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Abstract 

This study explores the career of the transracially adoptive parent. It focuses on 

how the parents make the msition to the identity of transmially adoptive parent and 

maintain that identity. The parents' experiences are explored in two rounds of interviews 

approximately one year apart. 

The theoretical orientation is syrnbolic interactionist, and the main concepts used 

to understand and frame the parents' experiences are the car= and the de-identity. 

As for the methodology, the main data-gathering technique is the semi-stnictured 

interview. 

This research reveals that when the participants decided to adopt, they began a 

process of resocialization whereby they unlearned elements of biological parenthood and 

learned the aspects of parenthaad associateci with king a transracialîy adoptive parent. 

Moreover, because there is no cultural script for transracially adoptive parenting, these 

parents are continuously leaming how to parent k i r  children and carve out a niche for 

their unique Edmily fonn. 
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Introduction 

This research was conducted as a follow-up study to research completed dwing 

1999 for my undergraduate honours thesis. The study explores the career of the 

transracially adoptive parent. It focuses on how the parents make the transition to the 

identity of transracially adoptive parent and maintain that identity. in this study, the 

transracial adoptions (transracial adoption herein refmcd to as TRA) were international' 

rather than domestic. 

It is significant that this research explores the parents' experiences in two rounds 

of interviews approximately one year apart because the follow-up to the initial study 

provided an opportunity to discover whether and how the parents' identity of transracially 

adoptive parent had changed over time. As a result, the study contains a dynamic view of 

the process of identity change rather than the 'one shotl perspective typically offered in 

the analysis of adoptive parenting and identity transition. 

Historical Context 

At k t  the practice of intercountry adoption was restricted to the placement of 

children within countries on the same continent. Following World War II, which left 

many children orphaned, most Western countries either passed adoption laws for the first 

tirne, or where they already existed, revised them. By the t h e  World War II ended, 

France, Britain, and the former USSR were prepared to find homes for the displaced and 

orphaned children of the occupied counaies of lapan, Greece, Italy, and Germany. The 

only exception to this intracontinentai placement of children was the adoption of 

' International adoption is aiso referred to as intercountry adoption- 



approximately 500 children per year by people in the United States during the imrnediate 

post-war period. 

According to Westhues and Cohen (1994), in Canada, intercountry adoption 

occurred in two waves. The first wave of children were orphans of World War II* the 

Korean War, and the Viemarn War or children fathered by soldiers of occupying forces 

during these wars. The second wave began in 1975 and was triggered by a change in 

immigration policy which allowed children whose adoptions had been finalized in their 

country of origin to enter Canada. 

During the fmt wave of intercountry adoption, the motivation behind the 

adoptions was largely humanitarian in nature. At that tirne, many of the people who 

adopted had biological children and many Canadian-bom children were available for 

adoption. By the 1970s the situation had changed. According to Triseliotis, Shireman, 

and Hundleby (1997), the number of infants available for adoption in Western countries 

has been on the decline since the mid-l%Os to 1970s thus making availability of children 

the primary reason for intercountry adoption. The reduction in the number of children 

available for adoption in Canada can be explained by the legalization of abortion, the 

availability of effective methods of b i i  conuol, and an increase in the proportion of 

single mochers who choose to raise their children (McDade 1991). 

Intercountry Adoption in Context 

Those who adopt fiom ouier countries are at the centre of a debate over what 

Triseliotis (1991) has cailed the "morality" of intercountry adoptions. Some critics of 

intercountry adoption consider it a fom of exploitation of the pGor by weaithy 



Westerners (Aitstein and Simon 199 1; Ngabonzka 1991). Tizard (1991: 746) observes 

that Western countries are charged with carrying out a "new form of colonialism." In 

response to these viewpoints, Bartholet (1993: 100) argues, "...restricting international 

adoption does not put poor countries in a better econornic position or a better power 

position with respect to foreign govemments. It is simply a symbolic gesture 'for' the 

nation and 'against' the foreigners that is easy and cheap to make. The children 

themselves have no political influence, and their voices are not heard." 

Transracially adoptive parents (most of whom are Caucasian) are also at the 

centre of a debate over whether rninority children can develop a healthy sense of racial 

and ethnic identification in white families. There is also a debate over whether the 

children will experience more racism and discrimination. Aitstein and Simon (1991) 

found that the intercountry adoptees were overall well-adjusted, but did experience 

racism and discrimination.' Feigelman and Silverman (1984) found that Korean adoptees 

living in the United States felt uncomfottable about their appearance, but this did not 

Altstein and Simon interviewed families belonging to w o  di i ren t  adoptive parent groups-the Stars of 
David (SOD) and Families Adopting Children Everywherc (FACE). From SOD, Altstein and Simon 
interviewed 37 adopted children and 23 biological cfriidren. In regard to the FACE respndents, 36 
chiidren-31 adopted and 5 birth chiidre-were interviewed. When asked whether they were bothered by 
the fact that they look different iiom theù parents, most of the adopted children indicated that the physicai 
diierence neither bothered them nor did it cause any problems. Many of the children, however, recailed 
times when they were ridiculed by otber children because of tbeu racial backgrounds. Furthennore, using 
the Self-Esteem Scaie developed by Rosenberg and Simmonr in 1968, Altstein and Situon found that in 
regard to the SOD respondents, the adopted chikiren were more likely than the birth chiidren to assen their 
self-esteem in respase to negative assessments such as "C feel 1 do not have much to be proud of." The 
birth children scored higher when making an assessmcrit based on a positive statement. A cornparison of 
the scores for birth and adopted c h i i n  inFACE was not provkkd, probably because of the very small 
number of birth c h i n  in the group. The seifcsteem scores foc the SOD and FACE adopted children 
were high and very sh-lar with the FACE childrcn showiag higher scores on mme items. Fidly, ushg 
the ' Y d y  integration scaien used in the British Adoption Projecc (BAP). Aitstein and Simon fouad that 
about 40% of both SOD and FACE adopkes indicated lhat they expected to have ''vvery close" tics with 
theit parents in the hnue and alrnost ail of iht otbers a p e c w i  to have "close" ties. 



affect their overail adjustment and self-e~teern.~ Saetersdal (198 1 quoted in Triseliotis, 

Shireman, and Hundleby 1997: 192) found in follow-up studies that Vietnarness children 

raised in Norway did not "mention theù ethnic background when asked to describe 

themse~ves.'~ 

The results, then, are mixed and rnust be considered in light of such contexts as 

the age of the children king studied, their age at the time of adoption, the composition of 

the population where they live, and the attitudes toward race and ethnicity arnong that 

population. 

Significance of this Study 

Given that intemationally adoptive parents are at the heart of a hotly-contested 

practice which is becoming ever more common, it seems alrnost negligent not to examine 

their Iives more closely. However, research on the intemationaily adoptive parent is 

' Feigelman and Silverman studied 372 adoptees across the United States. The children and their parents 
were initiaUy intewiewed in 1975 and then again in 1981 by which time the children were adolescents. 
The sample included white, black, Korean, aml Colornbian chfldrea, Tbe differential levels of adjusanent 
indicated in the 198 1 follow-up were vcry similar to tbose found in 1975. The follow-up indicated that 
Korean and Columbian adoptees were the best adjusted and highest achievers of d l  the children followed 
by white children and then biack children. More than haif of the black children were desdbed as 
maladjusted during adolescence compared with a i h i  of white children and a quarter of the Korean and 
Columbian children. On the basis of theii cegression d y s i s ,  Feigelman and Silvennan propose two 
reasons for the differences: (1) later age at placement (which was more cornmon for black children) was 
related to maladjustment and (2) opposition by family and fnends to the adoption was celated to 
maladjusmient (this opposition was most common in the case of the adoption of black children). 
4 Saetersciai's and Dden's findings are based on a survey of k82 Nacwegian parents of children under age 
17 adopted from Vieaiam and India and in-depth interviews wiih mtk group of 98 people composed of 
Vietnamese-bom adopted children aged 17-22 years and their parents. Parents of children were asked to 
indicate areas of diffïculty at the iimt of arriva1 and the cime of the study on the bais of a list which 
included such items as sleep, eating, boweübIadderconaol, ianguage development, clingïng, and contact 
with children. Parents were also asked about academic pecforrnance, educationai attainment, and 
personaiity whik the adoptees were asked to d e w i  ihcmselves and to explah theu attitudes toward 
cfhnîc minority groups, migrants, and refugees. 



noticeably absent. Moreover, research on the experiences of these adoptive parents 

addresses several important areas of conceni in the family literanire: the meaning of 

parenthd, the social constructim of the family, the significance of consanguinity, and 

the negotiation of infertility tbrough adoption. The research also addresses issues of race 

and ehicity such as how race and ethnicity are conceptualized by the parents and 

whether and how parents attempt to recognize their children's biah culture. 

The Organization of the Thesis 

In chapter one, 1 will review the relevant literature on TRA and other adoption 

Literature wbich is important to the research. Following that, 1 will introduce the theory 

used in this research. in chapter two, 1 will discuss the methodology used as weU as 

specific methodological issues conceming this study. In chapters three and four, the data 

and analysis will be presented. Finaily, 1 will offer a conclusion and directions for future 

researc h. 



Chapter 1 

Review of Literature 

Review of the Literature 

TRA is a neglected topic in sociologicai literature. The majority of the literature 

comes from the fields of social work, psychology, and law. There is, however, a growing 

body of sociologicai literanue on the topic of same-race adoptions. This research is 

instructive in regard to this study because it reveais the social construction of adoption. 

Adoption 

in North American culnire, consanguinal ties are the foundation for the formation 

and perpetuation of family kinship systems. Consequently, the adoptive family has b e n  

relegated to second place (Kirk 1964, 1981; Modell 1994). The societal preference for 

biologicai ties is reflected in efforts to make the adoptive family seem like a biologicai 

one. Modell and Darnbacher (1997) examine how in confidentid adoptions parents and 

children are paired according to the principle of "matching" which holds that the 

adoption is more Likely to be successfil if the children are like their parents in regard to 

intelligence, appearance, and personality. The goal of the practice is to enable the 

families to "pass" as biologicai ones. Kirk (1964) refers to this type of activity as the 

"rejection-of-difference** coping mechaaism. He argues that instead of rejecting what 

makes adoption different from biological kinship (such as feeüngs of loss and lack of full 

social acceptance), adoptive parents and adoption professionais should acknowledge the 

difierences. 



Adoptive parents and adopted children alike have described their experiences of 

king socially stigrnatized by those who devalue the strength of the bond they share with 

their families. Miall (1987) found that infertile women who adopt believe that others 

consider their adoptive parent status a discreditable attribute which results in informal 

social sanctioning. March (1995) explored how some adoptees use contact with their 

birth mothers to manage the discreditable status which results fiom attempting to present 

a convincing presentation of self without key biographical information. These 

sociological analyses are valuable to this study of transracially adoptive parents because 

they provide a reference point for the consideration of how social attitudes toward 

adoption impact on the adoptive parent's identity and d e  performance. 

The literature on the process of becoming an adoptive parent is also important to 

this research, specifically in terms of identity transformation. Daiy (1992) argues that the 

transition from expecting to be a biologicai parent to becomïng an adoptive parent 

involves a process of resocialization in which the prospective adoptive parents unleam 

elements of biological parenthood and l e m  the aspects of parenthood associated with 

adoption. Once individuals decide to adopt, they must cope with the waiting period that 

exists between the decision to adopt and the placement of the child. Sandelowski, Harris, 

and Holditch-Davis (1993) describe the process of "parental claiming" or emotional and 

intellectual work that adopting couples do as they wait for their child who is "somewhere 

out there." This study is important to an understanding of the identity transformation 

which occurs during the career of the transracially adoptive parent because it considers 

how parents act during the waiting period between the decision to adopt and the arrival of 

the child. 



Domestic TRA 

There is a considerabte body of literatltre on domestic TRA. Most of it revolves 

around the following issues: (1) the adopted child's abiiity to form an individual and a 

group identity, (2) the best interest of the adopted chiId, (3) whether the requirements to 

adopt are such that prospective parents of colour are "screened ouk" and (4) long-term 

foster case by families of colour versus adoption by white families. Issues one and two 

are particularly relevant to international TRA because they also arise in the debates 

surrounding this form of adoption. Some of the resemch on domestic TRA will be 

considered here. 

The buk of research on domestic TRA cornes from the United States and Bri* 

and addresses the placement of black children with white families. On one side of the 

debate the= are those who argue that placing a black child in a white family 

psychologically damages the child (Chestang 1972; Ladner 1977; Kim 1978; Small 1984, 

1986; Maxime 1986, 1993). A related argument is that white families cannot prepare 

th& children to deal with racism because they are themselvcs racist (Chestang 1972; 

Chimezie 1975; Hill and Peltzer 1982; Small 1986). On the other side of the debate there 

are those who argue that TRA is not damaging to the child and is, in fact, generally 

successful by the standards of the adoptees and their families (Simon and Altstein 1977, 

1981, 1987; Gill and Jackson 1983; Grow and Shapiro 1974, 1975; Silverrnan and 

Feigelman 1990; Hayes 1993; Tizard and Phoenix 1993). These debaies emerge in any 

discussion of T M  and, as such, must be given consideration in any study of transraciaily 

adoptive parents. 



International Adoption 

international adoptions are becoming a very common practice now that in the 

Western nations there is a decline in the number of children available for adoption 

(Bagley, Young, and Scully 1993; Westhues and Cohen 1995). Despite this increase in 

adoptions, there still exists a paucity of sociological research on this form of adoption. 

As previously mentioned, of the r~search that does exist, a focus on the internationally 

adoptive parent is noticeably absent. 

An outline of the literature on the debate over international adoption From both 

sides is an essential component of this review because this iiterature contributes to the 

social context surrounding the families in this study. This debate focuses mainly on how 

the family affects the adopted child. There are many studies which conclude that 

transracial adoption is as successful as in-racial adoption and that transracially adopted 

children are as well-adjusted, successful, and sociaily integrated as other adopted children 

(Simon and Altstein 1977, 1981, 1987; Altstein and Simon 1991; Gill and Jackson 1983; 

Feigelman and Silverman 1984; Silverman 1993). Many of these studies, however, do 

mention some difficulties faced by the adopas although overall adjusanent was found to 

be positive. Altstein and Simon (1991) report that the adoptees experienced racism and 

discrimination. Feigelman and Silvemian (1984) noted that Korean adoptees living in the 

United States felt uncomfortabIe about their appearance. 

The results regarding the adjustment of intercountry adoptees are inconclusive 

(Tizard 1991). Some studies indicate that intercountry adoptees are kely to have 

adjustment problems (Kim et ai. 1979; Saeterscial and M e n  1991). Other research 

Uldicates that these adjustment difficulties are likely to occur during the initial adjustment 



phase (Cederblad 1982). There are those who contend that adjustment difficulties are 

associated with the older age of the child at tbe time of placement (Gardeii 1979; 

Cederblad 1982) wbiie others did not find evidence of such an association (Auzan 1979; 

Bagley and Young 1980). Part of the reason for the differences in finàings is the 

variability of the research designs. For example, the data collection methods varied as 

did the measures used to assess adjustment. 

intercountry Adopters 

Though there is a lack of research on intercountry adoptive parents, some studies 

have shed light on the characteristics of these parents. Approximately 95% of these 

families consist of two parents and they have lower divorce rates than average in their 

respective countries before and after adoption (Hoksbergen 1981; Saetersclal and Dalen 

1991; Textor 1991). At the time of the adoption, the parents in Saetersdal's and Daien's 

(1991) study were manied for several years, haif of them for more than ten years. In 

regard to their income, the majority of the parents belong to the middle and upper-middle 

classes (Feigelman and Silverman 1983; Altstein and Simon 1991; Westhues and Cohen 

1994). Approximately 25% of the parents adopt for humanitarian masons and because of 

concems about world overpopulation (Feigelman and Silverman 1983; Hoksbergen 198 1; 

1991). However, there is evidence that the number of people adopting for these reasons 

is dectining and that infertile couples (whose opportunity to adopt within their home 

country is very limited) are the largest group of people adopting internationally (Textor 

1991; Triseliotis 1991). 



in Westhues* and Cohen's (1991) study of 126 Canadian families', the profiie of 

the parents is as follows: the majority were middle-aged (63.6% of mothers and 62.8% of 

fathers were between the ages of 55-64), married (87.8% of mothers and 95.6% of 

fathers), college or university educated (51.2% of mothers and 63.7% of fathers), 

employed full-tirne (70.8% of fatbers and 43.8% of mothers), had a family income of 

$70,000 or more (49.6%), of British origin (55.3% of mothers and 44.2% of fathers), and 

chose to adopt because they were drawn to children in need (62.7% of couples). The 

proportion of people adopting because they were drawn to a child in need is not typical 

today, Most of the couples in Westhues' and Cohen's study adopted between the 1960s 

and 1970s when humanitarian motivations behind adoption were typical for that time. 

