).  The way 

this funding is utilized however, remains contentious.  

 For instance, in 2018, the Texas legislature agreed to increase payments, based 

in part from federal subsidies to childcare providers by $115 million.  This number was 

far below the threshold of $250 million that child welfare officials had asked just to 

maintain the status quo.  And this status quo comprises a lack of foster care housing to 

accommodate the numbers of dependent children.  Many of Texas’ children that should 

be in foster care homes are sleeping in temporary shelters established at local 

community centers (DeGarmo 2018).  The number of adopted children with public 
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welfare involvement has steadily increased from 2015 to 2019, but the metrics favor 

more White adoptions over Black or other minority races.  Are publicly funded child 

welfare agencies contributing to the inequities in adoption from foster care?  The 

answer is complicated. 

 Dr. John DeGarmo, a leading foster care expert, explains that the current system 

of foster care neglects the very people it is meant to protect.  “Children being placed into 

foster care; a foster care system where there are not enough homes,” (DeGarmo 2018). 

He notes that the attrition rate for foster parents ranges from 30% to 50% a year with 

only a small percentage of the foster parents finishing their terms with an adoption.  Dr. 

DeGarmo explains the combination of increasing numbers of children being sent to 

foster care and the decreased funding from the public and private sector to pay and 

train parents has developed into a crisis that is unfolding throughout the country 

(DeGarmo 2018).   

For example, at the Harris County Youth Services Center in Houston Texas, 

cribs for infants and cots for older children were placed next to the community 

basketball court (Satija 2017).  The embattled Texas child welfare system does not 

have enough available beds in foster care homes and erected temporary homes for 

children until space becomes available in more permanent-temporary foster homes 

(Satija 2017). In North Carolina, at the Children’s Home Society, there are 10,500 

children in foster care needing adoption.  Bran Maness, President of the Children’s 

Home Society states, “foster care and adoption are in a state of crises.  Foster care has 

been growing at an alarming rate with a shortage of permanent safe, and loving homes 

for adoptable children,” (Jensen, 2019).  Similar stories are unfolding across the country 
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but the answer to this crisis is an increase in training and funding across the foster care 

enterprise by prioritizing child welfare. 

Further research is required on the percentage of foster parents that cease their 

public or private child welfare employment because they, themselves, have adopted.  

Scholars agree that government has not kept an accurate database on this statistic.  

Even so, foster parents that adopt and choose to leave foster care employment appear 

to be few and far between.  Data suggests that foster parents are under-resourced, 

stressed and on the verge of burnout. 

One highlighted and long debated topic on adequately resourcing foster parents 

is financial compensation.  The standard practice is that parents receive a non-taxable 

monthly stipend per child.  This stipend increases dependent on the child’s age.  The 

stipend rates vary by state, with each offering different levels of reimbursement 

depending on the level of needs for each child.  For instance, Alabama pays $460 to 

$500 a month per child whereas Washington DC pays $950 to $1,058 per month.  One 

could reason that the cost of living dictates the increased monthly rates, however, upon 

further analysis, locations such as Nebraska pay $818 to $1,079 a month, Hawaii pays 

$576 to $676 a month and the New York metro area is authorized a maximum of $560 a 

month (WeHaveKids 2020).  The national average subsidy amount is $827 (Lake 2021). 

According to the Child Welfare Information Gateway, “even if families receive 

adoption assistance or a subsidy, adoptive families are still responsible for everyday 

financial obligations such as childcare and extracurricular activities,” (Families 

Considering 2019).  A recent study on retention by the Foster Care Institute found that 

half the foster parents felt their caseworker or agency did not support them during the 
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foster care process (DeGarmo 2018).  Additionally, only 33 percent felt they had 

adequate training and resources to manage the stress, grief and burnout that often 

accompanies caring for troubled children.  Nearly a quarter of those parents surveyed 

stated they felt like quitting more than once (DeGarmo, 2018).  As Kim Phagan-Hansel 

stated:  

In today’s world, foster parents need to know so much more about child 
development and the impact of trauma on a child’s brain development.  
Foster parents also need to understand that the first goal of foster care is 
to work toward reunification of a child with his or her parents and to help 
support that.  It is not an easy job and it requires a lot of time, energy and 
understanding of not only the needs of the child, but of the demands of the 
foster care system as well. (DeGarmo 2018) 
 

 Public and private child welfare agencies in states such as North Carolina are 

leading an aggressive recruitment drive for adults over the age of 21 that meet the 

requirements to be a foster parent (Satija 2017).  However, many states fail to 

adequately fund foster care institutions.  The few entities that do receive funding have 

inadequately trained personnel to handle the caseload of children that is continually 

stressing the system.  For instance, Texas relies mostly on private institutions to place 

and house foster children while paying minimum prices.  There are only a handful of 

private institutions because it is such an expensive business while others have closed 

due to safety concerns.  According to the Texas Tribune, from 2015 to 2017, Texas “lost 

hundreds of beds meant for kids with complex emotional and behavioral problems – 

leaving many with no option but psychiatric hospitals, juvenile detention, or government 

offices,” (Satija 2017). 

 The Children’s Bureau is responsible for oversight and enforcement of the 

federal law that requires states to have five-year plans that “provide for the diligent 
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recruitment of potential foster and adoptive families that reflect the ethnic and racial 

diversity of children in the State for whom foster and adoptive homes are needed,” (JBS 

International, 2019).  The Children’s Bureau is a federal division within the Department 

of Health and Human Services that collaborates with federal, state, tribal and local 

agencies to improve “the overall health and well-being of our nation’s children and 

families.”  Within its organization are several branches that advise its director on child 

welfare services such protective services, adoption, foster care, and independent living 

(U.S. Children’s Bureau 2021).  The Children’s Bureau promotes a vision that foster 

care is a support to families but not a substitute for parents. 

 The Children’s Bureau has coordinated campaigns such as the Children Need 

Amazing Parents (CHAMPS) to focus the limited government funds on promoting high 

quality foster parenting.  Campaigns such as CHAMPS highlight the practice of 

placement stability and that it should be the central focus of every foster care system 

(CHAMPS 2020, 3).  In other words, moving children from foster home to foster home 

due to limited resources has negative effects on child development and ultimately 

negatively influences life-long characteristics such as temperament.  CHAMPS strives 

to ensure public foster care systems are child-centered, sustainable, and incorporate 

the concerns from the voices of both child and parent.  In a 2020 report, CHAMPS 

noted that many public child welfare organizations fail to stay child-centered in their 

approaches, noting that “many of their plans contained lists of generic recruitment 

activities that do not appear to be aligned with or responsive to identified needs,” 

(CHAMPS 2020, 4).  However, the report did paint a positive light in recognizing 

extensive collaboration across a broad array of stakeholders such as faith-based 
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organizations, universities, tribal agencies, community groups and foster and adoptive 

families to improve methods in recruitment and training (CHAMPS 2020, 7).   

 One recent report from the Department of Health and Human Services noted that 

states are working, albeit not fast enough, to provide adequate funding for prospective 

families: 

Many states reimburse all prospective foster and adoptive parents for 
classes or items that are required for certification; these items include first 
aid products, CPR, medical information, fire extinguishers, and water 
testing.  States also pay foster care subsidies to kinship homes equal to 
the amount that relatives receive through Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families until the homes are certified.  In Connecticut, families qualify for 
reimbursement for standard daily expenses incurred on behalf of a child 
except for children who qualify for the exceptional foster care rate. 
(Kalisher et al. 2020). 

 
For many children caught in the musical chairs of foster care, life on the outside 

can appear more attractive than in a child welfare agency, especially one where space 

in foster homes is in short supply.  Combined with foster care availability, the numbers 

of minority children face some of the biggest challenges to exiting the child welfare 

system. 

One perspective to understand the disparity between the numbers of Black and 

White children is to consider the reasons surrounding high levels of poverty within the 

Black community compared to others.  Black Americans experience fewer opportunities 

than their White counterparts and the generational oppression from racial discrimination 

has resulted in an undereducated and higher unemployment ratio (Kreider and Raleigh 

2017).  The result can be damaging to children in foster care and exacerbated if a 

minority.  As foster care is entrenched in the ideal of temporary stability for all children, 

the reality is increasingly the opposite.   



35 
 

Dr. Simon explains that social care and child protective service workers lack 

training in identifying discrimination in the adoption-foster care process (Simon and 

Altstein 1994, 21-22).   This leads to an increase in waiting periods for eligible adoptable 

minority children.  In their first follow-up to the Twenty-Year Study, Dr. Simon and 

Howard Altstein reported that 48 public child welfare agencies were responsible for 

25,175 children waiting for adoption.  The 48 agencies were spread across 38 states 

where 13 showed that more than 50 percent of the children waiting were of a minority 

racial background (Simon and Altstein 1994, 4).   

A report from the 1991 North American Council on Adoptable Children titled, 

“Barriers to Same Race Placement,” found that almost 78 percent of all the Black 

children were placed with Black families.  However, when adoption agencies were 

separated into those that comprised workers specialized and trained with minority 

placements to those that did not have the specialization or training, different 

relationships to transracial adoptions were uncovered.  The authors noted that 94 

percent of Black children were placed with those agencies that fell into the category of 

trained specialists while only 51 percent of Black children were placed in traditional non-

specializing agencies (Simon and Altstein 1994, 4-5).  This statistic highlights the 

inherent bias of social workers without training in minority placement. 

Training is paramount to foster parents and social workers.  A December 2020, 

report by the Department of Health and Human Services noted that training helps staff 

to work effectively with diverse, cultural, racial, and economic communities (Kalisher et 

al 2020, 1).  Training of topics that are covered include cultural sensitivity, implicit bias 

and working with families that vary in socioeconomic status and/or sexuality.  The report 
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notes that not all states provide consistent training whereas those states that provided 

pre-service and in-service training exhibited a higher degree of transracial adoptions 

within their organizations (Kalisher et al 2020, 8).  The Children’s Bureau provides 

training tools for child welfare organizations and adoptive parents through the Child 

Welfare Information Gateway website.  Examples of training is a forum titled, “Parenting 

in Racially and Culturally Diverse Adoptive Families.” This provides families with 

updated transracial adoption facts and tips and information on helping children build 

resilience and deal with identity issues as well as strategies for children and families if 

they encounter racism (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2020).   

In one example, Vermont undertook an initiative to develop a cadre of skilled 

caregivers that will stop placing children based mainly on home availability and now 

incorporate components such as race, socioeconomic status, and sexuality of the child 

into determining the foster home placement (CHAMPS 2020, 9).  Vermont believes that 

children who are holistically looked for placement are better off in the right foster care 

home versus the one that is most available.  Time will determine if this practice is true 

given the already shortage of available foster homes.  In the absence of foster home 

options, any foster home is better than a child living in a community center, such as the 

examples in Texas mentioned prior.  In another example, Florida has collaborated with 

the Quality Parenting Initiative and its Community Based Care provides to launch a new 

approach to investigations against foster parents that focuses on training and support 

needs rather than punishments (CHAMPS 2020, 13). 

Costs involved in adoptions from foster care can also provide perspective on the 

disparity in minority children waiting for adoption against those of white children in 
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similar situations.  Information from the Simon and Altstein report in 1994 states 

published fees for adopting U.S. born children from an agency from foster care: White 

infants at $7,500, and Black infants at $2,200.90 (Simon and Altstein 1994, 11).  In 

2019, the average cost to adopt a White child was about $35,000 absent legal fees 

while a Black child costs $18,000 (Hall 2019).  The demand for White children from 

prospective adoptive parents enables agencies to receive greater fees for that race.  