Today, infertility is the main reason cited for international adoption @aly and Sobol 

1993). 

The Families 

Several studies of intercountry adoption have indicated that in response to general 

questions about their relationship, adoptees and parents reported that they had a good 

relationship (Feigelman and Silverman 1983; Kubl 1985; Simon and Altstein 1987, 1992; 

Wilkinson 1985). Bagley (1991) found that when asked to evaluate the extent to which 

they had problems in their relationship with theu child, 65% of mothers of intercountry 

adoptees reported no problems in cornparison to 70% of biologicai mothers. Rorbech 

(1991) asked 455 adoptees aged 18-25 who were raised in Denmark about the amount of 

Withii these 126 famies, the researchers intervieweci 123 mothers, I l 3  fathers, 155 intercountry 
adoptees, and 121 of their siblings, sixteen of whom were adopted domesticaüy. 



contact they had with their families. Approximately 20-25% reported that they contact 

members of their immediate family a b u t  once per month. The problem in making 

comparisons across these studies is that the wording of the questions varied and some 

studies used control groups while others did not. Generaily, though, relationships 

between parents and children were found to be positive. 

Summary 

In summary, although there is a paucity of sociological research on TRA, there is 

a considerable body of work on same-race adoption. The latter research, although it does 

not consider transraciai issues, is important in understanding the experiences of the 

transraciaily adoptive parent because it highlights how social attitudes toward adoption 

impact on adoptive parent identity. 

Most of the research on TRA focuses on the adjustment of the adoptees, the 

results of which are inconclusive. Part of the reason for the differences in findings is the 

variability of research design. There is considerable variation among the data collection 

methods and the measures used to assess adjustment. 

As for intercountry adoptive parents, there is little existing research, but some 

studies have shed light on their characteristics. Most transracially adoptive families have 

two parents, lower than average divorce rates, and have incomes which put them in the 

middle and upper-middle classes. in the past, most parents adopted for humanitarian 

reasons, but there is evidence that currently the main reason for international adoption is 

infertility combied with a lack of cMdren h m  the home country available for 

placement. 



S ymbolic Interac tionism 

The theoretical orientation of this project is a symbolic interactionist approach. 1 

chose this orientation because it enabled me to understand the lives of transracidy 

adoptive parents from their perspective. Studies have examineci who adopts transracially 

and what this group of people have in common. However, far less research hiis focused 

on the lived experience of these parents. Symbolic inkractionism is an approach which 

permiis such an investigation because it tests on the premise that "we can understand 

what is going on only if we understand what the actors thernselves believe about their 

world" (Charon 1989: 182). 

There are many theoreticai and methodological varieties of symbolic 

interactionism. This research draws on the Blumer-Mead mode1 in wtiich human beings 

are seen as purposive actors engaged in dynamic, self-reflexive activity with other 

individuals. Accocding to this approach, an individual does not simply respond to 

extemal stimuli, motives, ideas, or drives, but rather his or her action is built up through 

self-indication, "a moving communicative process in which the individual notes ihings, 

assesses them, gives them a meaning, and decides to act on the basis of the meaning" 

(Humer l%9:8 1). 

Blumer explains that individuals fit their iines of action to one another through a 

process of interpretive interaction to mate a joint action. He points out that any joint 

action %as necessarily arisen out of a background of previous actions of the participants" 

(20). Joint activities, then, he argues, are not only horizontally linked, but present joint 



actions are vertically linked with previous joint actions. Similarly, the activities of a 

single individual are linked vertically over time in what is called a "career" (Charon 

1976: 177). 

Career 

The focus of this research is to consider the career of the transracially adoptive 

parent. Career is defined by Goffinan (1961: 127-128) as 

any social strand of any person's course through tife .... One value of the concept 

of career is its two-sidedness. One side is linked to internal matters held dearly 

and closely, such as image of self and felt identity; the other side concerns public 

position, jura1 relations, and style of life, and is part of a publicly accessible 

institutional cornplex. The concept of career, then, ailows one to move back and 

forth between the self and its significant society.. . . 

This concept is useful in looking at the experiences of the msracially adoptive parent 

for two reasons. Fit, it helps me to consider the temporal organization of the parents' 

experiences. Specificaiiy, 1 explore this trajectory beginning with the decision to adopt, 

through the adoption process, and finalIy evecyday family life. This is important to do 

because, although international adoptions are becoming much more cornmon, curent 

research does not examine the unique life trajstory of these adoptive parents. Second, 

the concept of career allows one to move back and forth between the personal and the 

public (Mills 1959), between the self and signifiant society. Key to understanding the 



experiences of transracialiy adoptive parents is their interaction with the larger 

comm~nity, particularly in regard to societal attitudes about adoption and race, because 

this interaction impacts how parents define and redefine their conception of self. 

Identity and Role 

The concepts of identity and role are important in this research because they are 

used in talking about a career. For that reason, they will be discussed in some detail. 

Individuals not only act toward others but they also act toward themselves. The self is a 

social object and like al1 other objects is indicated, defined, and redefined in interaction 

(Charon 1989). The possession of a self makes self-communication possible, and, in 

nirn, self-communication makes possible a self-concept. Because we are able to bave 

private conversations with the self, we cm assess situations and decide how we will act 

toward others by first testing out the proposed course of action on the seif. in the course 

of this process of self-communication, we are assessing the other's image of us and our 

actions in relation to the image. In doing this, we are building a self-concept which has 

been defined by Rosenberg (1979: ix) as "the totality of the individual's thoughts and 

feelings with reference to himself as an object." 

A key aspect of the self-concept is identity (Charon 1989). According to McCall 

and Simmons (1966: 65) there are two types of identity: personal and social. These 

authors point to Goffinan's Stigma for a comprehensive explanation of these concepts. 

Goffinan (1963: 57) explains personal identity as "positive marks or identity pegs, and 

the unique combination of life history items that comes to be attached to the individuai 

with the heIp of these pegs for his identity." Examples of the "positive mark" or "identity 



peg" include handwriting and the photopphic image of an individual that people have in 

their minds. Personal identity, ihen, is built up tluough knowledge of one's biography 

and social attributes and these are organized around the pegs or marks that distinguish the 

individual. Social identity, on the cher hand, encompasses the social categories to 

which an individual belongs such as age, sex, occupation, class, and military rank. 

Correspondent to these social categories are sacial positions such as single-parent, nurse, 

percussionist, and colonel. The expectations about how one in a given position will act 

comprise what is h w n  as the social rde. McCall and Simmons (1966: 66-67) argue 

that the expectations which make up the sociai role are usually too imprecise to assist one 

in choosing a line of action to take. What these expectations do is provide us with a wide 

range of behaviour which will be accepted for the position which, in turn, are met by an 

equally wide range of performances- 

This is where the concept of mie-identity (McCall and Simmons 1966) emerges. 

We construct a character and role for ourselves on the basis of the social position we 

occupy. The role-identity is our idealized imaginative view of our self as an occupant of 

the given position. On a daily basis these role-identities serve as a source of our actions 

in that they provide criteria for our evaluation of our performances and play a large part 

in determinhg how we wili interpret our world. 

We are not always abIe to live up to the idealized conceptions of our self, and 

therefore, we must find a way to maintain this view in the face of contradiction. We 

accomplish this by legitimating our role-identities through role-performances. 

Essentially, if we act in a manner that is consistent with the contents of our imagined 

view of self, then the view becomes legitimate. 



Performances occur both in our heads and in fiont of audiences. The 'in our 

head' vicarious performances provide an opportunity to practice for the actual 

performance. They are, however, not enough to sustain a legitimate identity, Our 

performances occur before a variety of audiences and as such their reactions to our 

performances impact on the view we have of our self. We require role-support to provide 

us with a confinnation of the view we have of our self. 

Salience 

An important concept in understanding the career of transracially adoptive 

parents, particularly in terms of how they take on and sustain the identity of the 

transracially adoptive parent, is salience. The saiience hierarchy of role-identities 

represenu an organization of the role-identities in terms of their standing as possible 

sources of performance in a given situation. The saiience of a given role-identity is 

determined by the following: (1) its prominence, (2) one's desire for the types and 

amounts of social reward-intrinsic, extrinsic, and social support of identity-gained 

through the enactment of it, and (3) the opportunity for profitable enactment of it (McCaii 

and Simmons 1966). Each of these determinants of saiience wiil be considered below. 

Prominence 

We have multiple de-identities, ai i  of which influence one another. These 

various role-identities are organized into a hierarchy of prominence that causes some of 

our role-identities instead of others to be repcesented more saiiently as possible sources of 

performance. The prominence of a given de-identity depends on several îhings. F i  



prominence is determined by the extent to which we support the given role-identity. We 

may or may not feel that the imaginative view of our self matches up with our 

performances of the role. Those identities that we almost "live up to are, in their rarity, 

very close to our hearts" (77). Second, prominence is also detecmined by the degree to 

which our view of our self has been supported by those whose evaluations matter to us. 

Not al1 of these assessments carry equd weight and therefore a "weighted average" of 

them is the likely resolution (77). Third, and the most important of these t h e  

determinants, is our level of cornmitment to the contents of a given role-identity. The 

more time and material and emotional resources we invest in an identity, the more 

prominent it is likely to be, The prominence of an identity is important because it 

impacts on our choice of performance. When more prominent identities strongly suggest 

to us particular performances, these are the performances we are most likely to carry out. 

The identity of transracially adoptive parent is a very prominent one in the 

identity structures of the parents in this study. International adoption requires that the 

parents invest much emotional and financial capital and time. Furthemore, raising a 

child of a different race involves incorporating into farnily Ife the birth culture of the 

child and helping the child to develop an identity that links his or her ethnoracial heritage 

and upbcinging in Canadian society. 

Reward and the Enactment of Role-Identities 

Rominence is not the only factor which causes some role-identities more than 

others to be represented more saliently as sources of suggested performances. The 

salience of a particular de-iâentity is also determined by the types and arnounts of 



reward associated with the enactment of a role-identity. The types of social reward are 

extrinsic, intrinsic, and social support of identity. Within each of these three categocies 

of reward, the types and amounts valued by an individuai vary dependmg on the situation 

in which one finds himself or herself. In essence, the role-identity which when enacted 

would lead tc the greatest rewards is the one most likely to be acted upon. Given that 

adoptive parents are sometimes not perceived as "real" parents, as less legitimate than 

biological parents, it is likely that they will need more social support for that identity as 

cornpared to other identities which constitute the identity structure. 

Opportunity for Profitable Enactment of the Role-Identity 

We choose which role-identity to enact on the basis of the opportunity structure 

associated with a given situation. Because the opportunity to gain a reward comes at a 

certain cost to us, we evaluate Our choice according to a cost-reward ratio. Therefore, the 

role-identities whose enactments appear most profitable in the context of the 

oppominities are most likely to be acted upon (McCall and Simmons 1966). 

Identity of the Adoptive Parent 

Being a parent was important to al i  of the parents in this study and as such 

parenthmi identity ranked high in their saiience hierarchy. In the case of parents who 

had fertility problems, their commitment to parenthood identity was strong enough that 

they chose to realize this identity through adoption. Making the change from expecting to 

be a biological parent to taking on the identity of adoptive parent involves an identity 

transformation. Daiy (1992) suggests that this transformation involves a process of 



resocialization wheceby the individual must unieam the aspects of biological parenth& 

learned through family socialization and leam the aspects associated with adoptive 

parenthood. 

In this case, the transformation is somewhat different than that which Daly has 

proposed because the parents in this study must alm l e m  to parent a ctiild whose race 

differs from their own. The child lwks Chinese and was bom in China, for instance, but 

he or she is raised by white parents of a different cultural background. Such a complex 

situation raises unique challenges in terms of one's identity as a parent. Additionally, 

these parents must try to raise their chilcùen in a way that enables them to develop an 

identity which "links their upbringing, physical appearance and ethnoracial heritage" 

(Carstens and Julia 2000.63). 

The application of Daly's mode1 is also limited in regard to adoptive parents who 

have biologicai children before they adopt. Althugh they tw must leam to parent their 

adopted ciiild, they have already assumed the role of biological parent, and therefore, in 

their transformation of identity they are not dealing with the implications of infertility 

such as giving up that which is associated with the expectation of biological parenthood. 

In a sense, though, they are unlearning aspects of biologicai parenting specifically in the 

context of patenting their adopted child. Unieamhg does not mean that these parents 

forget al1 ihey know about king a biological parent. It simply means that some of their 

expectations of parenting their adopteâ children are different h m  those associated with 

parenting their biological cbildren, Tranmacially adopted chiidren wiii likely face issues 

which are not a part of tbe biological children's reality such as developing an identity 



which links upbringing, physical appearance, and ethoracial heritage and &aling with 

racism and discrimination as weli as the social stigma of adoptive status. 

Despite these limitations of Daly's mode1 for this research, the basic elements of 

it are very useful in understanding the experiences of the parents in tbis study. 

Sumrnary 

In sumrnary, the symbolic interactionist approach was chosen for this project 

because it helped me study the lives of transracially adoptive parents from their 

perspective. One of the main concepts used in understanding and framing the parents' 

experiences is the career. This concept permits the examination of the life îrajectory of 

the parents as well as their interaction with the larger community. Centrai to a discussion 

of career is the concept of mleidentity. Role-identity, or simply identity as it is referted 

ta by others, is our idealized imaginative view of our self as an occupant of a given social 

position. We have many role-identities which are ordered according to a hierarchy of 

salience determined by prominence, need of support, inûhsic and extrinsic gratification 

received, and the opportunity for that identity to be profitably enacted. In essence, the 

more salient the identity, the more likely that identity wiU be invoked in situations. in 

this research, the identity of transraciaily adoptive parent is a very salient identity in the 

parents' salience hierarchy. 



In this chapter, 1 will describe the methodology used in this research. 1 will 

discuss how 1 acquired a sarnple, why 1 used a semi-stnictured interview format, how the 

interview questions were constnicted, the interview process, and important 

methodological considerations and limitations of my study. These considerations and 

limitations will be discussed throughout the chapter rather than as a separate section. 

Research about the lives of transracially adoptive parents is minimal. What exists 

usually focuses on the demographic characteristics of these parents as well as their role in 

and response to the adjustment diniculties of their children. Their experiences of 

becoming a parent and raising a multiraciai farnily are neglected. This king the case, 1 

did not begin this study with a set of constructs or hypotheses to test. In the fmt set of 

interviews, then, my aim was to explore their experience using an interview schedule that 

covered a wide range of topics such as the decision to adopt, the practical and emotional 

preparations involved, and everyday farnily We. By the second round of interviews, 1 

was sensitized to the issues relevant to their lives. With this foundation, 1 focused on 

main themes that had not been probed as much as 1 wouid have üked during the first 

round of interviews. These themes incIuded parents' views on bUth culture, how Life 

changed since the first interview, and their involvement with other adoptive parents. 

This research explores the experiences of transraciaily adoptive parents h m  the 

parents' perspective. For this teason, 1 chose methodologies which enabled me to study 

the research participants' subjective reality based on their "definition of the situation" 



(Thomas 1967). Blumer (1%9: 50-51) explains the importance of understanding the 

participants' worlds from their point of view 

The contention that people act on the basis of the meaning of their objects has 

profound methodological implications. It signifies immediately that if the scholar 

wishes to understand the actions of people, it is necessary to see their objects as 

they see them. Failure to see theù objects as they see them, or a substitution of 

meaning of the objects for theù meanings, is the gravest kind of error that the 

social scientist can commit. Simply put, people act toward things on the basis of 

the meaning that these things have for them, not on the basis of the meaning that 

these things have for the outside scholar. 

The Research Approach 

A qualitative research approach was chosen for three misons. Fit, qualitative 

methods are quite compatible with topics that are very personal and emotional in nature 

because they enable the emotion of the participant to be heard in his or her own words 

(Rosenblatt and Fischer 1993). For example, in this study emotionally-laden topics such 

as infertility, becoming a parent, and feelings about the birth parents were discussed. 

Second, qualitative methods cm be very usehl in areas that are understudied and which 

lack the theory and literature for quantitative analysis (Rosenblatt and Fischer 1993). To 

my knowledge, limited substantive literatm exists on the topic of transraciaily adoptive 

parenthood and what literature does exist offers no theoretical analysis of the identity 

issues involved for these parents. in wntrast, the qualitative approach used in this study 



identifies transracially adoptive parents as a group and unearths their experiences and the 

parenting issues that are important to them. On this basis, theory cm be built. Third, in 

cornparison to methods like the survey or questionnaire wbich create an atmosphere of 

formality, qualitative methods enable the researcher to build relationships with 

participants that facilitate the trust and rapport needed to understand the "private 

meanings of families" (Daly and Dienhart 1998: 103). For example, the use of semi- 

structured interview schedules in this study enabled the parents to talk about their 

experiences in their own words, using their own vocabulary rather than one imposed on 

thern by the language of a questionnaire or a survey. Moreover, the parents were able to 

alert me when 1 used terminology, picked up from the literature, which does not represent 

their experiences (for exarnple, a parent corrected me when 1 used the phrase 

"preservation of the birth culture," a correction discussed later in this section). 

Furthemore, the parents were also able to bring to my attention issues important to them 

that the interview schedule did not encompass. For example, in the first round of 

interviews, some of the parents related that they had begun to provide support and 

assistance to those considering and going through the proçess of international adoption. 

Sensitizing Oneself to the Research Topic 

The airn of this research was to understand the participants* experiences as they 

are intexpreted and &fined by them. Lofland (1971) recommends that mearchers 

"immerse" themselves in the social worlds of the participants in order to understand their 

experiences From their perspectives. In an effort to immerse myself in their worlds, 1 



attended adoption support/play groups while living in Ontario, visited many websites and 

newsgroups on the Internet, attended a meeting of the Adoption Council of Canada, 

watched films and television programs about international adoption and tramracial 

adoptees' journeys to theû b i  countries, and researched the international adoption 

process. 

Acquiring a Sample 

The participants were chosen during the course of my undergraduate research. 

When 1 began to look for parents to interview in 1998, my criteria were that the 

participants had to live in New Brunswick and had to have adopted at least one child 

internationally whose race differed from their own. My first step in locating parents was 

to contact the adoption division of the New Brunswick Department of Health and 

Community Services in the fali of 1998. This was an obvious place to start given that al1 

parents who adopt in the province are known to the department because they have to 

meet criteria set out by the province before they can adopt children. 1 was not able to 

obtain any names because at that time departmental policy prohibited the release of 

nmes of individuals who had adopted. The department was not able to refer me to any 

individual or organization either. Unsure of how to proceed, 1 decided to search the 

internet where I found the website of the international Adoptive Families of New 

Brunswick (IAFNB). 1 wrote an e-mail message to the website administrator in which 1 

outlined the focus of my research and requested that she forward the message to members 

of the IAFNB and any other parents she knew who might be interested 1 began to 

receive e-mail messages h m  parents who requested more information. I responded to 



their requests by e-mail and telephone depending on the method by which they wanted to 

be contacted. Parents who were interested in participating offered names of other 

parents. Therefore, 1 acquired my sample though the snowball method. 

As with al1 sampling procedures, the snowbail method has its strengths and 

weaknesses. This technique proved very useful to me because the intemationally- 

adoptive parent population was not easily accessible given that the Department of Health 

and Community Services, the one organization which had al1 of the names of the 

adoptive parents in New Brunswick, was unable to release their names. On the other 

hand, this sampling procedure yielded a fairly homogenous sample that is not 

representative. Al1 the participants have childcen under eight years of age with most of 

the children being around five years of age; most of the parents know each other to 

varying degrees; some socialize together, many of them are members of the sarne 

adoption groups; and some of them adopted through the same agency. This is not to Say 

that there was no variability. The sample inchded parents who varied across factors such 

as age, religion, and their child's birth country. Ultimately, though, the findings are not 

widely generaiizable. The aim of the research, however, was to explore the iives of a 

group which have not been the focus of research, and thecefore, widely generalizabte 

findings were neither expected nor considered an objective. As such, the study offers an 

initial step in understanding the issues involved in transracial adoptive parenting and the 

impact of transraciai adoption on identity. 

What the fmdings of this study do have, however, is transferability. The findings 

have the potentiai to be transferred to tmsracially adoptive parents living in rurai and 

s m d  urban areas where there is Little racial and ethnic diversity in the population. 



Parents living in these areas are more likely to have experiences in common with one 

another than with parents raising their chiidren in large urban areas where there is much 

racial and ethnic diversity. 

Eventuaiiy, 1 had telephone conversations with aii participants before 1 

interviewed them in order to establish a more personai level of contact and begin to gain 

their trust. In the end, my sample consisted of ten parents. Nine lived in various parts of 

the province of New Brunswick and the tenth resided in another province at the time of 

the interview but had adopted a child while living in New Brunswick. 1 could have 

interviewed more than ten people because more were interested in participating in the 

research. However, given the time and financial constraints associated with research at 

the undergraduate level, 1 was not able to interview ail of the individuals who expressed 

interest in the research. Therefore, five families were eliminated mainly on the basis of 

scheduling conflicts and the fact that they resided at least more than one hour from me. 

Of the ten participants in my study, 1 interviewed six mothers individuaiiy and in 

two cases, a mother and a father together. in two-parent families it was the parents who 

decided whether 1 would interview one of them or both. Once 1 began to set up 

intewiews, a pattern developed in which the parent would infonn me whether he or she 

would be participating aione or with his or her spouse. 1 did not consider this a problem 

because 1 was interested in the experiences of each parent as an individual. The symùolic 

interiictionist perspective is based on the premise that individuals create and negotiate 

meaning through their interaction with others. While others are imporîant in the 

interpretive process of meaning-making, they are not the focus-the individual is. M e n  



1 interviewed spouses together, 1 viewed them as Uidividuals, each with his or her own 

story. 

Recontacting the Participants 

in preparing for the follow-up research, 1 contacted the participants by e-mail to 

ask them if they were interested in pariicipating in the current study. Ail but of the 

original participants responded to my request for a second interview. After several 

attempts to make contact with this one participant fkom whom 1 did not receive a 

response, 1 concluded that she was not interested in participating. 

Characteristics of the Sample 

The participants ranged in age h m  3450. Ail were married except for one who 

was widowed. Yearly household income ranged from $65,000 to $115,000. Two 

participants had no religious affiliation, and those who did identified the following: 

Baptist (l), Quaker (l), Catholic (3), and Lutheran (1). In regard to highest level of 

education completed, the breakdown is as follows: high school(2), undergraduate degree 

(3), Masters degree (3), and Ph.D. (1). The number of children in the family ranged from 

1-3. The participants had ten adopted cbildren and three birth children. Clearly, this was 

a middle-class, highly educated group. However, given the demographic description of 

transracidy adoptive parents (Feigelrnan and Silvennan 1983; Altstein and Simon 1991; 

Saetersdai and Dalen 1991; Westhues and Cohen 1994), they appear to be representative 

of the people involved in these types of adoptions. 



The interviews 

in both rounds of interviews, 1 used semi-sîructured interview schedules (see 

appendices A and B) which include a combination of open and closed questions. The 

two schedules covered themes such as the decision to adopt, the adoption process, racism, 

bVth culture, and perceptions of TRA as well as adoption in general. 1 chose this type of 

interview schedule because it offers flexibility. Core areas of interest are identified and 

discussed while there is the option to explore and probe other issues that arise. Given my 

theoreticai orientation, it was parîicularly important to me that the parents have the 

opportunity to raise issues of concern to them. 

Semi-stnictured interviews, like ail data-gathering techniques which involve 

human participation, suffer h m  bias because the participants often distort reality and 

choose their answers according to what they îhink the interviewer expects to hear (Becker 

and Geer 1957; Hammersley and Atkinson 1983). Moceover, Denzin (1 970: 130) worries 

that participants conceal what mearchers most want to know. Holstein and Gubriurn 

(1998: 126) point out, however, that to argue that the participant's responses are tainted 

with bias is to imply that he or she is "a p~formed, purely informationai commodity" 

which the interview process mîght contaminate. Conversely, they argue that if 

participants' responses are viewed as producis of interpretive practice6, they cannot k 

seen as pure. No interpretive practice, including the interview, can be free of 

contamination whether it be in the form of bias, error, or misunderstanding because it 

aiways involves the reciprocal activity of meaning-making. Using Holstein's and 

Interpretive practice is used '?O convey both he anM and substantive aspects of this pmess; it refers to 
the constellation of procedures, conditioos, and cesources through wùich reality is apprehended, 
understood, organizeâ, and represented in the course ofeveryday lifen (Gubciun and Holstein 1997: 1 14). 



Gubrium's perspective, 1 recognize and accept that (1) bias is a part of the study and (2) 

the presence of bias is not a shortcoming because it is present in al1 research endeavours 

where there is interaction between researcher and participant. 

in the first round of interviews al1 but two of the ten participants were interviewed 

tàce-to-face. These eight interviews were conducted at the participants' homes and 

places of work as well as at the University of New Brunswick campus in Fredericton, Ail 

but one of these interviews were audio taped (the equipment failed). The remaining two 

interviews were conducted via telephone. These telephone interviews were audio taped 

and prior to the interview each participant was provided with the consent form (see 

appendix C). The duration of the interviews ranged between forty-five minutes and three 

hows, Al1 of the interviews were îranscribed. In this fust round, 1 explored such themes 

as the decision to adopt, the adoption process, the birth culture of the child, and how the 

process could be improved. 

In the second round of interviews, nine people were interviewed. As previously 

mentioned, one of the participants from the first round did not respond to my request for 

a second interview. Of the nine participants, eight were interviewed face-to-face in the 

same locations as in the f h t  round. The remaining participant was interviewed via 

telephone (one of the same people interviewed via telephone in the fmt round). 

The duration of the second interviews ranged between one and two and a half 

hours. Al1 interviews were audio taped and transcribed by me. Before the 

commencement of each interview, the participants and 1 discussed the purpose of the 

research and the issue of consent. We also signed the consent forms (see appendices D 

and E). 



Before the telephone interview, 1 discussed the issue of consent with the 

participant. Then, 1 signed my portion of the consent form and faxed it to the participant 

who signed it and faxed it back to me. Although 1 would like to have interviewed the 

participant in person, this was not possible. 1 decided to include her despite the 

limitations associated with a telephone interview because 1 wanted to present as complete 

a follow-up as possible and excluding the interview would hava left a significant gap in 

the research. Although 1 was not able to read the participant's body language, and the 

lack of my physical presence may have hampered the participant's openness, 1 believe 

that the benefits of including this interview outweigh the drawbacks because the 

interview generated a valuable and considerable volume of material. It is possible that 

the lack of my physical presence could have, in fact, made the participant more 

cornfortable. Another reason why 1 included this participant is because 1 met her before 

the second interview. This opportunity to c o ~ e c t  with the participant on a personal level 

enabled a more intirnate exchange during the second inierview. in addition to our 

meeting 1 communicated by e-mail with this participant in the period between the fmt 

and second interviews. She provided me with adoption news and publications. 1 believe 

that these contacts established a level of rapport that made a genuiue and rich exchange 

possible. 

Coding the Data 

In this research, coding involved the reading and re-reading of interview 

transcripts. 1 utilized what Strauss (1987) calls "in vivo codes" which evolve from the 



terms and language used by the participants in interview transcripts or actors in the field. 

This approach builds codes from the bottom up starting from the interview and field data. 

In my fmt reading of the transcripts 1 looked for process-Where does the 

adoption process start? What steps must the parents take? Who are the actors they 

encounter along the way? In my second reading, 1 looked for overarching themes such as 

beliefs about family and the meaning of infertiiity in the career of the parents. In my 

third reading, 1 sought out patterns in regard to events such as similar experiences 

encountered during the adoption process and interaction with people in the community. 

In my next reading, 1 looked for statements kginning with "I" to identify how the parents 

see themselves. To locate these perceptions of self, 1 looked for personal reflections and 

expressions of feeling. Following chat, 1 sought out references to others with a view to 

identitjmg the parents' perceptions of how others see them. 

Following this process, I organized the codes according to diagrams and lists in an 

effort to display the data such that 1 could read it easily. Then, 1 renamed, split, and 

linked some codes. Fmally, 1 lmkd for events, incidents, individuals, and other pieces 

of information which did not fit the codes. It was my airn to highlight that data which did 

not "fit9* and to find meaning in these irregularities and exceptions. 

References to the Participants in the Research 

In the consent fom which 1 asked the participants to sign, 1 stated, "The 

information which you share with me during the course of the interview wiU be kept 

confidentid. 1 will not reveal your name, the names of your family members (and any 

other specific names you mention), your address, and any other details which could 



identify you." Upholding the promise that 1 wodd not reveal any information which 

could identify the participants proved to be a somewhat difficult task. 1 realized that in 

this paper 1 could not use pseudonyms to refer to the parents because people who iive in 

the same community as the participants could piece together biographical facts where an 

individual is quoted repeatedly. The participants in this study Live in small cornmunities 

and the number of aansracial farnilies in New Brunswick is smail thereby making these 

parents quite visible. This king the case 1 decided to refer to them as "a mother" or "a 

father." Although these references are impersonal and monotonous, they are necessary to 

protect the participants' privacy. 

The Researcher's Place in the Research 

1 think that the rich data 1 collected was made possible by my willingness to share 

information about myself with the participants. Given the very personal nature of the 

information they were sharing with me, 1 thought it only fair that they know something 

about me. For instance, the participants wanted to know why 1 decided to study 

transracial adoption. 1 explained to them that rny interest was sparked by my husband 

who is transracially adopted. 1 believe that this information in particular fostered trust 

and rapport. Some parents explained that my connection to transracial adoption made 

them feel more cornfortable because they had confidence that the research would remain 

true to their stories. 

Although researchers meet with parîicipants to conduct research, we need to 

attend to îhe "cornmonsense sociability" (Shaffir 1998:62) that wouid be expected in 

other social settings. C r e a ~ g  a stede interview environment devoid of any giving on 



the part of the researcher makes it difficult for participants to relate to us as anything 

other than researcheis when we in fact occupy several positions at the same time. 

Because we occupy these various positions, our role of researcher does not always need 

to be at the forefront (Kleinman 1991). 

Reflexivity 

Furthemore, it is important to address the issue of reflexivity in the research. 

Postrnadeniis&s, arnong others, have criticized the lack of reflexivity in research. To be 

reflexive means that researchers ;ire engaged in an ongoing dialogue with the self about 

how they gather data-What questions did 1 ask? What questions did 1 ignore? Why did 

1 choose this topic of research over others? in king reflexive, researchers aim to find out 

how they impose themselves on the research pmess. They consider how their gender, 

me, class, political ideology, and other aspects of the self permeate and iransform the 

research process. Hertz (1997) c a s  refiexivity the "scmtiny of 'what 1 know' and 'how I 

know it"' because the process is basically one of self-analysis in regard to the creation of 

knowledge (viii). 

It is here that I will address mme of those concems. First, 1 subscribe to what 

Charmaz and Mitctieli (1997) refer to as "audible authorship," ttiat is, throughout this 

study, 1 refer to myself as researcher in the first person rarher tban the third person. 