Furthermore, opposition to transracial adoptions argue that fees such as these are a 

‘means test’ to establish prospective parents meeting criteria to provide adequate 

resources.  Opponents like the NABSW view adoption costs as a barrier to the Black 

community, especially given statistics that Blacks represent 13.2 percent of the 

population but 25 percent of the poverty population.  In contrast, Whites make up 60 

percent of the population but only 40 percent live in poverty (Creamer 2020).  

These statistics are important because it reveals conditions in which children exit 

foster care for adoption can be as much a financial issue as it is an issue of appropriate 

placement.  States such as Alabama, California, Kansas, Nevada, and New Jersey 

address non-discriminatory fee structures in their placement plans (Kalisher et al 2020, 

7).  Arizona established contracts with private agencies that include financial incentives 

for recruitment of families based on age and special needs of children needing homes.  

The contracts also call for a higher level of financial support to caregivers that includes 

a financial incentive of $1,000 for each youth’s successful transition to a less restrictive 

placement (CHAMPS 2020, 7).   

 Statistics on Black children adoptability are disproportionately low when 

compared to White children or even other minority children such as Hispanics and 
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Asians.  Within adoption agencies, cultural change is underway that addresses this 

problem, but more is required especially within the purview of the courts and adoption 

agencies. “The sad reality is that few Black children are reunited with their family of 

origin and must wait to be adopted,” Bunn stated (Bunn 2021). 

 Adoption agencies are an important component in the child welfare foster care 

process and in facilitating the best interests of children.  These agencies are staffed with 

experts burdened by the responsibility to determine those best interests.  Often, the 

courts defer to the decision of the adoption agency and the associated experts.  If the 

agency has an implicit racial bias or discriminatory practice, the child ultimately suffers.  

Dr. Simon noted that in one state there was anecdotal evidence that agency social 

workers refused to take applications from White couples seeking to adopt Black foster 

children, clearly a violation of law (Simon and Altstein 1994, 21).  The National Coalition 

to End Racism in America’s Child Care System indicates there have been several 

successful complaints regarding discriminatory practices within the practices of adoption 

agencies. 

 The foster care system has room to make short and long-term improvements.  

Appropriate training of the entire child welfare network, stemming from the social worker 

to the foster care parent is tantamount to ensuring recognition of implicit racial bias and 

acknowledgement to cultural sensitivities are observed when caring for the nation’s 

troubled children.  Funding is also crucial to ensuring quality care.  Children are a 

society’s future; it would presume that society would invest heavily in caring for those 

that require public support.  This is not the case as has been shown in this chapter.  

Additional federal and state grants and subsidies are required to ensure foster care 
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homes are adequately resourced.  Recruiting and retaining quality foster care parents is 

a growing concern.  Additionally, providing funds to prospective adoptive parents can 

ease the financial burden on the family and provide an avenue for increased domestic 

adoptions. 

 Applying the criterion and standard of the best interests of the child must remain 

the priority.  Data supports that much of the public supports all forms of adoption over 

institutional living, foster care, or homelessness.  Three states have statutes that 

mandate racial matching and about ten others have administrative policies with the 

same requirements.  However, none of these statutes have been upheld and in cases 

where they went to court, the case was struck down as unconstitutional (Simon and 

Altstein 1994, 17).  Foster care is confronting some of its own systemic racism, in part 

as a response to the racial reckoning that is occurring in the U.S.  Long neglected social 

welfare programs that have borne the brunt of political partisanship in funding and 

training continue to work in ensuring children are provided basic care and are returned 

to their families or adopted into new ones despite the restrained fiscal environment.  
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CHAPTER 4. MATCHING AND IN THE BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD 
 

 Racial matching referencing adoption is the policy of placing children of a 

particular race with adoptive parents of the same race.  Ideally, this becomes an 

indistinguishable trait between child and parent.  Matching came about as foster care 

systems were overwhelmed with children.  As poverty rates for women and children 

remained high in the period following World War Two combined with the number of 

children requiring foster care, child welfare experts and legislators proposed adoption as 

the solution to ease the burden.  It seemed simple enough; increase the avenues in 

which a foster child can be eligible for adoption to parents wanting to start or expand 

their families.  The challenges arrived when organizations, lawmakers and courts began 

interpreting their own perspective to what provisions constituted providing for the child 

via child welfare. 

 The universal child welfare standard of best interests is criticized for being 

unclear and unsatisfactory.  This results in far too many cases where inconsistent 

application of the term towards child placement has resulted in the child suffering such 

as failing to be appropriately placed.  It is not uncommon to find irregularities in child 

placement due to each state judicial system establishing its own list of factors that 

conclude what is best for a child.   

Some factors considered when determining a child’s bests interests typically 

include: age and gender of the child; physical and mental health of the child and 

guardians; lifestyle choices of the guardians; emotional connection between the child 

and the guardians; ability of the guardians to provide the child with necessities; the 

child’s connection to school, home, community, and places of worship; and preferences 
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of the child (Beer 2011, 276).  Experts assert that the judicial systems’ “free reign” to 

exert their decisions in child placement is based on “personal discretion and common 

sense” rather than a measurable definition from the federal government (Beer 2011, 

277).  Common sense, however, is not always so common.  It is here that opponents of 

the best interests idea believe there is a hidden agenda that revolves around 

undisclosed social and political policies that may be far from the well-meaning intent.  

What is undeniable are the benefits to a child in a permanent, stable home, regardless 

of the family’s racial characteristics.  

The Children’s Bureau defines in the best interests as a “deliberation that courts 

undertake when deciding what type of services, actions and orders will best serve a 

child as well as who is best suited to take care of the child,” (Administration for Children 

and Families 2020).  The loose definition can conjure many interpretations to the 

varying stakeholders in the domestic, indeed if not the international, child welfare 

process.  However, those five words have proven a difficult and complex interpretation 

that is not always perceived to be in the best “service” of the child.  This chapter will 

analyze the factors that comprise the decisions from the courts, families, and child 

welfare agencies regarding the child’s best interests. 

 As of this writing, there is no standardized definition in the best interests of the 

child.  Courts, government agencies and child welfare organizations appear to generally 

keep the term left to interpretation around the loose language that the Children’s Bureau 

references.  For instance, of the child welfare organizations in 50 States, DC, Puerto 

Rico, Guam, U.S. Virgin Islands, American Samoa, and the U.S. Northern Mariana 

Islands, only twelve states and DC require courts to consider a child’s wishes when 
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deciding of best interests (Administration for Children and Families 2020).  However, 

there are commonalities in other forms across states and U.S. territories that share 

common guiding principles when making best interest decisions, these are: 

o The health, safety, and protection of the child  
o The importance of family integrity  
o Making timely permanency decisions to mitigate children lingering in foster 

care for too long  
o Assurance that a child removed from their home will be given care, 

treatment and guidance that will assist the child into becoming a self-
sufficient adult  

(Administration for Children and Families 2020).   
 
 Additionally, the Children’s Bureau identified a list of specific factors in 22 states 

and the District of Columbia for courts to consider when adjudicating the best interests 

of the child.  Some of the most common factors are: 

o Government constitutional protections 
o Importance of maintaining sibling and other close family bonds 
o Emotional ties and relationships between the child and their family, 

household members and caregivers  
o Parental capacity to provide a shelter, food, clothing and medical care  
o Ability to address the mental and physical health needs of the child  
o The mental and physical health stability of the parents or caregivers  
o The presence of domestic violence within the home  
(Administration for Children and Families 2020).   
 

 Today’s interpretation of in the best interests of the child is an evolution from 

earlier forms of the phrase that utilized the term matching in the decisions to place 

children regarding race.  The utilization of race as a primary means to match a child to a 

family has grown out of favor as positive in-roads have occurred over the generations to 

Civil Rights and racial equity.  That is not to say that the term matching has exited the 

child welfare vernacular.  Matching is still in effect, but its principles have changed.  For 

instance, according to AdoptUSKids.org, matching is used to ensure criteria for care of 

the child and understanding of the parents are met.  Some of these criteria are: ability to 
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meet the current expenses of caring for the child; raising the child into adulthood and 

having back-up plans for who could assume responsibility if necessary; able to adopt all 

members of a sibling group; and meeting the preferences and needs of the child 

regarding the ages of other children within the family (AdoptUsKids 2021).  Therefore, 

matching in the sense of determining the best interests is utilized rather than the context 

of race.  However, it is important to review how the term matching developed in child 

welfare and how it discriminated in child placement policies. 

Matching was criteria that assumed children placed with adoptive families that 

share similar physical traits would be better off than those that look differently.  

Assumptions of matching have been referred to as simple but naive (Simon and Altstein 

2002, 2).  In the mid-1950’s, 17 states and DC had at one time or other statutes 

pertaining to matching of adopted children and parents as supporting contributions to 

satisfying the best interests of the child (Simon and Altstein 2002, 2). 

In a 1956 report titled, “A Study of Adoption Practice” published by the Child 

Welfare League of America (CWLA), surveyed public and private child welfare 

organizations on a list of ten criteria of factors for matching for staff to determine if it was 

important or not.  Staff within the organizations selected “level of intelligence and 

intellectual potential” as the number one reason to match children with families followed 

closely by “racial background,” (Shapiro 1956, 84).  This survey reflected the systemic 

discrimination and racial bias that existed in child welfare organizations across the 

country in the 1950’s.  It is important to recognize the social and cultural attitudes of 

American society in the late 1950’s while considering that racism and discrimination of 

minorities was more openly accepted.  Arguments can be made that these folks were 
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“people of their time” although it can be countered that the best interests of the child 

were not being adequately served through racial matching even during the period of 

public segregation. 

In 1959, the CWLA noted in their Standards for Adoption Service chapter titled 

Matching that: 

Similarities of background or characteristics should not be a major 
consideration in the selection of family, except where integration of the 
child into the family and his identification with them may be facilitated by 
likeness, as in the case of some older children or some children with 
distinctive physical traits, such as race…A child who appears 
predominantly White will ordinarily adjust best in a White family. (Simon 
and Alstein 2002, 3-4) 
 

 By 1968, the CWLA reformed their standards and inserted language pertaining to 

the roles and responsibilities of the social workers and adoption agency pertaining to 

matching within faith.  In 1975, a New York state court upheld the practice of placing 

children through matching along religious lines finding that, “…so far as consistent with 

the best interests of the child and where practicable,” the child should be placed within 

an agency reflected towards the child’s faith (Simon Alstein 2002, 5).    

 By the mid-1960’s, child welfare expert Viola Bernard reflected the changing 

tones of the CWLA and stated that, “…experience has shown that couples can identify 

with children whose appearance and background differ markedly from their own,” 

(Simon and Altstein 2002, 4-5).  Indeed, starting in the 1970’s, the CWLA appeared to 

understand the turmoil the late 1960’s had caused to the progression of Civil Rights and 

updated their guidelines on adoption service while removing any reference to race, 

religion or matching.  While lacking specific language to the fact, the guidelines 

contained discriminatory language that would be utilized to indirectly reference race. 
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When adoption has been found desirable for the child, and the couple has 
met the agency’s requirements for adoption…In most instances, similarity 
in background or characteristics need not be a factor.  It should be 
recognized however, that people vary in their capacity to accept 
differences.  If the couple want a child who is like them in certain ways, 
this desire should be taken into consideration. (Simon and Altstein 2002, 
5) 
 

 Historically, adoption agencies have been in excess of White adoptive families 

greater than the number of available White children (Askeland 2006, 53).  Analyzing 

adoptive couple statistics provides insight into transracial adoption growing in the U.S.  