Second, 1 have made a collcerted effort to maintain an ongoing dialogue with myseif 

about my position in this research. For instance, throughout the research 1 reflected on 

how my king Caucasian impacted the data. 1 thought about how the research might have 

ken different if 1 had been a member of a minority group. For example, perhaps 1 did 



not challenge the parents* conceptions of racial and cultural identity and life as a minority 

as much as a member of a minority group may have. 1 did, however, reflect on issues of 

race and ethnicity and my place in the research with my husband who is a &ansracial 

adoptee. He challenged and questioned me during our discussions thereby helping me to 

be a more reflexive researcher. Third, 1 noticed that some of the concepts 1 learned from 

the existing research on transracial adoption becarne a part of the vocabulary 1 used when 

conducting interviews. Some of these terrns and concepts, however, were not part of the 

way in which parents described their experiences. For example, 1 used the terrn 

''presewation of the birth culture" when discussing the role of birth culture in the 

families' lives. A few parents pointed out to me that they did not believe that 

"preservation" was an appropriate way to describe their attitudes toward Firth culture. 

One father explained to me that the family did not view incorporating elements of the 

b i  culture into the family as an act of preservation. They did it because it was just a 

part of acknowledging who their child is. To these parents, the meaning of the word 

preserve, that is, to keep or hold on to something, did not represent their experiences. 

Some of them prefened the word embrace. 

1 think that king reflexive throughout this research has enabled me to produce a 

more honest account of these parents' experiences. 1 was able to look at how 1 as the 

researcher was impacting on the research. 

Theoretical Saturation 

When no more additional data are king found, theoreticai saturation is said to 

occur (Glaser ami Strauss 1967: 61). Glaser and Strauss explain theoreticai saturation 



Saturation means that no more additional data are king found whereby the 

sociologist can develop properties of the category. As he sees similar instances 

over and over again the researcher becomes empirically confident that a category 

is saturated. ... Saturation can never be attained by studying one incident in one 

group ... dozens and dozens of situations in many diverse groups must be 

observed and analyzed comparatively (6 1-62). 

While other groups (such as families in which there is interracial marriage) could be 

studied dong with transraciaily adoptive parents to achieve theoretical saturation, the aim 

of this research was to explore the experiences of transracially adoptive parents, a group 

which has been understudied. The creation of theory (with theoreticai saturation king 

one of the keys to good theory) was not an objective of this research. This study gains its 

smngth from its longitudinal nature and its transferability. 

Limitations 

One of the limitations of this study is that part of it contains retrospective 

accounts of the parents' experiences. When 1 interviewed the parents the first time, they 

had already been parenting their childm for at least two years. Therefore, their accounts 

of the decision to adopt, the adoption proçess, telling significant others about the 

adoption, and meeting the child for the first tirne were retrospective accounts. Although 

the symbolic interactionist approach holds that an account represents the meaning of 



one's experiences for him or her at that point in tirne, foliowing the parents from the 

beginning of their joumey to the present time would inevitably bave yielded different 

data. 

Another limitation of this research is the homogeneity of the sample. Al1 of the 

parents were married (except for one who was widowed) and Caucasian. Ia this way the 

sarnple is very traditional and represents the typical profile of the international adopter. 

Therefore, their experiences may be very different fiom those of gays, lesbians, single- 

parents, interracial couples, and mernbers of minonty groups who adopt. Given this 

homogeneity and the small sample siw, the results of this study are not widely 

generalizable. 

The Importance of the FoUow-Up Interviews 

The follow-up interviews constitute an important strength of this study. F i t ,  

they enabteci me to explore the changes that occurred in the parents' lives followiag the 

initial interview. Without the second interview, the study would have only included the 

parents' experience at one point in th& lives. Second, the fact that al1 but one of the 

parents in the lirst part of the study agreed to a second interview suggests that they found 

the presentacion of their experiences in my honours thesis to be true to their Iives. W, 

the latter impacted on the second interview in that the participants' and 1 had an even 

stronger foundation of trust than during our first meeting. Fouah, the participants 

seemed more cornfortable with me during the follow-up, and 1 was certainly more 

cornfortable with them. Taking with them the second time was Wre pickiag up h m  



where we left off during our Fust meeting. Al1 of these elements are strengths of this 

study. 

Summary 

In summary, 1 chose a qualitative research approach for this study because it (1) 

enables the participants' emotions to be heard, (2) is useful when studying topics for 

which there is no substantive literatwe or theory base as is the case here, and (3) 

facilitates the trust and rapport needed when studying families. 

The main data-gathering technique in this research is the semi-stnictured 

interview. 1 chose it for its flexibility. 1 utilized the snowball method of sampling, and 

consequently, the findings of this study are not widely generalizable. However, the a h  

of the research was to explore the lives of a group which have not been the focus of 

research and as such widely generalizable findings were neither expected nor considered 

an objective. What this study has to offer is findings which are transferable to other 

transracially adoptive parents living in nual and small wban areas which lack racial and 

ethnic diversity. 

Finally, the follow-up interviews are an important strength of this study. They 

enabled me to present the parents' experiences over time including how their lives 

cbanged since the first round of interviews. In addition, by the second round of 

interviews 1 had a deeper level of trust and rapport with the participants as weli as the 

knowledge that their agreement to participate in a second interview suggests that they 

found the presentation of their experiences in my honours thesis to be true to their lives. 



Chapter 3 

Data and Andysis-The Career 

The focus of this research has been to explore the caner of the transracially 

adoptive parent. The framework of the career was useful in understanding the 

experiences of these parents because it enables one to move between the parent and his or 

her significant society in an effort to understand (1) how parents take on the identity of 

transracidly adoptive parent and incorporate it into their identity structure and (2) how 

that identity changes throughout the career. 

The first stage of the career is the pce-adoption stage wherein the parent chooses 

to adopt either because of fertility difficulties or to add more children to the famiIy. The 

second stage of the career is the adoption ptocess. During this stage the parent is 

preparing for the arriva1 of the child. The final stage in terms of this research is raising 

the child. This stage is explored only slightly because the chiidren are quite young 

ranging from age two to nine. Much more expbration of this stage neeh CO be done. 

The first stage in the career of the transracially adoptive parent is the pre-adoption 

stage. The parents' life situations in this stage vary. Some of the participants had 

biologicd children, others had fostered chiidren, and several experienced fertility 

diffïculties. Given these differences, the path to adoption varied. 

Participants Who Experienced Infertility 

The seven parents who experienced fertility difficulties chose adoption as a means 

of adding children to the famüy. Of those who opted to pmue treatrnent for infertility, 



none pursued ail possible treatment options. Seved of them pointed to this very fact as 

evidence that for hem adoption was not the last resort. One mother recalled 

I just said to my doctor, 1 said 1 can't do this [fertility treatment] anymore. You 

know, 1 said 1 think we're going to adopt. And he recommended in vitro and 

different types of other procedures, but 1 just thought 1 don? want to get on this 

merry-go-round, you know, for the next ten years. 

Another mother remarked, 'The main reason we decided to adopt was because we were 

unable to conceive and rninor fertility attempts or efforts that were made were enough. 1 

wasn't willing to pursue al1 of the available treatments." The sentiment generally 

expressed by these parents was that given that adoption was a possible avenue, they could 

not see the point of enduring the stress, heartache, uncertainty, and financial cost 

associated with pursuing fertility treatment to its end. 

While adoption was not the option of last resort, it was the second choice. After 

dl, fertility, not adoption, is the basis of the parenthood for which Our culture prepares us 

(Kirk 1%4). Moreover, the parenthood for which individuals are socialized is distinctly 

biological in nature (Kirk 1981). in regard to pmnthood, we are socialized to expect that 

there will be a consanguinal relationship between parent and child and resulting genetic 

sirnilarities; that we can choose when to become a parent; that we will experience the 

process of being pregnant and delivering a child; and that we can begin the process of 

bonding and attachment directly after birth (Matthews and Mattbews 1986). 



Infertility, then, represents a crucial juncture in one's Life trajectory. Such a 

crucial juncture has k e n  called a "htming point" in the career (Süauss 1959). The 

individual now knows he or she cannot assume the role of biological parent. At this 

point, a decision has to be made as to whether the individual will choose 

%onparenthoocf" (Matthews and Matthews 1986) or adoptive parenthood. Each choice 

involves an identity transfomation. 

Several of the parents who experienced fertility difficulties explained that 

adoption was an idea that they were considering during their fertility difficulties. One 

faiher explained, "lt wasn't like we just got to the end of the road and said okay there's 

nothing else, let's adopt. When we started having problems it was an idea that was 

always kre .  Tt just got closer and closer to the forefront as t h e  went on." The 

relinquishment of the biologicai parenthood identity, then, was a gradual process fur 

many of the parents. However, while it might have been gradual, the acceptance of 

infertility (in some cases hough the failure of infertility treatment) was a tuming point in 

the career in tbat it left only two choice~hildlessness  or adoption. 

Participants Who Had Birth Children 

Two of the three parents who &ady bad birth children indicated that the 

decision to adopt was based on a desire to have more children coupled with media reports 

which discussed either international adoption or the plight of children without permanent 

families. One morher recalled, "1 read this article about Chiaese adoption and it just bit 

me like a ton of bricks." Another mother explains 



There was a newspaper article with a picture of four boys behind bars, üüie guys 

like seven, eight years old .... And the article was al1 about how these kids had 

been put in jail for their own protection to keep them off the smet and so that 

they'd have a bed and a place to eat. ... And 1 just thought to myself that is 

absolutely, it's unacceptable. ... So, it really brought to Light the adoption thing 

kind of to light because we were ready for a thud child. And so 1 said to my 

husband, ' Why don? we adopt?' 

The remaining parent explained that she and her husband decided to adopt because just 

after they married, they had discussed adoption as a way of "building their family" and 

had planned to adopt one day. 

In the case of these parents who already had biological children, the decision to 

adopt was based on the view of adoption as a way to build a fmily and on a 

humanitarian motivation. More recently, humanitarian concems have not been the 

driving force behind intercountry adoptions. According to Triseliotis, Shireman, and 

Hundleby (1997), the number of infants available for adoption in Western countries has 

been on the decline since the mid-1960s to 1970s thus making availability of children the 

primary reason for intercountry adoption. Adoption for humanitarian reasons was very 

much a pattern between the period spanning the 1950s to the 1970s during which many 

children were left orphaned as a result of World War JI, the Korean War, and the 

Viemam War. 

In the case of these parents who already had bioIogical children, it was more 

difficult to see a distinct tuming point. Ail of the parents indicated that they considered 



adoption to be a normal way to build a family and had always been cornfortable with the 

idea of adoption. For two of the parents in this group the intersection of these attitudes 

about adoption and media reports about adoption and underprivileged children seerns to 

have been the turning point. The remaining parent's situation was different because she 

and her husband had always planned to adopt. 

The Decision to Adopt Intemationally 

Time was a key factor in the parents' decision to adopt internationally rather than 

domestically. Of the parents who considered domestic adoption first, a i l  pointed out that 

to adopt a child in New Brunswick takes too much time. They reported that the waiting 

period can last eight to ten years and that they were not willing to wait that long in light 

of the face that there are many children living in other counaies who need families. 

Several of the parents suggested that the wait could be the result of a declining number of 

children available for adoption. This suggestion could very well be a reason considering 

that, as explained above, the number of infants available for adoption in Western 

countries has been on the decline since the 1970s. One mother explains, "...We just 

wanted to adopt a baby, but we were told eight to ten years and we just knew that we 

were not going to wait eight to ten years." Another mother rernarked, "1 wasn't 

interested in a nine-year waiting list. . ..We wanted a baby. We wanted another child and 

there were Wiiions of children out there that wanted us." 

Furthemore, the lengthy wait for a domestic adoption is particularly problernatic 

for adoptive parents in theû forties. You cannot adopt a child in New Brunswick if you 

are over 6fty years old. Therefore, if prospective parents are forty years or more when 



they decide to adopt, and ten years p a s  before a clsiid is available for them, then they are 

already disqualified as poiential parents because they will be near fifty at the time of the 

adoption. One mother explains this situation, "We [she and her partner] are over forty. 

We're not going to get a baby, and so one of the things we did was sign up for 

international adoption." This parent and othen explained that they did not knuw that 

domestic adoptions entai1 such a long wait until they had decided to adopt, and as such it 

was a hurdle that had not been taken into consideration when deciding to build a farnily. 

Once parents decided to adopt intemationally, they began to consuuct 

international adoption as a choice which involves the "matching of complementary 

needs." One father described it this way, "There are children out there who need a family 

and cm be adopted within a year, and there are families who want to build a family 

sooner than later." This construction of TRA as a "matching of complementary needs" is 

an exarnple of the "motive tdk" employed by the parents in this study to normalize 

international adoption. One of the primary ways by which people gain the social 

approval of others is to use motives which correspond to society's expctations and 

normative values. These motives can be thought of as "vocabularies" which individuals 

employ to justify md explain past, present, and future acts (Mills 1940. 439). The 

normative values of a society guide us in choosing the motives which will fonn the basis 

of acceptable accounts of social conduct. The parents, then, are using a vocabulary of 

motives to explain theù desire to adopt internationaily. In a society where the institution 

of adoption is still stigrnatized as second best next IO biological kinship partholet 1993; 

Kiik 1964, 1981 ; Miail 1996; Mode1 1994) and racial intolerance exists, these parents are 

in situations where people question not just theu decision to adopt, but a h  their decision 



to adopt internationally as weU as transracially. Therefore, trying to normaiize 

transracial adoption becomes a part of parents' social accounts of their adoption 

experience. 

This "matching of complementary needs" vocabulary is, in part, constructed in 

response to those who perceive adoption as an act of charity. The parents in ihis research 

did not see thernselves as people who adopt to rescue needy children. One father 

explained, "People sometimes talk to us [he and his wife] as though we are somehow 

special because we have adopted internationally. We're not martyrs. Our [children] are 

the speciai ones. They are the reason we have a family." The characterization of 

adoption as an act of charity is found with respect to sarne-race adoptions as well. Such 

an attitude clearly reveals that the community still regards consanguinity to be the basis 

of a family. After dl, one would never assume that a parent chose to have a birth child as 

an act of charity, Such a construction of TRA undennines the strength of the bond 

between the parents and their children because it does not recognize the paramount 

reason for the adoption-wanting a child to love and nurture. One father remarked, "We 

just wanted a child. 1 sometirnes wonder why that is so d i c u l t  to understand." 

The Adoption Process 

With the decision to adopt, the process of adoption7 begins and this marks the 

beginning of the next stage of the transracially adoptive parent's career. In this stage 

parents go through the process of adopting the child and preparing for his or her arrivd. 

' Tt is important to note that the adoption pmess is not as linear as it appears to be here. 1 have highlighted 
various parts of the process and organized them into sections m an effort CO shed light on ibe process. For 
example, parents might contact social services to anange the homesnidy after they tell their fiends and 
famiiy about the decision to adopt. Moreover, parts of the pmess also occur smuiltaneously. 



During this stage parents will seek the advice and assistance of adoption professionals, 

tell farnily and friends about theii decision, plough through the myriad of administrative 

details to which they must attend to facilitate the adoption (for example, completing a 

heaith exam, filing an immigration application to sponsor the child, and providing 

personal documents), and, most importantiy, meet their child for the first time. 

Learning to be a Parent 

Daly (1992) has suggested that the decision to adopt marks the beginning of the 

reshaping of the parenthocd identity. Rospective adoptive parents undergo an identity 

transformation wherein they go from expecting to be a biological parent to becoming an 

adoptive parent. One of the features of this transition involves a pmess of 

resocialization in which the prospective adoptive parents unlemed elements of 

biological parenthood and learned new aspects of parenthood associated with adoption. 

Although Daiy's work involves parents who are adopting children of the same 

race, none of whom have biological children, his work is instructive in regard to this 

research. Clearly, compared to biologicai parenthoai, there is no role preparation for the 

process of adoption and the pend of waiting and preparation before the placement of the 

child. Throughout the career of the transraciaiiy adoptive parent, he or she is learning al1 

the time, learning fkom other adoptive parents, adqtees, adoption professionals, cesource 

materiais, conferences and workshops, and, of course, triai and emr. Several parents 

indicated that one of the most valuable sources of heIp was other adoptive parents. One 

mother describes her talks with another mother who had adopted internationally, "I 

learned so much fiom her. She was a veritable fountain of knowledge. She gave me 



advice about the process and other things in terms of raising my son. We've had taiks 

about how to deal with racism and kids making fun at schwl .. . bis buth cuIture .. . that 

sort of stuff. It is so nice to have someone to tallc to about these things." One mother 

describes the value of attending conferences, "1 heard about this conference and 1 saw in 

the program that there were hundceds of workshops and it covered everything having to 

do with adoption. Things like buth family contact, racial identity . . . I mean anything and 

everything. 1 went to everything possible. There was so much vaiuable knowledge ail in 

one place." 

In the case of adoptive parents, the role leaming is not limited to the beginning of 

the career. There are many other exarnples which will be discussed as they arise. 

Making initial Contact with Adoption Professionals 

Many of the parents in this study had already been in contact with social workers 

at the New Brunswick Department of Health and Community Services by the time they 

decided to adopt intemationally. As discussed earlier, initiaiiy, several of the parents 

considered domestic adoption, but after leadng how long the wait period was they chose 

to pursue international adoption. The parents initiated the process in different ways: 

contacting the department by telephone, attending an information session sponsored by 

the department, contacting the National Adoption Desk in Ottawa, or contacting adoption 

agencies. 

Those who attended the information session describeci it as not king as helpful as 
7 

rhey expected it would be. One mother remarked, "1 just rememberfeeling so depressed 

after they said weii we're having a public information session on international adoption 



and they just portrayed it to you as unattaiaable." A father also related that the meeting 

was discouraging 

1 mean they just talked about the difficulties and 1 don't know if they picked 

Romania [as an example of a sending couniry] but let's Say they picked Romania. 

You go there and you're not really sure if you're going to get a heaithy infant. 

You might actuaily get there and you spend al1 your money and they have a baby 

for you. You don't know how they got the baby ... whether it was stolen. It [the 

scenario described during the information session] was a horror pictwe. 

Parents who contacteci the department reported similarly discouraging 

experiences. One mother explains, 'Y called Health and Community Services here in the 

province and finally got through to the social worker that was in charge of adoptions . .. 
so she sent me four agencies and I mean how many agencies, there are hundreds of 

agencies in the country. One of them wasn't even doing business anymore!" 

Several of the parents speculated that the social workers with whom they spoke 

were not helpful and were disparaging in regard to international adoption for two 

reasons-fmt, their top priority was domestic adoption matters, and second, they 

assumed that the parents would not want to adopt a child of colour, and if they said they 

did, they simply were not aware of what they were "getting ho." One mother explains 

her experience 



The whole time I'm talking to [the social worker] ... she is telling me or 

discouraging me very strongly from adopting intemationally. The cisks and the 

hazards and the volatility, and, you know, the heartbreak, and you don't know 

what you're getting into, and you're gonna invest ail this emotionai cornmitment 

to this and its gonna fa11 through, and you have no idea of the complications of a 

transraciai adoption. But the more [the social worker] said, the more 1 got my 

back up. And 1 thought who are you to tell me how to build my family? 

Similarly, another mother remarked, "They [social workers] don? Say to them 

[prospective adoptive parents], 'Did you know you can adopt intemationally and you'll 

have a baby in your home in a year?' because they're making the judgement that these 

people don? want a dack-skimed baby in theu house or that that's less than ideal." 

On the other hand, parents who fmt contacted the National Adoption Desk and 

then the agency or contacted an agency directly reported positive experiences. One 

mother explained, "From the first five minutes of talking to the diictor 1 knew that these 

were the people . .. who were going to help our family grow. 1 found her [the director] 

very honest because 1 found that instead of painting this reaily beautiful picture . . . she 

explained to me the ups and doms of internationai adoption." Speaking about her 

experience with the various agencies she contacted, one mother recounted, "The 

beginning of adoption to me was a reai rebirth. AU of a sudden t b g s  weren't dark and 

not working out, like this stupid fertiiity chic.  Things were just starting to pick up." 

The nature of these initiai encounters is significant because they affect the 

parents' ability to "try on1' the anticipated identity. The anticipatory socialization that 



foUows the decision to adopt @aly 1992, 1998) unfolds in interaction with others and 

therefore, the nature of the interaction necessarily impacts on the socialization process. 

One mother cornments on the ramifications of being discouraged at the beginning of the 

process 

. ..How many people would trust the opinion of a social worker? Like some 

people who want to adopt intemationally are just going to think okay you know 

i'd like to adopt a child from another country, possibly another race. What will 

my family think? What will my friends think? You know, will it be accepted? 

And then if the first cal1 you make is to a social worker who says, 'Oh, 1 would 

never get myself into sornething like that,' then, you know, if you don? have the 

drive to follow through, you'ce just not going to do it. 

The Hornestudy 

Whereas some parents had an easier tirne at this initiai stage of the process, the 

next stage, working with the provincial govemment to fulfill the homestudy requirement, 

was for most of the parents a difficult, if not the most difficult, aspect of the process. Al1 

of the parents had to have a homestudy (a screening process requkd by the goverment) 

compieted by a social worker before they could be eligible to adopt. One of the tirst 

diculties which some parents encountered in hying to complete this requirement was 

the length of tirne they had to wait before they could have the homestudy. While some 

parents managed to have the homestudy done within a littie more than a month after 

making the request, others waited several months. In the worst case, one parent waited 



more than three years. Severai of the parents suggested that the long wait was yet 

another signai to them that as adoptive parents they were second best and thecefore not a 

priority. One mother explained 

1 asked them why they hadn't phoned me and they said well you're on the waiting 

list. I said wonderful. What numôer? They said three. ... How long does that 

mean we have to wait? Three years. So, 1 just laughed. 1 couldn't believe that 

was me, that they could do that to people. ... The New Brunswick govemment 

cares that much about the welfare of adopting couples. 

Another mother who had already had a hornestudy completed and needed an update in 

order to adopt again recounts, "1 asked in August could we please get an update for our 

homestudy and it took until the end of October for that to happen. And the government 

didn't have tu do anything other than phone the person and Say will you take care of this 

homestudy." At the time this parent was making her request, the provincial government 

had just begun to approve private social workers to c q  out homestudies. Prior to this 

change, only department social workers could complete them. 

Another difficulty parents encouatered in regard to this part of the pmcess dates 

to the cost and structure of the homestudy. Accordîng to some of the parents who had 

their homestudies completed by a private social worker, there appeared to be no stnct 

guidelines in place regarding the duration and cost of the homestudy. One parent was 

visited by her social worker three times while another parent had to meet with her social 



worker four hours, one day a week for six weeks. The cost of the homestudy ranged 

h m  $700 to $1000. 

The parents framed al1 of these difficulties in two ways. First, many of the 

parents felt that they were at the mercy of the department in that they needed to complete 

this requirement in order to adopt. This is not to Say that the parents did not challenge 

the system in place. Many of them filed complaints and pushed to move the process 

dong as quickly as possible. However, several of them felt that they could only go so far 

because they did not want to jeopardize their chances of being approved, and in addition 

to that, those who were considering adopting again knew that in the future they might 

need another homestudy, or at least an update. The second way in which they framed 

their difficulties with the department was that as adoptive parents they were not a 

"priority." This suggestion of their having secondary status as adoptive parents finds 

support in the research Literature. Policy and clinical practice have been shown to favor 

biological parenting over adoptive parenting (Bartholet 1993). A rnother who had buth 

children before adopting had an experience with a local social worker which highiights 

this bias, " 'Well, 1 don? understand why you'd want to adopt. You've got children and 

you can have more children of your own.' And 1 thought . . . you're a social worker?" 

Moreover, the parents believed that because they were not adopting a child within 

the province, tbis fact made them a lower priority still. One father remarked, '"lliey [the 

Department of Health and Community Services] were understaffed. There was no doubt 

about it so obviously their priority was going to be kids tbat they have access to 

everyday." 



In relating these difficulties to me, some of the parents observeci how much more 

difficult it is for them to become parents as compared to biological parents. They pointed 

to their dependence an the approvd of others, that is, the Department of Health and 

Cornmunity Services as well as the governent of the sending country; the fiaancial cost 

of the adoption; and the lack of support €rom the Department of Health and Conununity 

Services as well as the federal govemment (as regards the rime difference between 

parental and maternity benefits, for example), The parents argued that they have to prove 

thernselves to be emotionally and financially fit parents whereas bioiogicai parents 

simply have a baby. WMe al1 of the parents suppted the rationale behind the approvd 

process, some of hem indicated that the discrepancies between the p m e s s  of becoming 

an adoptive parent versus a biological one cails into question their parental d e .  They 

identified the perceptions that others have of hem such as failed biologicai parents, not 

the "reai" parents, and their having a lesser degree of attachrnent to k i r  child because of 

the absence of the b h c i  tie. The parents went on to explain that tbjs questioning of their 

adoptive parent identity o k n  means that tlaey receive less role support than biological 

parents and are subject to different mle expectations than biological parents. The lack of 

role support was not pomayed by the parents as particularly problematic. The reason for 

this has to do with what McCall and Simmons (1966: 74) call the "aggregate of the role 

support." McCall and Simmons explain that when we consider the role-support accorded 

to us by relevant audiences, we find that the members of the audience tespond to ow 

perfomances differentiy. We do not, however, accord the same weight to these various 

reactions. Therefore, gaining support h m  those who matter to us most (for example, 

f d y )  for the identity in question is often enough for us to iegitimate our identity. In the 



case of the transraciaiiy adoptive parents in this snidy, most of the parents gained support 

from family and significant others as well as other adoptive parents. From these people, 

the parents gained the role support they need to maintain their transracially adoptive 

parent identity, that is, to confinn their view of self as a transracially adoptive parent. 

It is important to note here that although they were fnistrated with the department, 

severai parents iiked their social workers and considered the hornestudy a meaningful and 

necessary part of the pmess. One father described the homestudy in this way, "1 

compare it to opening an old box of photos because you're taiking about things you 

haven't thought about and you're doing little exercises on things you haven't thought 

about in a long time. . ..You discuss where you are and how you think and how you feel. 

... You need to go through that process. They're not just checking you out; they're 

providing you with some food for thought." 

Finally, the discouraging attitude of the Department of Health and Community 

Services at such an early stage of the process was diftïcult for the parents, especiaily 

those who had already experienced the disappointment associated with fertility 

difficulties. Wiih al1 of these obstacles present, trying on ihe anticipated identity was 

difficult for the parents. They did, however, continue to pursue the adoption and in doing 

so revealed theù cornmitment to the adoptive parent identity making it a salient identity. 

Telling Family and Friends 

Most of the parents in this study did not encounter any negative responses from 

fiiends and family. Several parents reported that ai i  of their family members and friends 

responded to the news of the adoption in a very positive and ençouraging way, whik 



some other parents framed the comments they received as "concems." As one mother 

put it 

1 knew that if 1 was asking his [IKr father's] opinion before the fact, he would 

have had a lot more to Say about it only because of concems about social 

repercussions, how the children [her birth children] would feel, you know. And 

he said things to me like you know tbat p u r  family is now transracial. . . .Your 

grandchildren will be transracial. I said, yes, I know al1 this, You have changed 

the shape of your family forever. 1 said, yes, 1 know that. And he said, you know, 

good. . . .l'm sure that you're doing this for al1 îhe right reasons. God bless what 

you're going to be doing. 

On the other hand, a few parents encouniered negative responses fiom farnily and 

friends. They reported feeling very wounded and disappointed by these experiences. 

They lamented that these comments hurt them in a way that those of an acquaintance or 

stranger never could. Once again, these parents remained comrnitted to realizing the 

adoptive parent identity thereby reveaihg h e  saiience of that identity for them. One 

mother explained 

. ..You know my kids have the best grandparents in the world who so totally adore 

them and can't imagine H e  without hem, but even they bad a couple of remarks 

that 1 certainiy have forgiven, but wili probably never forget-you know, because 

it hurt at the the-but totalLy forgiven because once again, you know, they just 



needed time to like have it digest. Lie wow these grandchildm that we had 

always dreamed about are you know we have to kind of change the looks of them 

a little bit. 

She offered this by way of explanation for sorne of the disappointing and hurthil 

comrnents which farnily and friends sometimes make 

. ..What we do as pre-adoptive parents is we sit our families down and Say, 'Guess 

what? We're going to adopt!' They're surprised. You know, you haven't given 

them time to digest this and then you say and we're going to adopt h m  another 

country. And what bappens to a lot of us? We are then surprised and 

disappointed by our, usually our parents or family, fiiends, their reactions because 

in a way we weren't fair to them because .. . a lot of times we don't let them in on 

the process until, until we're ready. . ..They're like deer caught in the headlights. 

Many of the parents explained that when they told their famiiies and fnends the 

objective was to let them in on the news rather than seek their approval. Moreover, the 

parents added that bey would have followed through with their plans despite any 

opposition. One mother cornmented, "And so we taiked to them about it in a little bit of 

detail. We weren't asking for permission or blessings. We just said this is what we're 

doing. We had already comrnitted to it and watched for some reactions. And you can't 

expect people to embrace everything right away." 



While the parents did not seek the approval of farnily and f'ends, it was 

important to them, According to Cooley's concept of the "lookhg-glass self' (1902) Our 

perception of others' judgements of us produce feelings whicb affect oui- view of self 

much more than others' behaviour toward us. Of course, the degree to whjch others' 

approval matters to us varies according to who those others are. Our perception of our 

significant others' and reference groups' judgements of us is most important to us. The 

parents' perception of their families' and tiends' reaction to the news of the adoption is 

an important element in the transition to adoptive parenthood. Perceived judgements of 

approval provide role support to the parents. 

Finaily, having someone in the family who was of another race seemed to have an 

impact on how the news of transracial adoption would be received by farnily members. 

One mother explained, "My older brother is married to a Japanese woman ... and he has 

h v ~  children so that [a multiracial character] was already in the family. That was 

completely accepted." Moreover, having someone in the family who is adopted, 

regardless of whether it is same-race or transracial, seemed to play a role in positive 

responses fiom family. The presence of adoption or a multi-racial element in the farnily 

engendered these positive responses because when the parents informed the f a d y  about 

the coming adoption, the focus became the arrivai of the child rather than the child's race 

or the fact that he or she was coming into the farnily by adoption. This being the case, 

excitement and anticipation were the responses to the news-the kind of responses every 

expectant parent wants to receive. 



Preparing and Waiting 

The sections devoted to initiating contact, the homestudy, and telling family and 

friends are certainly a part of this section because they are elements of the preparation. 

However, 1 chose to separate them because there was enough data to discuss them 

individuaily. This section, preparing and waiting, will focus on the myriad of 

administrative matters to which the parents have to attend, preparing for the child's 

arrival, receiving a picture of their child, and, once ail that they can do is done, the 

waiting. 

Once the parents selected an agency and a country from which to adopt, they had 

to attend to many deuils. These includd filing an immigration application to sponsor 

the child, obtaining copies of b i  and marriage certificates and divorce decrees, king 

fingerprinted, completing a heaith exm, providing fmancial information, being 

immunized before travel to the birth country, and many other things. These arrangements 

highlight the lack of "role autonomy" which adoptive parents experience (Kirk 1964). 

Biological parents are basically independent in having their children because they 

technicaily do not need to use the services of a hospital or a doctor. While biological 

parents could have the child on their own, the adoptive parent depends on a host of 

people. Social workers, adoption agency personnel, doctors, Iawyers, and bureaucrats- 

al1 have a stake in bcinging the process to fi t ion.  

Eventually, the parents reœive news that a chiId is available for them. At that 

point, if they decide to adopt that child, they must con- theû decision with the agency. 

At this t h e  they usually receive a pi- of theù chiid and information about him or her. 

Of those parents who received pictures, some explained that receiving the picture was an 



important event in the adoption process because at that point they really began to "allow" 

themselves to feel that the adoption was going to happen. Pnor to thnt point, they did not 

want to get too excited in case of a delay or a mistake. One mother explained, "We'd 

received some pictures of our son and we were just beside ourselves you know. Picnires 

were ail over the kitchen and ... 1 blabbed to everybody the fmt day." The decision to 

avoid getting their hopes up too early in the process is a way in which parents cope with 

their lack of role autonomy. 

Because of the lack of autonomy, the adoption process is truly a "waiting game." 

When parents make requests for documents, tests, and homestudies, they must wait, but 

at least they are actively involved in the process. However, once they completed al1 of the 

tasks expected of them, the process was, as one father put it, "out of our hands." 

According to several parents this was a very difficult stage of the process. 