In 1955, a study indicated that there were up to eight approved White adoptive homes 

for every White child, whereas there was only one approved Black family for every ten 

to twenty Black children (Simon and Altstein 2002, 7).  By 1970, an updated study titled 

“A New Look at Supply and Demand in Adoption,” confirmed the number of minority 

children still exceeded the number of approved minority homes (Grow 1970, 8).  The 

combined figures point that, at the time, there were 116 approved White homes for 

every 100 White children and only 39 approved minority homes per 100 minority 

children (Simon and Altstein 2002, 9).  However, lacking from these statistics is the fact 

that transracial adoption was not considered by child welfare agencies as a method of 

reducing the excess of available minority children.  This is demonstrated in the following 

language of the survey: 

The reader must be cautioned that the data do not take account of the 
white adoptive homes that are in fact available for the placement of non-
white children.  If it were possible to place a non-white child in about one 
out of every nine approved White homes, there would be an available 
adoption resource for all children. (Askeland 2006, 51) 
 

 Change to the methods and controlling factors in surveys have been 

slow in progressing over the generations.  Inclusion of multi-racial homes into 
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these surveys is paramount in determining the actual numbers of potential 

adoptive homes for all foster children.  These statistics are important to show 

trends in identifying areas of progression and areas of stagnation in transracial 

adoption. 

 Organizations such as the Open-Door Society, Parents to Adopt Minority 

Youngsters, Families for Interracial Adoption and the National Council of Adoptive 

Parents were supporters of policies and laws pertaining to the integration of minority 

children into White homes for adoption.  They believed the best interests of the child 

was in any qualified home, regardless of race, that would provide an environment for 

the child to succeed.  The National Council on Adoptable Children stated in its Minority 

Placement Position Statement that: 

Partnership with the minority communities in recruitment, assessment, and 
placement of children in appropriate, culturally relevant 
homes…Placement of children in need of foster care with foster families of 
the same race/culture as many of these become the child’s permanent 
home through adoption. (Simon and Altstein 1994, 46) 
 
In one example, by 1986, Connecticut had established a task force on transracial 

adoptions in response to a state law that banned its Department of Children and Youth 

Services from refusing to allow the adoption of a child, “solely on the basis of a 

difference race,” (Simon and Altstein 2002, 33).  The task force reviewed the states 263 

adoptions from its Department of Children and Families and found that 10 percent were 

transracial adoptions (Finhom 1994).  The task force concluded that the state should 

uphold the law that race cannot be the sole deciding factor in determining the placement 

of a child.  The task force also sided with the NAACP that adopted a policy in the early 

1980’s stating that a child’s best interests, not race, should be the overriding factor in 
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placing Black children in adoptive homes (Finholm 1994).  “Black children would wait 

longer if we used race as a sole criterion,” said David Dearborn, then-spokesman for the 

state Department of Children and Families.  

As society progressively works towards changing the attitudes and practices of 

incorporating the best interests in child placement, there is a notable area where the 

best interests have conspicuously been secondary: Native American children.  The 

relationship history between the federal government and Native American tribes has 

been rocky and troubled marked by violent clashes, protests, and failed government 

sponsored social welfare programs.  Today, the poverty rate on Native American 

reservations is 26.2 percent; nearly double that of the rest of the U.S. (Yeagley 2020).  

In addition, high unemployment numbers, substance abuse and family violence at rates 

exceedingly higher than other racial groups plague Native American tribes.  This has led 

to required intervention from state and tribal authorities to protect children. 

Adoption and custody conflicts over Native American children have occurred 

since White society began settling the land once occupied by Native Americans.  The 

notion for the attitudes that the best interests of child come secondary regarding Native 

American children can be summed by the introducing sentence of noted child welfare 

expert on Native Americans, Barbara Atwood, ‘When sovereigns compete to determine 

the interests of children, fundamental questions of power and legitimacy inevitably 

arise,” (Atwood 2010, 3).   

Perhaps the most important piece of legislation Congress has passed in the last 

century involving Native American adoptions is the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) of 

1978.  The language in the act has all but prohibited the adoption of Native American 
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children by non-Native Americans.  It gives tribal courts exclusive jurisdiction over child 

custody proceedings involving children living within the boundaries of Native American 

reservations (Simon and Altstein 1994, 19).  In its opening declaration to the ICWA, 

Congress focused on satisfying the interests of the tribes and the children: 

The Congress hereby declares that it is the policy of this Nation to protect 
the best interests of Indian children and to promote the stability and 
security of Indian tribes and families by the establishment of minimum 
Federal standards for the removal of Indian children from their families 
and the placement of such children in foster or adoptive homes which will 
reflect the unique values of Indian culture, and by providing for assistance 
to Indian tribes in the operation of child and family service programs. 
(Atwood 2010, 164). 
 
In one case involving the ICWA, Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians v. 

Holyfield, the Supreme Court voided an approved adoption of Native American twins by 

non-Indian parents that occurred in state court.  The Supreme Court held that 

Mississippi lacked jurisdiction in matters that conflicted with the language and intent of 

the ICWA and left the decision to the Choctaw tribal court (Brennan 1989). The children 

were, indeed, Native American, as were the non-married parents who moved off the 

reservation and coordinated for adoption of the child since neither birth parent could 

raise the children themselves.  The Holyfield’s, however, were non-Native American and 

despite the well-intended actions that the best interests of the child be taken into 

consideration, the state approval for adoption was overturned by federal courts 

(Brennan, 1988).  Of interesting note, and as a subsequent development, the tribal court 

later ruled that the children remain with their adoptive family (Liptak 2012).  

In many ways, the twins were raised off tribal lands and in a non-Native 

American family for nearly four years.  The children knew nothing about the Choctaw 

culture or language.  The tribal court ruled in favor of allowing the children to remain 
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until adulthood with a non-Choctaw family.  The tribal court did, however, rule that the 

twins be enabled so that regular contact with their extended Choctaw family and tribe 

could regularly occur (Liptak 2012).  This case is widely regarded as an exception to the 

intent of the ICWA but it demonstrates an example of tribal courts deciding that the best 

interests of the child should be at least be equal to tribal interests.  

 Particularly regarding race within the judicial system, experts note, “hard 

cases…make bad law,” and that few cases are harder than those in which the court 

must remove a child from family (Lewerenz and McCoy 2010, 3).  The case becomes 

even harder when the child is Native American. Padraic McCoy, a Native American law 

attorney, believes cases involving ICWA allow state courts to gain a better 

comprehension of child separation from tribal cultures and that the intent of the ICWA 

was that tribal interests were to be treated as importantly as the child’s interests 

(Lewerenz and McCoy 2010).  ICWA is an example where the existing Native American 

family construct can legally be prioritized over the best interests of the child.   

Adoption, particularly transracial adoption, is in continual flux as it contends with 

a plethora of stakeholders operating in an area of constrained resources.  The dynamics 

that occur on the political, public, and private stage call into question what is meant by 

the term in the child’s best interests?  In whose best interest does the court decide?  

What seems like a simplistic and well-intended methodology to ensure the best care for 

the child is considerably more complex.  Child placement weighs the various competing 

factors in any case that promotes the welfare of the child.   

Simon and Altstein believe there are viable questions worth asking when it 

comes to discussion involving a child’s best interests. Most notably, if every eligible 
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child for adoption maintains a right to live in security of a loving home, then what right 

does the legal system have deeming placement to be more a privilege “bestowed on 

him or her by the courts?” (Simon and Altstein 1994, 111).  Additionally, what of the 

greater community racial divide, both in tangible and non-tangible terms?  Organizations 

such as the NABSW argue that conducting transracial adoptions in the best interest of 

Black foster children is creating a vacuum of Black culture, a whitewashing of Black 

identity.  Native Americans and their supporters in the ICWA view adoption as an 

invariable threat to ethnic and tribal continuity.  Both sides argue that centuries of White 

oppression have gone unchecked within the transracial adoption enterprise and that the 

best interests of the child methodology is discriminatory when considering a minority 

child for adoption by white parents (Bahl 1996, 79).   

More must be done for the best interests of the child in terms of foster care and 

adoption.  A first step for improvement is that the best interests must consistently and 

equitably across racial and socio-economic lines that enable a child to grow to their full 

potential in a stable and loving home.  The Children’s Bureau would better serve child 

welfare and judicial organizations in providing a standardized definition of best interests.  

A clearly defined term will provide clarity in its utilization and enable the courts to protect 

children while providing for the child’s greatest potential to succeed.   
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CHAPTER 5.  OPPONENTS AND ADVOCATES TO TRANSRACIAL ADOPTION 
 

This chapter presents the dynamics of transracial adoption as it encompasses 

more than the relationship between parent and child.  The ethnic and racial differences 

within society have created both advocates and opponents to the idea of transracial 

adoption.  Direct quoted language from source material reveals the deep beliefs held by 

opponents to transracial adoption that minority children will lose their sense of identity 

and that their best interests are in remaining with families of their own race.  Advocates 

for transracial adoption argue that race is not a key factor in the determination of caring 

for a child.  Opponents state that race is a key factor and that White parents are unable 

to provide adequate defense mechanisms to minority children and this ultimately leads 

to the failure of minority adults coping in White society.  

The commonality to both opponents and advocates to transracial adoption is 

identifying a valid, operational definition of “success.”  Lucille Grow and Deborah 

Shapiro of the CWLA wrote of the challenges relating to surveying the success of a 

transracial adoption: 

In an ideal society all adopted children, like their biological peers, would 
have a happy childhood and develop into well-adjusted, well-functioning 
adults.  In a much-less-than-ideal society, it is evident that many like their 
biological peers, will not.  Since they do not all become ‘successful’ adults, 
a series of difficult, usually unanswerable, questions is raised.  Is the 
failure necessarily related to the fact of adoption?  Is the rate of failure any 
different from that observed in the rearing of children by their biological 
parents?...In the specific type of adoption under scrutiny here, is a Black 
child more ‘successful’ in a White adoptive home than he would have 
been in a Black foster home or a series of them? (Simon and Altstein 
1994, 52-54). 
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The failure to clearly define success or have a system of measurement did not 

stop the NABSW, who in 1972, published a position statement on transracial adoptions 

favoring the preservation of Black families (Simon and Altstein 1994, 40-43).   

The National Association of Black Social Workers has taken a vehement 
stand against the placement of Black children in White homes for any 
reason.  We affirm the inviolable position of Black children in Black 
families where they belong physically, psychologically, and culturally in 
order that they receive the total sense of themselves and develop a sound 
projection of their future…Black children in White homes are cut off from 
the healthy development of themselves as Black people.  The socialization 
process for every child begins at birth.  Included in the socialization 
process is the child’s cultural heritage which is an important segment of 
the total process.  This must begin at the earliest moment; otherwise, our 
children will not have the background and knowledge which is necessary 
to survive in a racist society.  This is impossible if the child is placed with 
white parents in a white environment…We have committed ourselves to 
go back to our communities and work to end this particular form of 
genocide. (NABSW 1972) 
 

 The statement spurred a national debate over the merits of the NABSW’s 

argument.  It continues to be utilized by a wide range of academic scholars as a case-

study on influential organizations affecting child welfare and transracial adoptions.  

Advocates countered the very idea that placing Black children in White homes 

amounted to nothing more than assuring the best interests of the child were satisfied, 

much less anything to do with a form of genocide.  However, the vitriol from the NABSW 

gained momentum from other organizations.  Two years later the Black Caucus of the 

North American Conference on Adoptable Children stated that “every possible attempt 

should be made to place Black and other minority children in a cultural and racial setting 

like their original group,” (Simon and Altstein 1994, 41).  Furthermore, in 1975, the Dean 

of the Howard University School of Social Work stated that, “Black children who grow up 

in White homes end up with White psyches,” (Simon and Altstein 1994, 41).  
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 By the 1980’s, rhetoric opposing transracial adoption began growing.  Before a 

Senate committee in 1985 on Labor and Human Relations, the NABSW refined their 

position stating: 

We are opposed to transracial adoption as a solution to permanent 
placement for Black children.  We have an ethnic, moral, and professional 
obligation to oppose transracial adoption.  We are therefore legally 
justified in our efforts to protect the right of Black children, Black families, 
and the Black community.  We view the placement of Black children in 
White homes as a hostile act against our community.  It is a blatant form 
of race and cultural genocide. (Simon and Altstein 1997, 171).   
 

 A year later, the founder of Homes for Black Children, a successful Black 

adoption agency in Detroit issued a statement: 

For those of us who are Black, the pain has been the fear of losing control 
of our own destiny through the loss of our children…There is real fear, in 
the hearts of some of us who are Black, as to whether a child who is Black 
can be protected in this society, without the protection of families who are 
most like him…A Black child is especially endangered when agencies or 
programs that are successful in finding Black families are not available to 
meet his need. (Simon and Altstein 1994, 45). 
 
Further amplification of the Black community to oppose transracial adoption 

occurred via a 1987 article in Ebony magazine titled, “Should Whites Adopt Black 

Children?”  The article interviewed those opposed to transracial adoption and received 

responses that were published in the magazine such as, “the lateral transfer of Black 

children to White families as contradictory to our preservation efforts,” and “there is no 

way a Black child can develop as a total Black person if s/he lives in a White family,” 

(Simon and Altstein 1994, 44). 

Momentum to oppose transracial adoption reached an apex in 1988 when the 

North American Council on Adoptable Children issued a ten-point Minority Placement 

Statement.  



54 
 

Although it has been demonstrated that there are numerous family 
resources within Black, Hispanic and Native American communities, 
children are denied permanent homes because potentially available 
resources of the same race are not fully utilized…(Simon and Altstein 
1994, 46). 
 

 Within the ten-point statement, Articles 6 and 8, imply an opposition to transracial 

placement of minority children: 

6. Partnership with the minority communities in recruitment, assessment 
and placement of children in appropriate, culturally relevant homes. 
8. Placement of children in need of foster care with foster families of the 
same race/culture as many of these become the child’s permanent home 
through adoption. (Simon and Altstein 1994, 46). 

 
The statement came as pressure mounted on child welfare groups to act either in 

opposition or support to transracial adoptions.  For instance, in 1987, the Council for a 

Black Economic Agenda met with President Ronald Reagan to discuss what they saw 

as unfair and unbalanced practices towards Black groups on the part of adoption 

agencies (Simon and Altstein 1994, 46).   

Many child welfare and Civil Rights groups such as the CWLA and the NAACP 

sympathized with the statements of the NABSW.  They believed that because U.S. 

society is ingrained in racism that only Black parents can adequately arm a Black child 

to enter the “combat zone that is American society,” (Charen 1994).  At their 1993 

national convention, members of the NAACP overwhelmingly defeated a proposal 

advocating transracial adoption as preferable to foster care (UPI 1993).  The President 

of the NAACP Flint, MI branch, E. Hill De Loney stated, “why do we have to send out 

our children to our oppressors to be adopted?” (UPI 1993).   

Child welfare advocates note there are far too few Black foster and adoptive 

parents available to counter the high numbers of minority children in the system.  
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However, De Loney noted that when the playing field is equal, Black parents adopt at a 

higher rate than other ethnic groups, including Whites.  This argument was based on a 

1985 report in Adoption of Children with Special Needs: Issues in Law and Policy that 

concluded when family composition and income were controlled, the rate of adoptions in 

1982 was 18 Black children per 10,000 families, compared to 4 White children per 

10,000 families (Mason and Williams 1985, 83).  According to Dr. Simon and Howard 

Altstein, this is a long-known statistic to adoption professionals; that Black families 

adopt at a higher rate than White families (Simon and Altstein 1994, 5).   Supporting the 

argument to call for an end to race discrimination through financial criteria was the 

President of the NAACP Maricopa County, stating that adoption agencies screen for 

higher income, dual-parent families and that this criterion disqualifies many in the Black 

community from adopting.   

Furthermore, opponents to Black adoptions by non-Black parents have even 

debated the “Blackness” of children.  This contention resides in how society interprets 

the degree of being Black when it comes to adoption.  Author Elizabeth Raleigh argues 

that foreign-born and biracial Black children are viewed as the exception to African 

American exceptionalism, meaning these children, while Black, are not of the Black 

culture (Raleigh 2016, 95-96). Although, the primary message to the public from Black 

opponents to transracial adoption was of cultural and identity loss that affected the 

future of the Black community. 

Advocates to transracial adoption primarily rest their arguments on empirical 

research.  Studies show that ‘transracial adoptees grow up emotionally and socially 

adjusted, and aware of and comfortable with their racial identity.  “They perceive 
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themselves as integral parts of their adopted families and expect to retain strong ties to 

their parents and siblings in the future,” (Simon and Altstein 1994, 53).  Advocates state 

that arguments opposing transracial adoption are based on rhetoric and ideology; that 

vocal opponents such as the NABSW have failed to present any scientific data to 

support their position.  When Dr. Simon and Howard Altstein began working on their 

transracial adoptee study, they found that young transracial adoptees were aware of 

their racial identities along the same level as young Black children raised in Black 

homes.  Responding to the study, the NABSW stated that research should wait until the 

adoptees become adolescents to firmly ascertain the discrimination and alienation 

Blacks experience.  Follow-up studies, such as those by Grow and Shapiro and a 

follow-up to the study by Dr. Simon and Howard Altstein did not support the NABSW 

predictions (Simon and Altstein 1994, 51). 

In the late-1970’s, Open-Door Society member Joyce Ladner conducted in-depth 

interviews with 136 families that had conducted transracial adoptions in 7 states and 

D.C.  Ladner was skeptical at the beginning stating that, “…transracial adoption 

represented, for me, an inexplicable departure from custom and tradition.  I would have 

thought it just as unorthodox for a Black couple to adopt a White child.”  At the 

conclusion of her study, Ladner wrote, ‘there are Whites who are capable of rearing 

emotionally healthy Black children,” and that parents, “must be idealistic about the 

future but also realistic about the society in which they now live,” (Simon and Altstein 

1994, 54).   

In another study that advocated for transracial adoption, the results found that 

transracial and in-racial adoptees were healthy and “exhibited typical adolescent 
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relationships with their parents, siblings, teachers, and peers.  Similarly, regardless of 

the race of their adoptive parents, they reflected positive feelings of self-regard,” 

(Womack and Fulton 1981, 712).  Additionally, in 1988, the North American Council on 

Adoptable Children presented data that confirmed transracial placements were as 

stable as other more traditional arrangements with adoptive families.  Identity within 

teenagers and their ability to adjust within their community proved to be no more an 

issue than normal child adolescence.  By 1991, the broadcast morning show, CBS This 

Morning, reported the results from a poll of 975 adults that were asked the question, 

“Should race be a factor in adoption?”  75 percent of White respondents and 71 percent 

of Black respondents said “no,” (Simon and Altstein 1994, 61). 

The opposition to transracial adoptions focused beyond Black children.  Indeed, 

opponents blasted the very idea that a child of one race adopted by parents of another 

could be as successful when compared to a child raised by parents of the same race.   

If the objective of transracial adoptions is acting in the best interests of the child, insofar 

as the objective, one race has a federal law that proves that is not always the case.  

Regarding the vocal and vitriol stemming from opponents of Black transracial adoptions, 

the federal government has yet to appease their calls to stop the practice of Black child 

adoptions to White families.  However, Native Americans were successful in pressing 

the federal government for action to wholly restrict the practice of adoptions of Native 

American children to non-Native American families. 

The question of Native American identity is at the heart of Native American 

federal law that determined the limits of jurisdictional line drawing among federal, state, 

and tribal courts.  Indian identity is an emotionally laden construct with contrasting 
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definitions and different social and legal implications (Atwood 2010, 19-20).   Larissa 

Petrillo, a Canadian professor with extensive study in First Nation tribes, stated that 

Native Americans view identity as an all-encompassing personal identity that is all at 

once, “lineal and cultural, political and spiritual,” (Petrillo et al. 2007, 82).   

 In 1972, Native American tribes from the Sioux to the Choctaw came together 

and issued the following statement: 

The identity crisis of adolescence is likely to be especially traumatic for the 
Indian child growing up in a White home.  When they are old enough to 
realize that they’re different, there is likely to be real trouble, especially if 
White parents haven’t made serious efforts to expose them to their own 
cultural heritage…And trouble will come from the White family, too, they 
say.  The White man’s hatred of the Native American may be forgotten 
when he’s a cute helpless baby or child, but it will show up when the child 
becomes an adolescent and able to think and act as an individual. (Simon 
and Altstein 1994, 47). 
 

 Organizations such as the Indian Adoption Project had placed almost 400 Native 

American children for adoption in  White homes in 1967.  Even the CWLA in working in 

conjunction with the Bureau of Indian Affairs encouraged tribes to relinquish any form of 

jurisdiction over its children so that state courts could facilitate adoptions to non-Native 

American homes.  The Indian Adoption Project was established in the late 1950’s and 

was the result of studies showing that large numbers of Native American children were 

available for adoption but remained in foster care or were passed to relatives living in 

poverty (Atwood 2010, 157).   

Through the 1970’s, the number of White children available for adoption 

decreased.  Combined with the vitriolic rhetoric from organizations opposing Black 

transracial adoptions, White families looked to the Native American population. The 

Director of the project stated in the late 1960’s that Native American children, “had 
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spent years at public expense in federal boarding schools or in foster care.  They had 

never had the security of family life to promote their development and assure their 

future,” (Atwood 2010, 158).  The perspective of social workers within the project was 

that they were taking to task the best interests of the child through the removal from 

poverty and uncertainty.  It was not until 2001, long after the passage of the ICWA in 

1978, that the CWLA, working in close connection with the Indian Adoption Project, 

issued an apology stating that it had assumed Native American children ‘would be 

better off with White families as opposed to staying in their own communities and tribes,’ 

(Lazarus 1997, 255).   

 Advocates for protecting Native American Identity, such as the Northwest Indian 

Child Welfare Institute, saw the need for trained American Native American child 

welfare workers for both tribal lands and urban-based child welfare programs.  By 1983, 

the organization became the National Indian Child Welfare Association (NICWA) with a 

mission to support and promote the safety, health, and spiritual strength of Native 

American children.  The private, non-profit organization remains the pre-eminent 

national Native American organization focused specifically on tribal capacity to prevent 

child abuse and neglect.  It operates through six issue areas: child abuse and neglect, 

the ICWA of 1978, foster care and adoption, children’s mental health, youth 

engagement, and juvenile justice (NICWA 2021). 

Given the disproportionately high rates of Native American orphan children being 

removed from tribal lands to White homes located far from reservations, tribal leaders 

became concerned with tribe survival.  However, Native American children are more 

than twice as likely to live below the poverty level than non-Native Americans and are 
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three times more likely to be homeless and experience alcohol-related deaths (Atwood 

2010, 159).  Prior to the creation of the ICWA, the removal of Native American children 

to White homes was decimating the future growth of tribes.  In 1968 South Dakota, 

Native American children constituted 7 percent of the population but accounted for 70 

percent of all adoptions within the state.  A year later, a report from 16 states indicated 

89 percent of all Native American children in foster care were placed transracially.  By 

the early 1970’s in Wisconsin, Native American children being removed from their 

homes was 1,600 percent greater than for non-Native Americans (Simon and Altstein 

1994, 8). 

 The NICWA opposes Native American transracial adoptions, arguing that state 

social workers were not trained in the child-rearing culture of Native American tribes.  