The Trip 

Not al1 of the parents intewiewed traveled to the sending country to meet their 

children for the fvst tirne. Some traveled to destinations in Canada and the United States 

where they met agency workers who traveled with the child from the sending country to 

North Amerka. Of the parents who traveled to the sending country, one traveled alone 

and the others went as members of a group. Repacing for the trip involved packing items 

for the baby such as clothes, diapers, bottles, and the me. Some parents lemed the 

language of the country and read books about the country to minimize the culture shock 

and to becorne acquainted with the country's customs. 



Al1 of the parents who tcaveled to the sending country in groups described the 

experience as a very exciting and positive one. One father cornmented, "In regard to the 

culture it's reaily a different world and so we [he and his wife] thoroughly enjoyed that 

and we are both excited about going back to China someday. We were in a group and 

there was a guide and a translater ... so we were well taken care of." Another parent 

remarked, "It was exciting for me ... going to China for the first time. 1 was fascinated 

by their society. ... As it turns out, they [the Chinese] l e m  English in school so lots of 

people talked to us. They were so friendly and warm." 

The parents also described the trip as a very emotionai experience. One mother 

recalls when she met her daughter, "She was seven months old and she had bonded to her 

nanny which is actuaily a very good sign because sometimes orphanage children don? 

bond as easily. . . She was crying and it was very hard in the beginning. ... But 1 didn't 

reaily have any concems. 1 was quite sure of myseif, 1 guess." Another mother, who 

traveled to the birth country alone, remembers 

1 wouldn't do it again myself because it was such an emotional thing. 1 was 

having a nap . . . and the lawyer caiied the hotel room and said that they were ail 

here and out in the lobby. So it's a really bizarre thing that you're going out to 

the lobby of a hotel to pick up your son. ... So we [she, the foster parents, the 

lawyer, and her son] visited for a wbile .*. and it was time to Say good bye. He 

started to wail because here he was left with a perfect stranger. WeU, the poor 

Little guy cried for oh six hom. Just broke my hem. 



As can been seen in the account of this mother, though it was a joyous occasion, the t h e  

the parents spent with theu children in the birth country was an emotional roller-coaster. 

Spending these days in a hotel in a foreign country was not easy. One mother recalls, "1 

really thoroughly enjoyed it k i n g  in China] and . .. 1, of course, 1 wanted to get home as 

soon as possible because it didn't feel like it was really safe and that we were going to 

really have our child until we were home with our child. .. .Plus, taking care of a child in 

a hotel room and you know traveling around with backpacks and stuff is not as 

comfortable as king in your own home.** 

It is important to consider the experiences of those who met theu children 

somewhere other than the birîh country. These parents traveiled to destinations in 

Canada and the United States to meet the5 children, One mother descriùes her 

experience 

When she was five months old we got a c d  that we could then pick her up. She 

was going to be escorted to New York ... and that we could fly to New York and 

pick her up. At the time, t h  other families were going to be receiving their 

babies so what happened was our daughter arrived with three other five-month- 

old baby girls. ... And when she arrived she was the healthiest, most stimulated, 

bright, well-adjusted five month old i'd ever seen. ... It was the foster care. It 

was overwhelming and wonderful ali at the same the.  

Clearly, traveling to a foreign country or an airport to meet your child for the first 

time is not part of the cultural script for parenthood. These parents meet their children in 



an unfarniliar place and then have to begin the process of bonding after their children 

have been in foster or institutional care. In the case of parents who traveled to the b i i  

country, the adoption agency was an important source of preparation for this stage of the 

adoption process. The agency informed parents what they would need to take with them 

for the child, explaiaed what would take place during the trip, and provided caretalcers 

who could stay with the children in the event that the parents wanted to go somewhere 

without their child. The agency dso attended to administrative matters related to the 

finalization of the adoption and provided a translater. 

One of the things that pleased parents was the reaction they received from locals 

when they were in public with their children. Prior to traveling to the birth country, 

parents were unsure about what kinds of reactions ihey would receive when they 

appeared in public with their children. One mother describes her group's outings, "It was 

redly quite clear to us that they were smiling at us and they came over and they were 

extremely delighted by the babies!' Another father explains 

The people were curious. if you stop for three minutes to look at something, a 

crowd will gather around you to look at you so you're boxed in. Now, you can't 

go anywhere. We brought a little, plastic laminated card ... with Chinese 

characters and the translation beside it. It basically told the story about what you 

were doing, . . .So you saw the light come on every rime you handed the card over 

and someone read it. The light would come on, they'd d e ,  and give you the 

thumbs up. 



The parents* perception of these reactions as approval of what they were doing provided 

role support. One father remarked, "Once they realize that these children are orphans that 

have k e n  abandoned, they're quite happy for them. It was comforting to see that they 

wanted what was best for the kids. They didn't look at us as though we were taking them 

away." 

What ties together the experiences of the parents, regardless of whether they met 

th& children in the biah country or at some other location, is that meeting their children 

for the first time marked a cnicial point in their transition to adoptive parent identity. 

This transition can be seen as a status passage (Strauss 1959) in wbich meeting the 

children constitutes the end stams in the status passage h m  expectant adoptive parent to 

adoptive parent. 

Parenting the Child 

The next stage of the career, parenting the child, begins once the parents have met 

their children and returned home with them. In rhis section, discussing adoption with the 

child, birth culture, the family's interaction with the community, and participation in 

adoption groups will be discussed. 

Discussing Adoption with îhe Child 

Because the racial difference between the parents and iheir children is visible, 

iheir status as an adoptive family is pubticly known. Unlike the case of same-race 

adoption, they cannot ^passl' as a biological family. Therefore, they have no choice but 

to be open about adoption. Kirk (1%4) argued that adoptive parents cope with k i r  role 



handicap by one of two types of ùehaviour pattern-bbrejection-of-~erence" or 

"acknowledgement-of-difference." Examples of the fmt types include the following: 

getting upset or angry when people ask about the adoption, trying to adopt as young an 

infant as possible, and denying the existence of the birth parents. Examples of the other 

pattern, acknowledgement-of-difference, include adopting older children, openly 

discussing adoption in and outside of the family, and encouraging others to adopt. 

Although Kirk discussed transracial adoption as an example of acknowledgement-of- 

difference, the dichotomous mode1 he presents is not particularly useful in understanding 

transraciai adoption because in this type of adoption the rejection-of-difference pattern is 

not optional. 

From the very beginning, parents were very open with their children about the 

adoption. The parents began to discuss the adoption by teiiing the children the "story" of 

how they came to be adopted. One mother remarked, "She knows she's from China. She 

wants to hear the story all the the .  So whenever she wants 1 tell her the story. And she 

loves to look at the pictures from when we were in China." in addition to telling the 

child the "adoption story," the parents also used books and videotapes to address the 

issue of adoption and some parents celebrated the day when they met their children for 

the tint tirne. 

Many of the parents explained that their children had not yet asked questions 

about their birth parents or about why they looked different fiom their adoptive parents. 

It is important to note here that the children Vary in maturity as weii as in their curiosity 

about their adoption. However, most parents expected that more questions as well as 

more complex ones would be coming soon because the children would be exposed to 



societal views on family now that they were attending school. One father explained, 

"that [questions from his daughter about why she looks different from her parents] hasn't 

come up yet but 1 anticipate that pretty swn because the subject material in schools tends 

to be a little one-sided in regard to birth families. If they do a farnily tree or who do you 

look like--that's al1 pretty standard stuff for kids that age--that could probably bring some 

Wngs up." 

Most of the parents in this study did not have any information about their child's 

Firth parents and their children had not yet asked about them. Most of the parents 

believed that their children were still too young to be able to completely grasp such a 

discussion. The parents though were preparing for this discussion, particularly those who 

adopted from China because in China there is seldom any information about the child's 

b i  parents. Any discussion of Chinese adoption inevitably involves China's one-child 

policy and the policy certainly puts the birth details-or lack of them-into context. 

However, this is not something the parents believed they could discuss with their young 

children. Therefore, discussing in a truthful way why the birth parents did not keep the 

child while still avoiding mention of the one-child policy was perceived to be a potential 

area of difficulty. Ultimately, though, the parents resolved to be truthful and provide an 

age-appropriate explanation. 

Two of the parents knew information about their children's birth parents and 

shmd it with their children. One mother describes her surprise at meeting with her son's 

birth mother 



My brain's just totally gone mush now. 1 thought okay don't get flipped out. 

This is an opportunity that you would just have loved to have and it's happening. 

. . .So the guy at the hotel desk translated for us. 1 said to myseif, 1 have to ask this 

woman a lifetime of questions. .. .I asked her permission [to ask personal 

questions] knowing how rude it rnight be. . . .So 1 just wrote notes Like crazy. . . J 

twk a bunch of pictures. . . .I don't know if she thought maybe she wasn't going 

to see me, if she'd just end up dropping off the file. . . .It was so intense. 

This mother tried to l e m  as much information as possible about her son's b i  family 

and plans to share it with him when he is older. This mother welcomed a more open 

model of adoption. She sends letters and pictures of her son to his birth mother and foster 

parents in the birth country. This mother's willingness to include the b i  mother 

suggests that she feels very secure in her role as adoptive parent. 

Another one of the participants discusses the importance of discussing the child's 

birth family 

. . .I think when it coma to a cbild thinking about the birth family, 1 think that a 

lot of times the reality is much easier than your imagination. 1 mean I've even 

watched [my daughter] a few times when she was younger start to cry because she 

had this big fear that her b i i  mother was going to die before she'd ever meet her. 

. ..So if she had kept that inside because she felt like her mommy couldn't handle 

a conversation about that ... 1 think of the anxiety she might have had spenàing 

the tirne worryùig about her birth mother. 



It is not enough, then, for children to know that they are adopted. They need to 

know about the circumstances of their adoption, their geneaiogy, and culturai heritage 

(Triseliotis, Shireman, and Hundleby 1997). The knowledge of this information and the 

way it is made available impact on the formation of identity (Triseliotis 1973; 

Brodzinsky, Schecter, and Henig 1992). There is research which suggests that adoptive 

parents favour the disclosure of identifjing information about the b i  parents 

(Feigelman and Silverman 1986; Sachdev 1989). In this study, the parents who had 

information about their children's birth parents felt fortunate to have it and those who had 

no information regretted that they would not be able to tell their children much about 

their background. One mother who has no information explains her desire for more 

Now, 1 think they give out what they cd1 an abandonment record or an 

abandonment certificate which would say where the child was found, what the 

child was maybe wearing, or maybe there was a note or something. We're 

working on maybe getting something iike that. There might still be a possibility 

that it might be in a file some place. It would be nice 1 think later on to have 

something like that but we bave norhing at ail. Nothing. 

Birth Culture 

Compared to parents who have adopted children of the same race or ethnic p u p  

as themselves, transraciaiiy adoptive parents are in a unique situation in regard to the 



birth culture of their children. Acknowldgement of the child's birth culture is key to the 

child's self-acceptance and self-worth (Trolley, Wallin, and Hansen 1995). Such 

acknowledgement enables them to develop an identity which "links their upbringing, 

physicai appearance and ethnoracial heritage*' (Carstens and Julia 2000: 63). Parents have 

to try to do this in such a way that the difierence is acknowledged and not stressed or 

overemphasized (Trolley, Wallin, and Hansen 1995). This is an easy mistake to make 

when foiiowing the advice of adoption professionais because the very nature of their role 

is to focus on adoption issues. 

The parents in this study indicated that they felt the pressure to accomplish 

contradictory tasks-to incorporate their children into Canadian society and 

simultaneously instil a sense of cultural heritage. They expressed a desire to raise their 

children such that they would feel at home in Canada and yet be aware and proud of their 

b i  culture. One father remarked, "We strongIy believe that it is important to 

acknowledge our child's birth culture, but we aiso have to recognize too that she is a 

Canadian living in Canadian society. We want her to feel Like she is a part of it." 

Parents also expressed their belief that building self-esteem in their children 

involves acknowledging and embracing the birth culture. One mother remarked 

Well people have told me that it's important for a cbild's self-esteem to know 

where they come from and to know something about it and to feel pride in it. It's 

reaily clear to me that this is a really homogenous part of the world and even if 

she doesn't come in contact with racism pet se for many years of her iife, she will 

know that she is different or seen as different on the basis of her racial origins. So 



1 want to help her in any way that 1 cm to feel good about coming from China and 

that includes leaming the language if h t ' s  possible. 

Some parents added that another aspect of building self-esteem involves giving the 

children the opportunity to spend time with other people of the same race so that they 

have positive ideas about them. One mother explains, ".,.I want her to have enough 

positive associations with people she identifies as like her so that she will have self- 

acceptance regardless of what is said to her." 

While al1 of the parents acknowledged and embraced the birth cultures of their 

children, they recognized that there are limits to how much they can accomplish. 

Consequently, they turn to others for help. One father remarked, "We certainly don't see 

owselves as really the best teachers of our daughter's b i  culture and so we don't 

pretend to be Chinese. So I think that as parents we need to accept that there's a real 

need to seek help from others so that the parent doesn't üy to be the sole provider of that 

child's culture," Seeking help from others included participating in events and 

ceiebrations with local groups who share the child's birth culture as well as enrolling the 

children in activities that relate to their birth culture. 

On their own, parents did a nwnber of things to acknowledge and celebrate their 

child's birth culture. Those who traveled to their child's b i i  country bought books, 

pictures, toys, ornaments and other items whiie visiting the country. They also celebrate 

festivals and holidays specific to their chiid's birth culture. Moreover, several parents 

expressed a desire to go back to the biah country as a family. 



What was noticeable in the discussion of birth culture is the fact tbat the parents 

have had no real preparation for this element of their mle as transracially adoptive parent. 

There is no real guidance as to how a parent should incorporate the birth culture hto the 

family and no preparation for such a task. What if children are not interested in leaniing 

about the birth culture? What if it makes them uncornfortable? When there are birth and 

adopted children in the family, how does a parent balance introducing the child and the 

rest of the family to the birth culture without making the adopted child stand out and the 

b i  child feel Ieft out? These are al1 important questions which have not been the focus 

of research. The parents in this study were doing what they felt was appropriate for their 

child. 

Zt is important to rernemkr here that the children in this study are young and as 

such the complex identity issues of adolescence are still relatively far away. This is not 

to Say, however, that the parents have not looked toward the future because a l i  of them to 

some extent mentioned that they are aware that later on the children will have to deal 

with complex identity issues. 

The Family's interaction with the Larger Comrnunity 

In the foliowing four sections, the transraciaüy adoptive family's interaction with 

the farger community wii i  be discussed. 

"Fortunate" Children 

All of the parents reported that peopIe are genedy fnendly and curious about 

their families, but that occasionally strangers ask very direct, personal questions. They 



beiieve that most people who make these comments are ignorant rather than malicious. 

The comments are organized around two themes in particular: (1) the idea that the 

adopted children are fortunate to be adopted, and (2) the pcimacy of the blood tie in the 

social construction of the family. Comments motivated by these beliefs are cornrnon to 

al1 types adoption. What is different in the case of the transracially adoptive family 

though is that they cannot avoid these questions because of the sheer visibility of the 

adoption. In the Company of strangers and those who don? know about the adoption, 

same-race families cm "pass" for biological ones. One mother recounts a family outing 

. . .There was a lady and 1 could see that she was watching us and she was smiling 

and finally she came over to us and she said to us-now keep in mind my kids are 

totally listening to this-she said, ' . . .these children you would never know 

they're not yours. You mat them just like they were your own.' And she had the 

biggest srnile on her face because she realiy thought she was giving us the biggest 

compliment. 

Another mother recounts an incident in a grocery store when her daughter was eighteen 

months old, "[A stranger] said, 'So are you happy with her? And 1, 1 was just taken 

aback. ... It was like some product that we had purchased, but anyway obviously she 

probably didn't quite mean it that way." These cornments are not just insulting to the 

children, but also to the parents because they underrnine the bond that they have with 

theù children-as if king very close to one's adopted child is unexpected-and thereby 

threaten the parents' status and identity as parent. 



Such demeaning ceferences to the children in their presence upset the parents, 

especially as the children were getting older. By the second round of interviews, almost 

dl of the children had started school and parents were concemed about their children 

king at an age where they can understand the negative comrnents people make and the 

personai questions they ask. Several parents highlighted the importance of "not making 

too big of a deai of it" because they did not want their children to think that something 

was wrong with them or the family. They advocated handling these matters caldy and 

positively or at least with civility. 