They posited that social workers operated under the auspices of the best interests of 

the child through the lens of White society.  That a parental figure to a child can only be 

found in a home of a prospective adoptive parent or close family member.  The tribes 

stated that within their culture, extended family caring for the child was normalized and 

even a desirable method to ensure the child was cared for and stayed within the family 

(Jones et al. 2008).   

 The ICWA was established by Congress in 1978 to reverse the “wholesale 

separation of Indian children from their families” and to restore tribal authority over the 

welfare of Native American children (Atwood 2010, 153-154).  The ICWA was meant as 

a solution to over a century of discrimination in child welfare.  For instance, the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had an Indian Placement Program that removed 

children from tribes and placed them in church members’ homes.  It is estimated that 
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over 5,000 Native American children were living in Mormon homes by the 1970’s 

(Johnson 1999, 197).  As stated earlier, Congress’ intent with the passage of the ICWA 

was to satisfy the best interests of both Native American children and their tribe.  

 The ICWA is unique because it stands at odds with current federal policy on 

transracial adoptions.  The ICWA prioritized placement of children via a child’s 

association to the following: a member of the child’s extended family; other members of 

the Indian child’s tribe; or other Indian families for adoptive placement (Atwood 2010, 

181).  The priorities clarified the federal stance that, “where possible, an Indian child 

should remain in the Indian community,” and attempts to ensure the Native American 

child’s welfare are not rooted in “a White, middle-class standard which, in many cases, 

forecloses placement with an Indian family,” (Atwood 2010, 181). 

 Furthermore, the ICWA is retroactive.  This can result in the disruption of the 

dynamics of an adoptive family that has legally adopted the child through state court 

years later.  The right of retroactive invalidation, as Atwood states, “applies without to 

the passage of time or the circumstances of the Indian child who is the subject of the 

proceedings,” (Atwood 2010, 180).  In one such case, In the Matter of the Adoption of 

C.D.K., a federal court invalidated the adoption of a Cherokee-born child after the 

mother voluntarily relinquished parental rights to the child’s grandmother.   

In this case, a mother voluntarily relinquished her rights as a parent within ten 

days of the child’s birth to her mother, the child’s grandmother.  Additionally, the mother 

understood that once her rights as a parent were relinquished and the state court 

accepted, the mother would not be allowed to withdraw that relinquishment.  According 

to court documents, the child was neither an official member of the tribe or enrolled in 
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any tribal program although the grandfather stated he was with the grandmother later 

enrolling.  The Utah State Court determined the ICWA did not apply and granted the 

adoption of the child, known as C.D.K., to a non-Cherokee family.  The mother enrolled 

in the Cherokee tribe a year after relinquishing her rights as a parent.  She then 

approached the courts and sought invalidation of the adoption because the 

relinquishment hearing did not meet the procedural requirements of the ICWA (U.S. 

District Court Utah 2009). Language in the ICWA prohibits a relinquishment hearing to 

take place within ten days of birth.  While the adoptive family argued that the ICWA is 

not applicable because the child was not enrolled as a member of the Cherokee nation, 

the federal courts determined otherwise.  

The Cherokee Nation Member Act, section 11A states that, “…every newborn 

child who is a Direct Descendant of an Original Enrollee…for a period of 240 days 

following the birth of the child,” is a member of the Cherokee Nation (U.S. District Court 

Utah 2009).  The mother argued that the child was a direct descendant and therefore an 

automatic member of the Cherokee tribe at the time of the relinquishment hearing in the 

Utah court.  The federal court decided that the tribal authorities inherent power to 

determine tribal membership entitled the Cherokee Nation great deference in the matter 

(U.S. District Court Utah 2009).  While the adoptive family argued that the Cherokee 

nation failed to provide any evidence that the child was Native American, the federal 

court disagreed and awarded custody of the child to the Cherokee tribal courts.  The 

final determination by the federal court stated: 

Because the courts finds that C.D.K. was an Indian Child at the time of the 
Relinquishment Hearing, and because the parties agree that the ICWA’s 
procedural requirements were not strictly complied with during the 
Relinquishment Hearing, it is therefore ordered that Petitioner’s motion for 
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summary judgement (Docket No. 12) is granted and respondents’ motion 
for partial summary judgement (Docket No. 24) is denied.  Petitioner’s 
consent to termination of her parental rights over C.D.K. is hereby 
invalidated. (U.S. District Court Utah 2009). 
 

 Is the case of C.D.K. acting within the intent of the best interests of the child?  

Not necessarily.  To take a child away from an adoptive home and be placed back into a 

home that had originally voluntarily relinquished parental rights, while not members of a 

Native American tribe, is concerning.  Had the birth mother delayed her argument to 

retain parental rights, a situation similar to the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians v. 

Holyfield may have ensued.  In that case, the tribal courts determined that the child had 

been with their adoptive parents for so long that removal would entail significant 

emotional distress (Atwood 2010, 180).   

 The case of C.D.K. illustrates the near-complete castration of state court 

authority when dealing with Native American children or descendants of Native 

Americans.  The federal policy that, “where possible, an Indian child should remain in 

the Indian community,” is noble regarding the historical context of White society 

decimating the Native American population; but to invalidate an adoptive parent’s rights 

to a child after the birth parent invokes a tribal law that retroactively grants tribal 

membership, is a challenging and complex scenario where the losing party is the child.  

Whenever Native American heritage comes to the court’s attention, it is the 

responsibility of the court to pursue every question to tribal membership with the 

appropriate tribal authorities.   

The ICWA is not always equally applied.  Organizations such as the NICWA 

continue to see the need to advocate for full compliance on the ICWA legislation and 

defend it from local judicial systems seeking to overturn it.  One such effort from the 
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NICWA was the publishing of the ICWA Regulations Guidebook by the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs (BIA).  For nearly 37 years, the NICWA petitioned the BIA to provide a 

comprehensive ‘how to’ book to guide courts along with public and private agencies on 

the implementation of ICWA.  The BIA published its guidance on June 8, 2016 (NICWA 

2021).   The ICWA allowed the federal government to recognize the delicate nature of 

Native American identity and, to an extent, offer protections to tribal integrity after years 

of oppression and neglect. 

 To a person new to issues relating to transracial adoptions, one could assume 

that minority advocacy groups such as the NAACP, NABSW and tribal communities 

would be supportive of any action that would transfer a minority child from an institution 

or foster care into a permanent stable home.  This is not necessarily the case.  These 

groups are concerned with the racial integrity within their communities and view 

transracial adoptions as the least desirable option.  The NABSW utilized vitriol language 

to describe their position.  The NAACP has distanced itself from their initially one-sided 

stance on the matter.  The NAACP noted in 1992 that: 

WHEREAS, there are a number of black children for adoption; and 
WHEREAS, black children are among the most difficult to place in 
adopted homes; and WHEREAS, there is a policy, written and unwritten 
by many agencies to place black children only with black people; NOW 
THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED, that the NAACP sponsors and supports 
efforts and for legislation that will encourage policies that place black 
children for adoption without regard to race. (NAACP Resolution, 1992).   
  

 For Native Americans, the federal government has sided with advocates that 

place the conservatorship of tribal integrity and tribal identity by placing minimum 

federal standards for adherence by state courts to defer such matters to the tribes.  The 

intent of Congress under ICWA was to “protect the best interests of Indian children and 
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to promote the stability and security of Indian tribes and families,” (NICWA 2021).  

Conflicts between federal, state, and tribal courts have arisen in cases involving the 

ICWA with the child often being the stakeholder without a voice in the process. 

Child welfare agencies must be more transparent in their operational practices 

that display their non-discriminatory policies, especially towards placement minority 

youths in foster care.  Tribal courts must take into consideration and recognize that the 

best interests of the child may lay beyond the confines of tribal membership such as in 

the case of Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians v. Holyfield.  Additionally, opponents 

and advocates must understand the empirical data that supports most transracial 

adoptees are better off in adoptive homes of any race than remaining in an institution or 

foster care home until the child ages out.  The best interests of the child should remain 

the guiding principle that keeps both sides pointed in a progressive direction that 

enables the most potential for success.   
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CHAPTER 6. MULTIETHNIC PLACEMENT ACT AND INTERETHNIC PROVISIONS 
 

 The challenges and complexities surrounding transracial adoption has resulted in 

limited intervention from the federal government.  Since the 1950’s, the federal 

government has enacted policies meant to facilitate transracial adoptions, the Indian 

Child Welfare Act (ICWA) of 1978 withstanding.  From the Bill for the Relief of Certain 

War Orphans in 1955 to the Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA), these statutes have 

assisted in streamlining transracial adoptions within the U.S.  Federal organizations 

have, however, been deliberately cautious as to not interfere within local judicial 

systems unless it is a clear violation of a federal statute, ie. cases within the ICWA.  

This chapter discusses and analyzes federal policies and programs that were created 

with the intent to promote appropriate consideration of race, culture, or ethnic origin in 

child placement.  Federal efforts such as MEPA remain grounded in good cause but fail 

to provide appropriate resources in accomplishing its intent. 

 Congress passed MEPA in 1994 and stems from the growing concern over the 

length of time children were staying in local foster care and child welfare institutions. It 

also provides language to provide federal enforcement of non-discriminatory child 

placement practices (Hollinger 1997, 1).  Coincidentally, in that same year, the General 

Accounting Office reported that minority children composed more than 60 percent of 

children in foster care, and their time in group homes was double that of White children 

(Jennings 2006, 563).  MEPA overturned the practice of race matching for child 

placement and made it illegal to consider race, ethnicity, or national origins for child 

placement.  MEPA excludes placements made pursuant to the ICWA of 1978 

(Askeland, 2010).  Scholars, policy advocates and high profile individuals such as Jesse 
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Jackson vocally supported the bill and argued race should not be factored into adoption 

decisions.  Professor Randall Kennedy, Harvard University, stated that continual 

consideration of race in adoptions is “affirming the notion that race should be a cage to 

which people are assigned at birth and from which people should not be allowed to 

wander,” (Askeland 2006, 56). 

MEPA means to chart a middle way between the issues of the opponents and 

advocates for transracial adoption.  It also supplemented laws already in effect, such as 

the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act.  

MEPA stated that children remanded to state custody are not exempt from federal anti-

discrimination laws, especially Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act (Askeland 2010, 56).  

Critics to MEPA stated its language and organization was confusing over what it did and 

did not allow.  

Amongst the specific intentions of MEPA was to provide a framework that 

facilitated the retention and recruitment of foster and adoptive parents, decrease the 

length of time children were waiting for adoption and to eliminate racial and ethnic 

discrimination of the child or prospective foster or adoptive parents (Hollinger 1997, 5).  

MEPA imposed financial restrictions to child welfare agencies that did not follow the 

language set forth in federal law.  In 1996, the Interethnic Placement Act (IEPA) clarified 

areas of ambiguity that had garnered many detractors to MEPA (Jennings 2006, 562).   

MEPA did state it is “permissible” to consider a child’s “cultural, ethnic, or racial 

background” and a prospective parent’s capacity to meet these needs as among the 

factors in determination of a child’s best interests.  IEPA repealed language in some of 

MEPA’s provisions and replaced it with clarified prohibitions that met the intent of the 
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statute.  It is now clear that any actions from public or private organizations that delay or 

deny placement based on race, color, or national origin are unlawful (Hollinger 1997, 3).  

The implementation of MEPA and IEPA was a positive move forward regarding cases to 

support transracial adoption as it provided legal enforcement with tangible fines to 

organizations that racially discriminate in the placement of minority foster children.   

Additionally, MEPA and IEPA address the recruitment for foster and adoptive 

parents, a subject that has been a lingering factor to improve the foster and adoption 

process.  Such policies enacted to the law are: usage of a non-discriminatory fee 

structure; targeted recruitment strategies to meet the needs of underserved children and 

the training of staff, including interpreters and counselors, to work with applicants from 

diverse backgrounds; and designing procedures to welcome applicants and ensure 

timely access to the home study process while accommodating applicants’ work 

schedules (Hollinger 1997, 6). 

Unfortunately, MEPA and IEPA has not been the one-size fit all solution to the 

issues surrounding transracial adoptions.  Patricia Jennings, professor at California 

State University authored a dissenting article toward MEPA titled, “The Trouble with the 

Multiethnic Placement Act: An Empirical Look at Transracial Adoption,” (Jennings 2006, 

559).  According to a report from the National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-

Being, only 8 percent of child welfare agencies implemented new recruitment resources 

following the passage of MEPA and only 2 percent of agencies in the study experienced 

a change in their client base (NSCAW 1997-2014).   

 Furthermore, Jennings believes MEPA and IEPA promote the interests of White 

adoptive and foster parents by failing to address critical areas to improve transracial 
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adoptions.  She states that MEPA and IEPA are inherently flawed and calls into 

question two primary assumptions that governed the passage of MEPA; that origins for 

Black child placement are found in race-matching policies and that the choice to adopt 

across racial boundaries is an anti-racist choice.  Critics also point to the issue that 

MEPA has no mandate for federal or state funding to bolster outreach to Black 

communities, thus making recruitment beyond the already vulnerable status-quo, 

difficult (Jennings 2006, 570).    An additional argument against MEPA is that White 

privilege is so ingrained in the child welfare system that more efforts on behalf of all 

stakeholders must be undertaken especially within the decision-making process of child 

placement.  Taken as a form of reverse discrimination, Jennings argues that the legal 

community missed a better serving opportunity in the interest of children by forging 

racially progressive adoption policies. 

The Children’s Bureau recently rated the nation’s implementation and adherence 

to the provisions of MEPA by analyzing each individual state Diligent Recruitment Plans 

and reviewing their Child and Family Service Plans.  Within the report, the Children’s 

Bureau found that 34 states received ratings of an “area needing improvement’ while 16 

received a rating of “strength,” (Kalisher et al. 2020).  States needing improvement were 

missing or short in the following areas: 1) strategies for ensuring that people know how 

they can become a foster or adoptive parent if they are interested; 2) strategies for 

training staff to work with diverse cultural, racial, and economic communities; 3) 

strategies for dealing with linguistic barriers; and 4) implementing non-discriminatory fee 

structures (Kalisher et al. 2020). 
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MEPA and IEPA are steps in the right direction towards the elimination of 

discriminatory practices within child welfare organizations.  However, the actions 

stemming from the intent of MEPA and IEPA must continually be reviewed as flaws and 

loopholes are found.  An 2007 independent review by the U.S. Commission on Civil 

Rights determined that it was difficult to ascertain how the Department of Health and 

Human Services responds to reports of MEPA violations (Snowden 2007).  The 

Commission found that violations in MEPA policy are noted in the Child and Family 

Service Reviews of individual state programs but enforcement beyond that is difficult to 

trace.  For MEPA and IEPA to succeed, assumed and implied tasks must be clarified 

and enforced.  There should be a greater partnership between all levels of government 

along with public and private child welfare agencies.  Finally, there must be increased 

federal funding and subsidies for the training of prospective parents, social workers and 

leaders involved in transracial adoption.  These resources must influence all phases of 

the child placement process to include the post-adoption phase.  A higher trained and 

more educated support network for the dependent minority child provides greater 

potential for success going into adulthood.     
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CHAPTER 7. THE CASE FOR INTERNATIONAL ADOPTION 

 International adoption is the adoption of a child that is from another country 

although it is not always a case of transracial adoption.  Children awaiting adoption 

domestically are impacted by international adoption because growing numbers of 

parents are seeking children beyond what the U.S. provides.  In 2001, one out of every 

three children adopted in the U.S. was an international adoptee (Berquist et al. 2007, 

156).  Within a ten-year span, nearly a quarter million children born abroad were 

adopted by families in the U.S. (Raleigh 2016, 89).  The case supporting international 

adoptions is important and quite simple; dependent children worldwide should be 

afforded the opportunities that a permanent home in the U.S. provides.  International 

adoption is progressive and compliments transracial adoption.  However, understanding 

the factors affecting prospective parents’ considerations when adopting internationally 

compared to domestically are more complicated.  There are numerous push-and-pull 

factors that have contributed to the increased rate of international adoption. 

International adoption reflects a larger, growing trend toward multiracial and 

multiethnic families who face unique challenges in the upbringing of children of different 

ethnic and racial heritages (Lee et al. 2008).  It reflects a convergence of social and 

political factors at home and abroad (Lee 2003).  The shortage of adoptable White 

children in the U.S. domestic system combined with increasing numbers of international 

dependent children has created a more diverse pool of adoptable children for 

prospective parents.  These parents can search beyond the borders for children 

meeting their preferences in areas such as race, gender, and age.  Along the same line, 
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foster care’s ability to conduct child placement and adoption of domestic minority 

children is indirectly hindered by this growing movement.   

 National studies indicate that nine out of ten parents choosing international 

adoption are White and that it can be assumed most international adoptions from non-

majority White countries are transracial (Raleigh 2016, 90).  Additionally, these White 

parents generally have the financial means and home stability to consider international 

adoption as a more feasible option.  Financial means is important as international 

adoptions are considerably more expensive than from domestic foster care. 

 For instance, in 1990, the average cost of adopting from Asia was $10,000 

(Simon and Altstein 1994, 11).  Comparatively in that same year, domestic foster care 

averaged less than $4,000 for Black infants but costs for White infants was $7,500 

(Simon and Altstein 1994, 11).  Today, costs from the top two countries with the highest 

volume of international adoptions are $36,000 from China and $48,000 from South 

Korea (Lake 2021).  Comparatively, today’s average cost to adopt a Black child 

domestically is about $18,000 while a White child costs $35,000 (Hall 2019).  These 

statistics support the notion that international adoption remains more expensive despite 

the passage of time. 

 Reports from the Department of State and Department of Health and Human 

Services indicate White parents made 85 percent of all transracial adoptions by the start 

of the 21st Century (Simon and Altstein 2002, 70).  International adoption provides 

complexity for many researchers on the reasons why parents look internationally 

instead of domestically for adoptions.  Researchers studied and determined the 

overwhelming reasons swaying parents to adopt internationally are rooted in the 
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following: humanitarianism; parental caring and spiritual motivation regardless of the 

race or country; and that parents are concerned in problems that are far away in 

disadvantaged areas.  Comparatively, the same parents were reluctant to consider 

adopting Black children from the overburdened domestic foster care system (Bergquist 

et al. 2007, 111) 

One study on international transracial adoption attempted to make sense in the 

unprecedented rise in international transracial adoption of Black children whereas 

domestically, Black children are among the least likely to be transracially adopted.  The 

report noted that U.S. society views foreign-born and biracial Black children as an 

exception to African American exceptionalism (Raleigh 2016, 87).  The study also found 

less social distance between foreign-born Blacks and the White community while also 

comparing the levels of pigmentation of their skin. 

…self-identified lighter-skinned Blacks have a greater likelihood of marrying 
outside their race group than do darker-skinned Black people…lighter-
skinned Black women [are] 14 percent more likely to marry than medium- 
or darker-skinned Black women…complexion has significant net effects on 
occupation an income and is a more consequential predictor than even a 
parent’s socioeconomic status (Raleigh 2016, 89). 

 

 Domestic transracial adoption has carried a negative stigma stemming 

from tangential opposition such as the National Association of Black Social 

Workers’ (NABSW) claims of cultural genocide.  Furthermore, it cannot be 

ignored that discriminatory bias towards domestic Black children compared to 

international Black children exists at such level that adversely affects the 

decision-making of prospective parents.  Additionally, some contributing factors 

that favor U.S. parents adopting international Black children are recent high-
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profile trends of celebrities adopting Black children from abroad.  The publicity 

that followed adoptions by Angelina Jolie, adopting from Ethiopia; and Madonna, 

adopting from Malawi; garnered an allure that adopting foreign Black children is 

distinct from domestic African Americans (Raleigh 2016, 95).  Adoption of Black 

children from abroad is not the only instance of international adoption affecting 

domestic transracial adoption. 

International adoption from Asia is one of the largest regions of focus for 

prospective adoptive parents.  Within the adopted population, scholars note that 

Asian children are more assimilated into White society and Americans find 

desirable and culturally redeemable traits in Asian children that are distinguished 

from “irredeemable Black [children],” (Raleigh 2016, 89).  In comparison of Asian 

and Black international adoptees, studies trend towards the paradigm of 

community acceptance of Asians while noting the challenges facing Blacks.  

However, these findings should not overlook the discrimination that Asians face 

and the unique position Asian adoptees find themselves regarding identity and 

alienation within society.  

Contemporary headline events such as the murder of several Asians 

because of their race in Atlanta, GA have renewed discussion regarding Asian 

discrimination within communities.  President Donald Trump sparked further 

divide as he blamed the COVID-19 Pandemic on the “Chinese-virus,” resulting in 

an increase in racist anti-Asian social media content (Reja 2021).  The rise in 

anti-Asian rhetoric even led to the World Health Organization asking not to attach 

locations or ethnicities to the disease.  In the context of international adoption, 
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these events are important to note because despite this bias being directed 

towards an international sphere, Asian adoptees cannot hide the way they look. 

Asian adoptees also face identity and assimilation issues that can be more 

subtle.  A few of the more common issues facing Asians are: being 

complimented for how well they speak English; asking what their real last name 

is other than the Anglicized version of their parents; and struggling with guilt over 

not learning their Asian heritage or language (Munslow 2021).  The last issue is a 

fundamental problem facing Asian adoptees as their alienation stems not just 

from White society but also from communities of their birth culture.  Certain 

scholars have described Asian adoptees as belonging to an “Asian diaspora,” 

(Lee 2006, 1) 

Within the diaspora, Asian adoptees have created a variant identity that 

lies between their Western and Asian cultures, thereby establishing a hybrid 

identity that is not fixed or uniform (Lee 2006, 57).  Scholar Richard Lee writes on 

identity within the Asian diaspora: 

Adoptees are in a position to subvert the traditional notions of ethnicity 
and race, of citizenship and nationality, and of family and 
kinship…Therefore, adoptive families need to critically examine the 
socialization practices and experiences that are aimed to address the loss 
of birth culture and birth family and to promote positive ethnic identity 
development…However, such efforts can inadvertently objectify the 
individual and culture by reinforcing a sense of exotic and otherness. (Lee 
2006, 59). 
 
Despite the challenges facing Asians and Asian Americans, scholars note 

that in the context of international adoptions, Asians are still favored over Black 

adoptions because there is reduced stigma amongst society (Freundlich et al. 
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2000).  The CWLA wrote on the matter of international transracial adoption 

between Asian and Black children: 

While adopting a domestic child-of-color may trigger criticism and charges 
of stealing a minority community’s most precious resource, adopting a 
child from Asia is likely to elicit social praise for adoptive parents “saving” 
a homeless or abandoned child…Adopting an Asian child is seen as far 
less controversial, particularly in comparison with adopting a Black child 
domestically. (Freundlich et al. 2000). 

 

Researchers on racial disparity in adoption have compared the 

assimilation of international Korean adoptees to Black children adopted 

domestically.  Since 1948, more than 140,000 Asian adoptees have been raised 

in the U.S., primarily by parents who are White with Koreans accounting for 

nearly 35 percent of all children adopted from abroad (Berquist et al. 2007, 155-

156).  When comparing transracial adoptions of Black and Asian children experts 

found that Asian adoptions are viewed more favorably by American White 

parents (Kim 1995, 141).  In this sense, prospective parents are willing to adopt 

transracially but decide to look internationally over local child welfare 

organizations.  