How Can People Abandon Their Children? 

Another comment highlighting the primacy of the blood tie has to do with 

people's perception of the birth parents' decision to choose adoption for eheir child. 

Several parents repocted that people made comments which imply that it is wrong to let 

your "flesh and blood" be raised by someone else. One mother explains 

People will be talking about someone's daughter who had a baby and they'll Say, 

'Of course, they're going to look after the baby. They have limited resources, but 

they're going to look after the baby,' because that's the right tbing to do ... 
because adoption is the wrong thing to do. That stuff just totally negates my 

family, you know. It also tells you how much value ow society places on blood 

ties. 



Another mother remarked, "Someiimes I just wmt to shake people. A lot of people Say, 

'How could she give him up? He's so ùeautihl.' They don? realize that some people 

can't be mothers. They're too poor or too unprepared or maybe they just don't want to be 

a mother or whatever. There are lots of reasons. If these people think that mothew 

should always keep their babies, then wbere does that leave my family?" The comment5 

above threaten the adoptive parent identity by suggesting that children belong with their 

birth parents and are not meant to te raised by people outside of the family. 

Are They Real Siblings? 

Another type of comment which highlights the primacy of the blood tie in ihe 

construction of the farnily has to do with the bond between siblings. Parents indicated 

that people made a distinction between "real" siblings meaning those who were 

biologically related and those who are siblings by virtue of the fact that they are adopted 

by the same family. Regarding the question "Are ihey real siblings?" one iather 

remarked, "That's one we get. That's a common one. The answer depends on whether 

rhey're [the children are] there or not. There are a lot of times when you know what the 

person is trying to Say even though they're tripping over the words a littie bit They're 

not trying to te mean or anything." Anothec mother explained, "The fact tbat we have a 

family and that we live as a family makes them brother and sister. But just Iike that 

people will-sometirnes in front of my children-make my children feel Iess connected 

îhan what they reaiiy are." 

This distinction is also made in reference to families made of birth and adopted 

children. One mother recounts a family outing, "She [a woman h m  the neighbourhood] 



said, 'Does he have any brothers and sisters?' 1 said, yes. That's Terry and that's Leslie.' 

... She knows perfectly weU they're my other children. She said, 'You know what 1 

mean.'" 

One parent offered an explanation for why people take such liberties with 

adoptive parents, "People ... get very permissive when it comes to a situation like îhis. 

And it seems to me that there is an equation between because that kid in our rninds isn't 

really yours, therefore we're allowed to ask a lot of questions!' Other parents have 

speculated that it is the visible racial difference and then the adoption which makes them 

stand out and draw questions. One father explains, "When people see a farnily and there 

is a child adopted in that family who is the same race, people don't know about the 

adoption. When you are an interracial family, they [people] think they [the members of 

the îransracial family] look different, the kids must be adopted and then they approach 

you and ask questions. It's Iike their curiosity overwhelms their sense of what is 

appropriate to ask you or anyone for that matter." 

These parents and their children experience a lack of privacy. People intnide on 

what Goffman (1971) caiis the ''information prese~e" which he defines as the "set of 

facts about himself to which an individual expects to control access while in the presence 

of others" (39). Not only do people ask personal questions but they have access to the 

biographical fact of adoption. The racial difierence makes the adoption apparent in al1 

situations. This fact is so obvious to people that king a transracially adoptive parent 

becomes the parent's "master status" (Becker 1%3). The parent, for example, becomes 

Both names are pseudonyms. 



"the person who adopted the Korean kids," The concept could be extended to the 

children C'the baby they adopted from China") and even the family as a unit ("the family 

down the Street with the Guatemalan kids"). Many parents explained that they had 

becorne tired of this master status and just wanted to be seen as a family. None of the 

parents made attempts to fight the statu because as one father expIains, "EveryMy 

knows as soon as they look at you that you're an adoptive family. There's nothing you 

can do about that. The people who matter to me and my family know that we're more 

than just parents who adopted interracially and adopted Chinese kids." 

S trategies for Deaiing With Comments and Questions 

The parents indicated that responding to comments and questions, whether 

rnalicious or ignorant, depends on the situation. Some parents indicated that if the 

children are present, a response is definitely required. Others said that they decide on a 

case-by-case basis. Severai variables affect whether and how they handle comments and 

questions, One of those variables is whether the person is someone they are likely to 

interact with again. One father explains 

1 had a cal1 from a man the other day. His brother was looking into international 

adoption and the words he used were aü negative ... you know he might have to 

resort to international adoption. ... My daughter wasn't there and 1 knew what he 

meant and 1 don't think he was trying to be negative, but if she had been there 1 

would have corrected him and tned to positively correct him. You know things 

like that people pick it up. It's just whether it's worth educating that person or 



not. If someone is just passing through and you're not going to see them again 

it's just not worth the effort because you know it's not going to stick. But if it's 

somebody who's in your Iife, then you've got to work on it. 

Several parents commented that as their cbildren aged they were finding it increasingly 

less appropriate for people to ask personal questions about them while they are present, 

especially since they understand many of the questions and may not like the idea of 

strangers asking them. One father explained that as his children get older, he plans to let 

them decide whether or not they want to discuss their story, "When the kids are there you 

have to respond positively without just letting it go and as bey get older 1 think it's going 

to lean toward whether they want to talk about it or not because it's their story." 

Another issue which amse was that of educating people. Some parents felt that 

people Say and ask inappropriate thuigs because they "don't know any better" and 

possibly no one has ever corrected them. These parents make attempts to correct people 

and educate them, particularly when the possibility exists that the parents and their 

children might have continued contact with these people, One parent explains, "When 

people ask the 'Are they really sibhgs?' question most of them haven't even stopped to 

think about what they've said and most of them don't have a clue about what it means on 

a deeper level. So sometimes 1 enlighten them. How else are they going to know?" 

Interaction with Other Adoptive F a d e s  

Aii of the parents participaid in activities and p u p s  for internationaily adoptive 

parents. Their level of involvement varieci. Some participated in activities while others 



were also involved in the organization and planning of groups and newsletters. Not only 

did parents meet with other adoptive families, but they also met with people considering 

adoption to answer their questions and provide advice. 

Al1 of the parents agreed that their interaction with adoptive families was different 

than with non-adoptive ones because of their shared experience of adoption and iiving as 

a multiracial f d y .  One mother explains why it is important to her to spend time with 

other adoptive parents 

Well for me part of it is to be in contact with other parents who have adopted. It's 

this wondefil convenient M e  reference group. ... So it's partly that and it's 

partly that our experiences in becoming a farnily have been quite similar so that 1 

and rny child are not constantly sitting in the middle of a conversation about going 

to the hospital to give birth or you know those kinds of things which were not part 

of our beginning. So it's the shared experience and on top of that--and its 

becoming more so now as the children become more aware of the race issue- 

what kinds of situations they're going to have. 

In her study of infertile women who had adopted or were in the process of adoption, 

M i d  (1987) found that 70% of the participants said that they behaved or talked 

differentiy with other adoptive parents and in all cases the difference was positive. The 

participants reported that other adoptive parents were more understanding about the 

experience of adoption and could share mutual concerns and provide advice about 

adoption. 



Parents dso commented on the case and cornfort that cornes with king 

surrounded by people who are Like you. One father exphined 

1 mean looking down the smet you're always a Little bit on guard because you 

know that you stand out and you're a visible minority. Right away 1 nlean there's 

no question that something's different about your farnily. So you' re a Little bit on 

guard. 1 mean it's not something I notice, but in the background it's always there. 

If somebudy says something stupid you gotta be ready whether they're 

aggressive, passive, or whatever. SQ when you go to an event and everybody 

there is in the same situation you are as far as interracial families, you don't have 

to think about those things anymore. It's just pleasure. It's just fun tirne. 

Because the parents know the social situation and the identities of the others before rhey 

interact with them, they can achieve a strong presentation of self and in turn the other 

adoptive parents at these events are likeiy to a f f i  their personal identities. Gohan's 

Stigma (1963) is instructive hm. He reasons tbat those who live witb a stigma will meet 

sympathetic others, some of whom share the stigma. Goffman explains, "Knowing h m  

their own experience what it is like to have this particular stigma, some of them c m  

provide the individuai ... with a circie of lament to which he c m  withdraw for moral 

support and for the comfoa of feeling at home, at ease, accepteci as a petson ..." (20). 



While the idea of a circle of l a m t  is not naüy approplate here9, the transracially 

adoptive parents in this study reported that other adoptive parents a f k n  and support their 

adoptive parent identity. 

The parents also mentioned that their children benefit from spending Ume with 

other adoptive families. For example, one mothet remarked, "We realize that this heIps 

[OUT daughter] locate herself in a community of people who bave gone through similar 

processes to her." Another mother explaid,  "After we adopted we were looking to 

have groups where our children could have Christmas parties and different things so that 

our children could be around families that are made the same way as ours, you know, that 

are built by adoption." Some parents indicared that their children know so many people 

who are adopted that adoption is very normal to them. 

For sorne parents, their involvement in adoption groups extends to offering 

support and advice to other adoptive parents and prospective adoptive patents. One 

mother explains, "...At the very beginning I joined these groups looking for support, 

looking for resources, and then very very quickiy realized that 1 had a knack for giving 

support, finding resources, and sharing resoürces. So ... 1 very quickly became a 

support-giver. But at the beginning it was probably support for ourselves and our 

It is important to m e  herr that ihe choice of the word lament bas rnuch to do with the ripes of stigma 
discussed in the book and rhe iime at which ihc book was writtea Fmt, Go€ünan refcrs to stigmas sucb as 
blindness, deafness, bodiiy disfigurement, and meniai disorder. Whereas mue of the people with ibcse 
conditions chose them. the parents in ihis study chose ta becorne tmmacially adopcive p n t s  (they ctwld 
bave adopted a child of ihe same race ami "passed" as a biologid family but they clme oot to do so) and 
Iberefore, ihey ükely do not Iament kir siîuation. Second, Stigm, published in 1%3, reflecis bow people 
at ihat time in history acted towanl people with sîïgmas. At that tune, people knew üttle about the stigmas 
Gofihan discussed in the book and as such this lack of kitowledge led to much fear wbich manifestai itseif 
in overt prejudice and cejection forcing many stigmatized people to live on the f iges  ofsociety. Aldiough . m .  dmmmdon again% many khds of stigmaiized people still exists today, the cumnt cümate is probably 
different from tbat which exisad in the L!h% because ioday we kaow more about siigmaîid conditions 
and Me choices (such as bomosexuality, adoption, and cbikllesmtss). 



decision to adopt intemationaily and transracially." Parents who were not formally 

involved in offering support to others were always willing to tak with people who are 

considering adoption. They reflected on how helpful other adoptive parents had ken  to 

them when they were considering adoption and preparing for it and, in turn, were willing 

to do the sarne for others. One mother remarked, "1 feel a real obligation, a ceai drive to 

help other people the way people helped me." 

The groups in which the parents were currently involved were not support groups 

per se although sharing with other adoptive parents was considered a forrn of social 

support. Several parents mentioned that they could see the need for a support group 

when their children enter adolescence. One father explains, "We don't really have 

support type sessions . . . mostly 1 think because the kids aren't really old enough yet that 

it's required. 1 suspect that will increase [the desire to have support groups] and we'll 

have get-togethers of a different nature without the kids around so that you c m  sit and 

talc.'' 

What stood out when parents talked about their expenences with uther adoptive 

farnilies was the opportunity for reinforcement of the adoptive parent identity as welï as 

the transraciaiiy adoptive parent identity. Other adoptive parents treated them as equals 

whereas this was not always the case in interaction with biological parents. 

How Life Could Be Better 

It seems fitting to end this chapter with a discussion of the parents* opinions on 

how life could be better. This section only scratches the surface in regard to what 

changes would make Me better. However, it will highlight some important themes. 



One issue which some parents highlighted as king important is that of parental 

leave. Parents who adopt are eligible for parental benefits w b e m  biological parents are 

entitled to both maternity and parental leave benefits. There are also discrepancies in 

tems of how the provincial governments and the private sector supplement the income of 

parents who take leave. Some of the parents explained that they believe that women who 

give birth need time to recover physicaily, but do not aeed the maximum amount of 

matemity leave to which they are entitled to do so. They believe that much of that time is 

spent bonding with their children-time which they believe adoptive parents s hould have 

as well. The parents explained that bonding time is particularly important in adoption 

and expressed their fnistration over how the govenunent and employers fail to recognize 

this, as evidenced by the lesser amount of time usually offered to adoptive parents. One 

father explains bis views on benefits 

1 see it as there's a new child in the house and the child needs a certain amount of 

time for bonding and to b w  they're secure whether they're a newbom or five 

years old. 1 sometimes think the bonding is more important because you've got a 

later start at it when you've adopted. .. .Matemity leave is apparently for mothers 

to recover h m  chiidbirth and I have yet to speak to anybody whose gone through 

childbii who says it takes that long to recover. And that's not what people 

redy do. . ..Dependhg on how your adoption iwk place maybe you need some 

recovery tirne too. Ma* you went to another country for two weeks and got il1 

when you were in the country. Maybe p u  need two extra weeks to get over that. 

But that's not taken into consideration. 



A mother explains, "1 certainly think îhat if a woman gives birtb, then she needs a certain 

amount of time for herself as a medicai leave, but six months and now up to a year-1 

haven't seen anyone who took that long to recover from childbirth. From my point of 

view, the time that families need is bonding tirne and that's the same and even more so in 

a case where there's been an adoption." Such discrepancies reflect the societal 

perception of adoptive parents as not 'kai" parents. The parents* adoptive identity then 

is not affiied. 

Parents also raised the issue that given New Brunswick's and Canada's low 

population growth rate". the govemment should k more supportive of adoption. ûne 

mother explained 

We hear a speech almost everyday by some politician saying that we don? seem 

to have the population base for sustainability of services and so on in New 

Brunswick and in Canada in general and here you have individuais who are 

bringing a new population into the counay who are children who are not coming 

in as immigrants but are coming in as Canadians so kre's no cultural shift. 

Chances are that you'te going to have a decent education because the people who 

c m  afford to do this have to have a certain amount of money so they [the 

'O Tbe 1999120 population growth rate for New Brunswick is 03% and 0.8% fm the country. This 
information came h m  the Sbtish'cs Canada website. The address is: 
h~J/wwwstatcaa.~alDiilly/Englishl0009261d00092~tm 
The 1W12000 b i  rate for New Brunswick is 10.1 pcr LOOO ami 109 for the country. This information 
came h m  the Statistics Canada website. The address is: 
h i t p J I ~ ~ ~ s t a t c a n . c a l e n g l i s W s d W P e o p l e M ~ ~ I m i  



children] are what we think would be a good addition to the province and yet 

there are al1 kinds of hurdles and inequalities with benefits. 

Finaily, one question arose repeatedly, that is, "Why does the adoption process in 

the province have to be so difficult?" AU of the parents agreed that the provincial 

element was the most dificult part of the pmess. One father summed up his thoughts, 

"The closer 1 got to home, the more difficult it was which really surprised me because 

when 1 started 1 expected it to be the other way around. 1 thought people here are going 

to be helping me out and as 1 got closer to [the sending country] things are natudy 

going to get more difficult. Was 1 wrong." Another father explained his frustration 

1 should believe that they were working with me, not working on me. . . .If 1 never 

have to see that office door [of the Department of Health and Community 

Services] again, I'11 be happy because I found tbat they were not as helpful as they 

should be and it's regrettable because they should be. They're supposed to be 

able to help. Five years h m  now if 1 have a question, 1 should be able to ask 

them, but 1 don't want to see them. 

Overail, al1 patents felt very positive about the process. AU of them had good 

experiences with the agencies they chose. Those who tmveled to the birth country 

enjoyed leaming about their childmn's birth culture and did not encounter any serious 

problems. 