Prospective parents perceive Asian adoptions as a method to avoid the 

pressures surrounding the controversy and complexity of adopting a Black child 

domestically.  Negative publicity from Black and Native American 

organizations opposing transracial adoption simply has not been challenged by 

the Asian-American community.  Scholars suggest this is because Asian 

adoptions remain heavily foreign-born (Berquist et al. 2007, 159).  Additionally, it 
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is perceived that Asian countries are reliable sources of healthy children that are 

not products of neglect or substance abuse (Bergquist et al. 2007, 157).   

 There are also stark contrasts in how sociologists have approached Asian 

adoptees compared to Black adoptees in transracial adoptions.  For instance, 

scholars note that Asian adoptions are largely associated with an international 

context while Black adoptions focus on the issues of race.  Within this context, 

White parents have felt less a need to prioritize the association of their Asian 

adopted children with co-ethnic peers, compared to White parents of Black 

children (Feigelman,W., Silverman, A.R. 1983, 85).  Additionally, some Asians, 

along with Hispanics, can assimilate as “honorary” Whites, while scholars note 

that Blacks face greater discrimination and barriers to social incorporation 

(Kreider and Raleigh 2017). 

Sociologists agree that the broader social and political conditions are 

contributing factors in the development of identity when comparing assimilation of 

Asian adoptees than Black adoptees.  When reviewing the historical levels of 

targeted racial discrimination between Asians and Blacks, Asians do not receive 

the negative bias to the extent that Blacks have.  It is widely assumed that 

adopted Asians develop a stronger identity because these adoptees are afforded 

more positive experiences within society and can relate to the Asian diaspora 

(Lee 2006, 51).   

International adoption became more commonplace and accepted from society 

through the establishment of the Bill for Relief of Certain War Orphans in 1955 and the 

efforts of Harry and Bertha Holt.  The Holts adopted 8 Korean War refugees ranging in 
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age from infants to 3.5 years beginning in 1955 (Bergquist et al. 2007, 7).  The positive 

publicity the Holts garnered legitimized transracial adoptions on humanitarian grounds 

(Berquist et al. 2007, 156).  The concept of an American White couple adopting foreign 

born, non-White children supported the religious altruism of salvation for the world’s 

orphans.   

News of the time described Harry Holt as a “pied piper” who “shepherded 

Korean-American babies …to a plane taking them to new homes in the United States,” 

(Kramer 1955).  Furthermore, Holt believed in the method of Adoption by Proxy, 

whereby prospective adoptive parents utilize a proxy in the country they wish to adopt to 

coordinate the adoption. 

People who are financially able and can spend two or three months in a 
foreign country can adopt war orphans; however, most people who have 
big hearts are unable to do this.  The only answer that we know is for them 
to have someone be their proxy and adopt the child or children in the 
foreign country under the laws of that country…Then the child or children 
enter the country as the sons and daughters of the adoptive parents.  
They do not have to be adopted in the states. (Bergquist et al. 2007, 34) 

 

 Prospective parents viewed adoption by proxy as the solution to the time-

consuming and sometimes unrealistic expectations child welfare organizations placed 

on working adults looking to adopt.  The methods were criticized as expediting 

adoptions without a thorough vetting process needed to ensure both child and parents 

were ready for adoption.  The Chief of the California Child Welfare division once wrote, 

“the activities of Mr. Holt and World Vision present a very serious problem,” that would 

attack and enable unfit families to adopt (Bergquist et al. 2007, 36) 
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 Today, proxy adoptions have largely faded out of practice with countries requiring 

a minimum time in-country with the prospective parents traveling abroad to attend 

adoption sessions such as cultural training.  In China for instance, the required time in 

country is meant to expose the adoptive parents to the child’s culture and to implement 

practices that assist in teaching Chinese heritage (Great Wall China Adoption 2016). To 

compare some requirements from international governments pertaining to the adoption 

of its children and the domestic transracial adoption requirements is to begin finding 

solutions to the question of racial and cultural preservation.  International governments 

have implemented forms of cultural training for its social workers and U.S. adoptive 

parents.  The U.S. foster care system must act similarly and increase its cultural and 

racial training for all stakeholders in the child welfare process. 

As international adoptions continue, there are ethical concerns over the 

exploitation of children such as baby selling, kidnapping, and forced labor has caused 

the U.S. to stop adoption from countries such as Vietnam, Nepal, and Guatemala 

(Adoption and Beyond 2021).  The Hague Convention on the Protection of Children and 

Cooperation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption and U.S. federal legislation of the 

Intercountry Adoption Act and Child Citizenship Act of 2000 reinforced the protection of 

children’s rights and established a mechanism for the cooperation of countries around 

international adoption (CRS Report 2006).  Additionally, opponents argue there is 

mental anguish to both the adoptee and the biological parent that exists long after the 

adoption takes place.  They claim that many biological parents suffer shame and pain 

due to their decision to relinquish their children.  Likewise, opponents argue that while 

adoptees may have grown up happy in their American families, they still suffer from a 
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sense of being abandoned or cut off from their biological family, roots, and culture.  

Other critics suggest that international adoption is a form of exploitation from first-world 

nations where minority children from poor nations are transferred to families in rich, 

white nations (Bergquist et al. 2007, 93). 

Critics believe the surest solution to issues surrounding international adoption is 

to advocate for a long-distance sponsorship construct.  In this situation, individuals from 

the U.S. sponsor a child through an organization or native adoptive home to provide for 

the well-being of foreign orphans.  This action keeps children in their homeland and 

provides them with opportunities and emotional ties that they would not otherwise have 

abroad (Simon and Altstein 1994, 110). 

Within context of race, the demography of internationally adopted children has 

changed substantially over the decades.  Russia was once a leader in international 

adoptions to the U.S at the turn of the 21st Century.  In 2004, nearly 5,000 Russian 

children were adopted to the U.S. (Lee 2006, 51).  The popularity of Russian adoptions 

stemmed from the wide-availability of White infants, something the U.S. foster care 

system could not provide in ample supply.  In 2017, Russia halted adoptions to the U.S. 

based on geo-political differences with no association to child welfare (Lipman 2012).  

Sending countries have curtailed or out-right stopped adoptions to the U.S.  

Critics say that adoption of children to the U.S. is a new form of colonialism and cultural 

imperialism that treats children as economic commodities (Tessler et al. 1999). For 

instance, between 1955 and 2001, over 110,000 children were adopted from South 

Korea to the United States, which equates to approximately 10 percent of the present-

day Korean American population (Lee 2003).  However, in the period post-1988, Korea 
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drastically cut its numbers of overseas adoptions by foreign families from nearly 8,000 

in the late 1980’s to approximately 2,000 by the start of the 21st Century (Bergquist et al. 

2007, 8). 

 One notable instance for Korea regarding adoption was the 1988 Seoul Olympic 

Games meant to showcase Korea’s economic growth on the international stage.  The 

games represented a chance for Korea to remove itself from the long shadow of the 

Korean War and the many dictatorships that followed.  Instead, from the start of the 

games, the foreign press focused on the number of children Korea was continuing to 

adopt to other countries.  The press stated that Korea was, “the world’s top orphan 

exporter,” and it spotlighted unwanted attention to a culturally sensitive portion of 

Korean society (Korean Adoption Services 2013).  The following are statistics of the 

number of Korean overseas adoptions in the 10 years prior to 1988: 

1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 

5,917 4,148 4,144 4,628 6,434 7,263 7,924 8,837 8,680 7,947 

 * (Bergquist et al. 2007, 8) 

 For Korea, the reduction of adoptions was the result of international 

embarrassment and by 1989, the Korean Congress moved to ban adoptions to foreign 

countries all together through the establishment of the Adoption Project Improvement 

Guideline.  Banning international adoption never came to fruition as by 1995, Korean 

society had failed to achieve any of its goals in improving its domestic adoption 

numbers.  The issues lie in the statistics that Koreans do not adopt domestically in high 

numbers and rarely adopt at all (Korean Adoption Services 2013).  However, this did 
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mark the beginning of the curtailment of available children placed for international 

adoption from Korea. 

 International transracial adoptions share commonalities with domestic transracial 

adoptions regarding identity and assimilation.  The broadest commonality is age.  The 

older the child, including children over 12 months, the more problems the adoptees 

have in emotion and social adjustment resulting in their integration into the family being 

more difficult (Simon and Altstein 1994, 104).  International adoptions represent a 

conduit for parents with the means and resources to adopt children in age categories in 

high demand.  The bottom-line remains, no matter the origin of the child, either 

domestic or international, it is in the best interests of the child to be supported in a 

permanent home.  Each child’s situation is unique and thorough training is required to 

ensure a healthy assimilation into the family.  It is also important for the adoptive family 

to ensure the cultural and ethnic ties of the child are not lost and that emotional ties 

between the child’s birth country and parents are adequately addressed in as much the 

ties of the adoptive parents and the child. 

 International adoption is progressive.  The increasing rates of international 

adoption in the U.S. is a sign of greater community acceptance of different cultures and 

races in the evolving family dynamics.  However, bias and discrimination still exist.  An 

analysis of the statistics on international adoption reveals discrimination towards 

domestic Black children from prospective parents over international Black children.  

There are matters of perspective that still exist resulting in parents willing to adopt 

transracially but only through an international lens.  International adoption is a good 

thing, and it does provide permanent homes to dependent children, but domestic 
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adoption should not be glossed over.  Work must continue to ensure that prospective 

parents are given balanced perspectives regarding international and domestic choices.  

A comprehensive and thoughtful approach towards understanding these perceptions is 

required to develop solutions to focus attention on the continued disparity of domestic 

minority children in foster care waiting for adoption.       
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CHAPTER 8. CONCLUSION 
 

Human bias is always a potential factor for selection and placement in adoptions.  

Recognizing its existence and practice in both child welfare and the adoption process is 

paramount to addressing solutions for today and the future.  Transracial adoptions 

should be a process that is grounded in love for children and family that is far removed 

from negative rhetoric and racial discrimination.  Dependent children of all races 

deserve the opportunity to be raised in a permanent home with a family that is willing 

and able to provide in their development.  Everything else is secondary or can simply be 

classified as noise that distracts the adoption process from accomplishing its objectives. 

The roots stemming from the controversies surrounding transracial adoptions are 

founded in loss of identity, culture, and ethnicity.  Scholars note that the solution 

towards the establishment of and sustainment of these issues in minority adoptees can 

occur at various stages in their development.  In some cases, a minority being 

comfortable with those of their own race can develop at young ages under the 

supervision of White parents or in other cases, it occurs much later in life when the 

adoptees are self-sufficient adults and opportunities to interact with other minorities 

comes at their own pace (Berquist et al. 2007, 165).  Granted this is not a one and done 

scenario.  Further analysis on identity and transracial adoption will produce a more 

intensive perspective in the development of identity and the many contributing factors 

that set the stage. 

The works of Dr. Simon and Howard Altstein in their Twenty-Year Study were 

revolutionary in their breadth and length in the study of transracial adoptions.  As our 

society continues to wrestle with racial discrimination particularly from trusted public 
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institutions, an updated study is warranted.  A more technologically connected society 

that can share information at a moment’s notice is rapidly altering perceptions of 

diversity and inclusion.  The ability for organizations to facilitate pre-adoptive and post-

adoptive training and care through technology creates solutions to issues that would 

have required more logistics just a generation ago.  The reach of technology supports a 

faster means of gathering information, and probably more accurately.   

It is possible to develop a study utilizing data from child adoption agencies to 

determine the percentages of adoptions that have occurred transracially.  Combined 

with information on the families, a researcher can combine a randomized pool of 

adoptees ranging in ages with controlled survey questions relating to development, 

identity, inclusion, and success.  Additional questions would be developed for other 

stakeholders in adoption to include parents, foster parents, guardians, and social 

workers.  These questions would also revolve around current policies that were 

established to mitigate discrimination in the adoption process. 

 An updated study would also reflect society’s perception of color beyond just 

White and Black.  The several facets of pigmentation that associates or disassociates 

itself within White communities is another layer that requires greater research.  A future 

study details where domestic-Black adopted Americans and international-Black adopted 

Americans fit on the spectrum of racial discrimination in U.S. society.  The problem 

faced is that both groups are Black, but both groups are not treated equally.  In fact, 

nascent studies on the subject assert that international Black adopted children are 

reared differently from White parents than those adopted domestically (Raleigh 2016, 

86).  Furthermore, society has not overcome the stigma associated with Black foster 
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children that has manifested itself into prospective parents forgoing domestic adoption.  

The future study will comprise an analysis and provide a solution to overcome the 

stigma towards domestic transracial adoptions.   

 As the concept of ethnicity continues to evolve, another facet of an updated study 

should address the ethnic and religious framework that can be lost in transracial 

adoptions.  For instance, Jewish parents that adopt Black children.  How has the degree 

of Jewish ethnicity compounded the problem of identity and assimilation of Black 

children in White Jewish communities?  There is little research in the effects of 

transracial adoption when ethnicity and religion are involved.  This combined research 

can provide insight into the broader racial, ethnic, cultural, and religious perspectives 

that society displays in its progress towards overcoming discrimination. 

For the moment, society has not overcome the barriers to equity and justice.  

Even as the U.S. continues to struggle with existing racial discrimination stemming from 

many recent high-profile incidents, debate remains on the subject of transracial 

adoptions.  Opponents are not as vocal as they were in the 1970’s and 1980’s but their 

concerns resulted in prospective parents to consider the broader repercussions to 

raising a child of another race.  Transracial adoptions must continue, noting the context 

of contemporary and historical discrimination and to progressively work towards 

solutions, to provide for the best interests of the child. 

Outside of an updated survey, the challenges surrounding transracial adoption 

can be addressed in a three-pronged approach in continuing to break down racial 

discrimination barriers: 1) increase in funding, public and private, for the stakeholders of 

the adoption process, including social workers, foster parents, and adoptive parents; 2) 
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enhanced training to breakdown biased behaviors and processes within adoption; and 

3) progressive action from state and federal legislators. 

Funding is not so much a reallocation of money within the same pot, but 

additional appropriation of money to an area of welfare that is vital for the future of the 

community.  Public opinion data show that a majority of the public, Black and White, 

supports transracial adoptions over institutional living and foster care (Simon and 

Altstein 1994, 116).  However, training, recruitment, and retention of quality 

stakeholders will contribute to the necessary care of a dependent child.  In the pre-

adoptive phase surveys show that parents receive minimal education from their 

agencies and often rely on self-education to prepare for a transracial adoption.  “Yes, 

[we received training], but it was very minimal…only [through] books I purchased and 

read, and people I spoke to,” (Bergquist et al. 2007, 108).  Furthermore, in the post-

adoptive phase, agencies are still lagging in staying “in-touch” with families and 

providing updates to best practices and tools specifically regarding transracial adoption.  

Parents routinely find themselves supporting each other through emails and texts rather 

than contact with a child welfare organization (Bergquist et al. 2007, 108). 

Adoption remains expensive, especially for more “in-demand” demographics of 

children.  Finances have been described as a “litmus test” to determine the means of 

the prospective parents and have dissuaded eligible parents from seeking adoption. 

The CWLA developed a “Model State Subsidized Adoption Act,” for certain states with 

one of the tenets being the removal of a financial threshold for potential adopters by 

emphasizing the needs of the child should eclipse the finances of the potential adopter 

(Simon and Altstein 1994, 109).  Even from the 1980’s, one statistic found that one out 
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of every three Black families would be interested in adoption if some of the financial 

barriers were removed (Minority Adoptions 1988, 9).   

Subsidies from all levels of government must be increased.  These subsidies 

must be provided to all eligible stakeholders in the adoption process, social workers, 

foster care parents and adoptive parents.  There must be a consistent form of financial 

support if it enables a successful placement in a permanent home.  As early as 1975, 

studies found areas that doubled foster care payments increased the pool of foster 

families from 50 to 100 percent annually (Simon and Altstein 1994, 109).  It is 

reasonable to assume increased payments to potential adoptive families would make 

available more families to provide permanent homes to foster children. 

 An increase in funding towards the recruitment, training and retention of social 

workers and foster care workers will drastically improve the readiness and availability of 

professionals trained in the handling of complex racial issues.  Recruitment must 

include more diversity as studies show a decreasing percentage of minority social 

workers in child welfare.  Minority social workers can be the primary supporter of a 

minority child and provide the necessary assistance to their placement in homes, 

especially of White families.  It is important to remember that children that age-out in 

foster care or an institution have a higher probability of unemployment, homelessness, 

and poverty.  White adoptive parents must understand and acknowledge that love and 

race matters when raising children across racial and cultural lines and professionally 

trained social workers can provide invaluable assistance in such (Roorda 2015, 299).  

The issue involved with increased funding is counter to the idea that a society should 
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not pay someone to become a parent versus paying someone to parent through foster 

care.   

 Foster care remains an understaffed institution that provides the greatest number 

of eligible children for adoption to prospective parents.  Much is still required to ensure 

child placements are made with the right intentions despite the progress made to break 

down racial barriers within society and child welfare organizations.  The disproportionate 

numbers of minority children in foster care will not subside and eligible children within 

that cohort must be placed in a permanent home in as efficient means possible.  

Legislators at all levels of government must develop, establish, and enforce standards 

of care and placement for minority children being placed for adoption.   Furthermore, 

government must support the best interests of the child through whatever means 

necessary to find a permanent placement in a family.  Even today, the NAACP 

acknowledges that children in permanent homes are better off than children in 

institutions, “If Black families are not available for placement of Black children, 

transracial adoption ought to be pursued as a viable and preferable alternative to 

keeping children in foster homes,” (Simon and Altstein 1994, 116).   

 In the context of international adoptions, especially those of international and 

transracial adoptions, revolve around four interwoven complex conditions that are not 

likely to diminish soon: 

1. Large numbers of legally adoptable children exist within Western 
countries, particularly the U.S., many of whom will spend their entire 
childhoods in temporary placements awaiting adoption. 

2. Even larger numbers of couples exist who want to adopt a child and 
would like that child to be an infant. 
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3. Thousands of seemingly orphaned, healthy children, many of whom 
are infants, exist in developing countries with little chance of in-country 
adoption. 

4. The declining numbers of healthy foreign-born infants who are 
available for adoption in the West (many countries are now only 
providing children with disabilities for adoption to prospective U.S. 
parents). 
(Simon and Altstein 1994, 111) 

 Countries that allow their children to be adopted to the U.S. are offering children 

the incredible opportunity to reach potential that would not otherwise occur in the child’s 

native country.  However, the decreasing number of healthy children available for 

adoption internationally places healthy children at a premium and their associated costs 

have increased.  This construct continues to support White families looking for a 

targeted age group that domestic foster care cannot provide. 

 Transracial adoptions of any race left unmitigated can create a vacuum where 

the child suffers an alienation from identity that is compounded by their adoptive state 

and the discriminations of society.  Adoptive parents of other races have been accused 

of “kidnapping” children when in a community unaccustomed to transracial adoption 

(Mohan 2020).  The sight of a White family with a minority child in a homogenous 

community can spark odd looks, questions and other uncomfortable instances not 

attributed to a single-race family.  Stereotypes can further exacerbate these issues.  

Transracial adoptees experience stereotyping more easily than adoptees from other 

cultures but of the same race, such as White Western European children vs. Asian 

children.   

 Transracial adoption must be a balance in sharing and inviting different customs 

and traditions between race and ethnicity.  As a child learns and follows the customs of 

their adoptive parents, so too, should parents invite the traditions of the child’s racial 



91 
 

identity, no matter how young the child.  In doing so, the child gains a greater 

comprehension of self and identity as a member of a multi-racial family.  This leads to 

further gains in productivity and success within the community.  Whether the transracial 

adoption is domestic or international, child welfare providers and parents must ensure 

they have the training to handle issues surrounding development of a healthy racial 

identity. 

 A clearly defined term to best interests of the child mandated from the federal 

government will prioritize the child’s interests and care over all else.  The definition will 

facilitate public and private child placement without regard to race.  Society in turn must 

balance a healthy assimilation of the child without alienation to the child’s heritage.  No 

small task.  Continued progress towards racial equity increases the potential that multi-

racial families formed through transracial adoptions can succeed in developing and 

maintaining a positive racial, cultural, and ethnic identity.    

   

  



92 
 

POSTSCRIPT 
 

This paper made me reflect on my personal perspective as an Asian adoptee.  I 
am Asian but my mannerisms and traits associate more with White society than of any 
other racial category.  I remembered a time as an undergrad driving through a largely 
Black neighborhood with a White friend.  At one point, my friend stated, “Ryan, we are 
the only White people in this neighborhood.”  Despite being Asian, I associated with that 
comment and felt surprisingly at ease with it. 

I recently read an article on NPR about Asian adoptees reactions to the Atlanta 
shootings that targeted Asian women.  One of the adoptees noted that she was 
overcome with a “cloud of anxiety and fear” and that after speaking to her White 
parents, she was surprised that the discussion was more on the situation rather than 
how the adoptee, an Asian, was feeling in this time.  My perception is that it is easier to 
disassociate an act of targeted violence towards a race if you have largely associated 
yourself within the White community; that is, until the discrimination affects you directly.  
This is something that I believe, until recently, has not affected Asians at the levels it 
has within the Black community. 

Growing up, my classmates joked that I should not be agitated because martial 
arts was ingrained in my blood.  Even today, I am associated with stereotypes.  All too 
often I receive looks of curiosity when I speak fluent English or present my last name.  
Sometimes folks just say, “your last name is not Asian, I was certainly expecting a Lee 
or Chang” along with an inquisitive question to where I learned to speak English so well. 
Other times I have been asked to quickly “crunch” numbers to a mathematical problem 
that alludes to the stereotype that Asians are naturally gifted at math.  These 
stereotypes manifest themselves in the most peculiar of places as well.  For instance, 
while in a queue for an amusement park ride, an employee lets what he thinks is the 
entire family on the ride being that they are all the same race; only to stop the kid 
following close behind that is a minority, “sorry, I will get you in the next car, that one is 
for THAT family,” the worker says.  “Oh no, he’s with us.  That is my son,” my father 
quickly states much to the embarrassment of not only the worker but of myself, the child 
that looks different from his family. 

Race must be continually addressed in transracial adoptions.  There are 
examples of parents that adopt children of other races with the intent of having a multi-
racial family.  Parents that decide to transracially adopt must be prepared for a long 
road in supporting their adopted child in the development of a healthy identity that stays 
true to their race and ethnicity.  This is not to say that certain identities must be forced 
on the child.  But every child of color that grows up in a White home questions their role 
in the family, if not the community.  As a child, I remember times where I forgot I was 
Asian, and it would take a demeaning racial stereotype or joke to remind me that I was 
not White. 

Transracial adoption is a complex, challenging but rewarding path that I believe 
acts in the best interests of minority children.  I look forward to its continual progression 
as society navigates the racial divide. 
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