Chapter 4 

Data and Analysis-ûutcom af the FoUow-Up interviews 

in this chapter, 1 wiU discuss the outcome of the foiiow-up intewiews. In these 

interviews it was my aim to find out how the parents' lives had changed since the last 

time 1 spoke to ihem and also to probe areas which arose in the first round of interviews 

(for example, views on race-matching policies in adoption). It is important to remember 

that only a year passed between the f int and second interviews and, thecefore, strong 

patterns of change were unlikely to occur. As such, the adoptive parents in this study 

focused more on the transition stages occurring in theù children's lives due to their 

physical matutity. Thus, their discussion centred amund the issues of children beginning 

school, questions about birth parents, and birth culture. 

Adjusting to the Children's Beginning School 

In the case of those parents whose children had begun school between the first 

and second interviews, the most often cited change was that the children had begun to 

spend more time outside the home than before and were becoming invotved in extra- 

curricular activities, or, in some cases, more involved than at the tirne of the !kst 

interview. The parents indicated that they were adjusting to the fact îhat the children 

were spending more t h e  outside of the home and away h m  them than when I 

conducted the first round of intewiews, They expIained that they could not exert as much 

control as before over what the chiIdren were hearing and leamhg h m  others. Those 

parents whose children attended daycare pcior to school explahed that the children were 



supervised rnuch of the time and thus the parents Likely would have been informed by 

daycare workers of any negative incidents, School, however, was seen as a less 

protective environment. One parent rernarked 

School is a whole new world for my daughter. 1 can't be there to control what 

happens or at least respond to situations when they arise. 1 have to let her go and 

try to be involved by asking her about her day and getting reports from her 

teacher about her progress. One of my main jobs now is to build her confidence 

so that she can feei good about herself and stand up for herself when she faces 

racism or teasing because she and her farnily are different from most of the kids at 

her school. 

Many of the parents were accustomed to admonishing and correcting negative questions 

and comments from others in the presence of their children. As the children age, 

however, they are not able to play this "protector" part of their role as ofien as they did 

when their children spent most of their time with them. To compensate for this change, 

the parents focused their attention on building their child's self-esteem thereby takiag on 

the role of a parent who empowers. For example, whereas before the parents would have 

responded to negative comments about race and adoption from others in an attempt to set 

an example for the children and to protect the dignity of the family, now given the 

amount of time the children spend outside of the home without their parents, this is not 

always possible and as such the parents try to supply their children with the personal 

cesources they need to stand up for themselves. 



Another issue which arose in regard to the children spending more tirne outside of 

the home had to do with the questions and discussions anticipated by the parents as their 

children are exposed to various ideas regarding family. The parents expected that 

classroom discussions and projects about family and geneaiogy would likely spark more 

questions than had corne up before. They anticipated tbat the cuniculum would likely 

feature consanguinal ties pre-eminently in discussions about family. One father rernarked 

Yeah that [questions from his daughter about why she looks different from the 

rest of the family] hasn't come up yet, but 1 anticipate that pretty soon because the 

subject material in schools tends to be a Iittle one-sided in regard to birth families. 

A lot of the projects 1 think she'll be doing pretty soon-they do a family tree or 

who do you look like-that's al1 pretty standard stuff for kids that age. So that 

could probably bring some things up. ... We've done a lot of research and we 

have a lot of background materiai. The adoption helper newsletter publishes 

guides to help out with questions like that. They do have teacher's guides. So 

you could approach your child's teacher with the teacher's guide. It gives thern 

exposure to the idea that it could be difficult for sorne kids in the class if 

everything is geared toward genetics. 

Trying to carve out a niche for your family fom, as many of the parents are doing, is not 

a part of the cultural script for biological parenthg because the concept of f d y  

genetally conjures up images of people who are biologicaily linked. Once again then the 

parents are creating their own script as tbey attempt to gain recognition for their f d y  



form. This undertaking has become part of their rote as transracially adoptive parent. 

Some of them discussed their desire to create an environment for their children which 

normalizes or at least includes multi-racial families fomed through adoption. 

Questions About Birth Parents 

The fmt time 1 intmiewed the parents, those with very young children identified 

an issue which would require discussion and work in the future, namely shacing 

information about the birth parents, and where there is none, helping the child adjust to 

this reality. Wben 1 met with the parents the second tirne, this issue had moved closer to 

the forefront. By this time, they were preparing for questions about b i  parents. T'ose 

parents who had already broached the topic were expecting more detailed questions such 

as "Why didn't my birth mother keep me?" and in cases where the child had already been 

told that the birth mother could not take care of the child, "Why couldn't she take cm of 

me?" One mother explained, "I'm waiting for the time wkn she's going to ask why did 

my birth mother give me up. That's going to be a toughie. . . .ThatYs something we don't 

know. I'm not ready to make up a story. And that's what I find out from people over 

the internet, that it's the best thing to stick to the tmth and not to embellish, just answer 

questions they ask." Another parent remarked 

We've told her, exposed her to the concept of a birth mother and a birth father and 

as I've said she's not been terxibly interested in it. So she knows they exist and 

she knows they Iive in China probably, but 1 don't think it's that clear. 1 don? 

think it's been absorbed by her little brain yet. But she will kgin to understand 



more and questions will corne soon. We'ii be uuthful of course. It's the only 

way to go. 

It is clear that since Our first meeting the parents maintained the view that the best way to 

answer questions about the child's origins is to be honest, albeit at an age-appropriate 

level. This is an important observation because I wondered after the fvst interview if it 

would be more difficult to maintain the "honesty is the best policy" view once the 

children began to ask more and increasingly complex questions about their adoption and 

birth parents. It is clear that al1 of the parents maintained the view. Severd parents told 

me that it is their understanding that according to other adoptive parents and adoption 

publications, king tnithful now raîher than waiting until later is the best way to handle 

such a discussion. 

As 1 stated earlier in the paper, the parents are very cornrnitted to the role of 

transracially adoptive parent thereby rendering that identity very salient. This being the 

case, the parents are more Likely to perfonn in accordance with the expectations for their 

role. The parents are certainly fulfilling the expectations associated with the role of 

transracially adoptive parent. According to the parents, there is an expectation arnong 

adoption professionals and other adoptive parents that children be answered honestly, and 

this is exactly what the parents have chosen to do. Many of them indicated that being 

honest in such a discussion is also a matter of foiiowing their own value system. 



Race-matching Policies in Adoption 

In the first round of interviews, 1 asked the parents how they respond to those who 

argue that transracial adoption is unethical. However, 1 never asked them to describe 

specifically k i r  viewpoint in regard to race-matching policies in adoption. When 

cirafting the interview schedule for the second round of interviews, it occurred to me that 

seeing transracial adoption as ethicai does not necessarily presuppose objection to race- 

matching policies and their underlying rationale. In the follow-up interviews 1 decided 

to explore this topic of race-matching. Although they believed that there was nothing 

inherently wrong with a multiraciai family, most parents related that they understand why 

some people advoçate race-matching. Some of the parents indicated that in an ideal 

situation, that king one in which there are enough parents of colour who want to adopt 

children, race-matching makes sense. They argued, however, ihat there are not enough 

adopters of colour and therefore the policy does not fit the reality of current adoption 

trends. One father explained 

1 guess my view on that is al1 other things king quai, 1 would agree. if 1 had 

two sets of parents in front of me and 1 thought they were both going to provide 

safe loving homes for the children, and one of the families was the sarne culture 

or race as the child, 1 know it's hard thing to pin down but 1 would Say yeah that it 

is in the best interest of the child to 1 think to be in that background. 

A few explanations were offered for this view. One father stated that parents of the same 

racial or cultural group can impact different knowledge about heritage. He explained, 



".. .If [my daughter] had Chinese parents I'm sure there would be al1 kinds of things she 

would be leaming about Chinese culture and heritage that 1 can't teach her." Another 

perceived benefit of placing the children with parents of the sanie race is the belief that 

the children will be better able to identify with their b i  culture as well as people of 

their race. One father remarked, "She'd probably experience fewer identity problems as 

she gets older." A related comment is that because they have probably experienced 

racism, parents of the same race as the child could provide more comfort in the face of 

racism. One parent explained, "1 think having the same race or culture behind you during 

that would tend to give her parents' advice to her a little more credit whereas I cm?, you 

know, I can't help her that way. ... 1 haven't been there. 1 know what 1 think and I know 

how 1 think things are, but I'm not Chinese so I can't tell her from experience. So that's 

the only difference that 1 see that would be beneficial." 

A commonly held view among the parents was that aven the move toward 

globalization, it is inevitable that more people of different races, ethnicities, and cultures 

will unite and mate families. One mother explained 

And as far as the race is concerned, well, the only worry and concem that 1 would 

have is the immediate one for that individual. Will they be growing up in a 

community where they are a minority and where people's views may not be 

supportive? ... So 1 mean we corne to be a family and are h m  different 

continents and different gene pools. It may be somewhat unusual now and it 

might be very unusual here, but 1 redy believe that that's the way we're going. 



... With the Internet and the kind of communication that we have, 1 just see a 

world where it just won't matter. 

A father remarked, "1 think one of my favourite ünes 1 heard came fiom a black woman 

who ... said well isn't that nice you're making the world a üttle more beige. 1 thought 

that was the best line. 1 thought that was just great. That's a good way to put it. I almost 

wish that-1 know it's a silly idea-we could ail be mixed over the next generation. 1 

think that's [the mixing is] good. You lose those interesting pieces of culture, but 

eventuaily that stuff is going to go anyway." 

It is interesting that some of the parents indicate that race-rnatching might be a 

good idea if there were more adopters of colour and simultaneously believe that there wiil 

be more multi-racial, multi-ethnic families in the future. Several of the parents then see 

themselves as having one foot in today's society and another in the society of tommw. 

They still maintain that parents of the same race could provide more cornfort and insight 

in regard to racisrn and identity development, and yet they believe that their family will 

one day be more comrnon because people of different races, ethnicities, and cultures are 

more often coming together because of how much smaller the world has become through 

technological innovation. Their identity then exists on the cusp of what they perceive as 

being a society of increasing numbers of interracial, intercultural, and interethic 

families, a society where as a farnily they will be much l a s  unique. 



Birth Culture 

In the fmt round of interviews, al1 of the parents reported that they believe it is 

important to incorporate into the farnily elements of the child's b i i  culture, and they 

made it a goal to do so. By the second round of interviews, al1 of the parents reiterated 

their commiûnent to this goal. What was different, however, was that some of the 

parents had done new things to accomplish this goal since the first interview. For 

instance, some parents had begun to introduce their children to the language or dance of 

the birth country while others had begun to use the Internet to purchase items such as 

books and videos which they probably would not otherwise be able to obtain. 

Another noticeable difference arnong some parents was that they seemed to be 

more confident about their ability to incorporate the büth culture into farnily life. ui the 

first round of interviews, some parents perceived themselves as having a fairly limikd 

role in imparting birth culture given that they are not a rnember of the group, but by the 

second round, some of these parents had focused more on what they could do and 

directed their energy to that end. The parents, however, reiterated the importance of 

making contact with and enlisting the help of people of the same b i i  culture. Parents 

twk the children to classes and events hosted by people from the child's Firth culture. 

One parent explained 

At first 1 focused a lot on the idea oh 1 can't hand down the culture the way 

someone of that culture cm. And then 1 thought that's right, that's a given, and 1 

thought I'ii work with that. 1 wanted to make efforts to introduce it but I didn't 

want to try to be ail and everything to my child when it cornes to king a source of 



culture. I'm much more comfortable now. 1 focus on making sure the birth 

culture is not lost and 1 get help from other people who are part of that culture. 

Making the effort is what it's ail about, letting your child know that it's important 

to the farniLy. That's what matters. 

The parents' comrnitment to incorporating their child's birth culture into the 

family is yet another indicator of the prominence of their transraciaily adoptive parent 

identity. McCall and Simrnons (1966) assert that the more time and material and 

emotional resources we invest in an identity, the more prominent it is likely to be. The 

parents' cornmitment to incorporating the birth culture into the family is an important 

part of their transraciaily adoptive parent identity which involves leaming the culture, 

observing rituais and holidays, obtaining culturai items, investing financial resources, and 

so forth. 

One theme which featured more prominently in the second round of interviews 

with parents was their child's identity development, particularly during adotescence. 

Although the teenage years are quite some time away for most of the parents, they were 

aiready looking ahead to the challenges which might arise. Many of the parents 

explained that adolescence can be a difficult t h e  for any child, but that it may present 

unique challenges for their children in regard to identity. Many of the parents anticipate 

that they wüI need advice and support fiom parents who have seen their children through 

adolescence. Once again the lack of a cultural script for transcaciaiiy adoptive parenting 

becomes apparent. While there is much common wisdom available for biologicai parents 

as to how to help one's child through adolescence, there is no such resource for 



transracially adoptive parents or even same-race adoptive parents. in most cases, 

transraciaily adoptive parents cannot obtain this advice h m  family either. As they did in 

the past in preparation for adoption, these parents will likely consult adoption 

publications and other adoptive parents. Of course, they wiU probably rely as well on 

their own experience given that they will have aiready been dealiig with racial and 

adoption issues for a decade by the time their children are teenagers. 

Severai parents explained that they enjoyed spending time with other adoptive 

parents and saw those relationships as a future source of support as theù children age. 

One parent explained 

Right now when we m e t  with other adoptive farnilies it's to have fun and 

socialize. in years to corne 1 imagine we'll want to spend same time with other 

parents without the kids king there so îhat we can ta& about what's going on in 

our rives and help each other, you know, when the kids are older. Talking to 

other adoptive parents about family things is cornfortable because they understand 

where you're coming from whereas biological parents just can't because it's not 

part of their experience. So 1 think that king  with other adoptive parents and 

taiking to t k m  about various issues wiii be very helpful when the kids are going 

hrough the terrible teens. 

A mother expresseci a simila view 



The value of king in a group of other adoptive parents is the shared experience 

and that will become even more important as the children become more aware of 

the race issue and when they encounter ail the different kinds of situations that 

will come as they get older. 1 think that for the kids it is aiso good to be with 

other adoptive families, especially the kids in the families because they won? feel 

like they're going through things alone. We're so fortunate to be fnends with 

other adoptive families. 

The parents then were looking ahead to the future, conside~g how they will handie the 

issues which they anticipate will arise dwing adolescence. Part of the parents' role of 

transracially adoptive parent involves the creation of a new script for handling those 

anticipated issues. in this way, the parents are once again active in determining the 

contents and possible performance of their role-identity. 



Conclusion 

The focus of this research has been to explore the c m r  of the transracially 

adoptive parent. The frarnework of the career was useful in understanding the 

expiences of these parents because it enables one to move between the parent and his or 

her significant society in an effort to understand how parents rake on ttie identity of 

transracially adoptive parent and incoprate it into their identity structure as well as how 

that identity changes throughout the career. 

When bey chose to adopt, the parents in this siudy were beginning the process of 

resocialization whereby they unlearned the aspects of biologicd parenthocd and learned 

the aspects of parenthoud associated with king a transracially adoptive parent. Much of 

this learning involved those things that every adoptive parent learns, but the transracial 

element of the adoption made the learning unique. Parents had to leam-and will 

continue to leam given that their children are still very young-how to parent a children 

who can develop an identity which encompasses their upbringing, physical appearance, 

and ethoracial heritage. 

The career of these parents wili span far beyond wbat is covered in this study. 

Their children are still very young and there wili be many trials and tribulations to corne. 

Most of the children in this study had just started to attend schml and as such up until 

chat Ume they had spent most of their time with parents and caretakers in the security of 

their homes. Many of the parents expect their family Me to change as the chilchen age. 

They anticipate the possibility that k i r  chiidren will face racism and discrimination as 



they grow older especially because the area in which îhey live is not very ethnically or 

racially diverse. 

Knowing this, ail of the parents have committed themselves to helping their 

children develop self-esteem and a well-integrated identity, an ongoing job which they 

see as part of their role as parents. They aim to help their children feel confident enough 

to weather racism and discrimination. Part of the development of this positive self- 

concept involves acknowledging their child's birth culture and incorporating it into the 

family. Al1 parents described leaming about their child's birth culture as an enriching 

experience for the whole family. 

In regard to their interaction with the comrnunity, the parents occasionally 

encounter people who ask personal questions and make offensive comments. Al1 parents 

agreed that, in most cases, these incidents are the result of ignorance about adoption and 

racial issues. The parents reported that they used to receive more attention as a family 

when their children were younger. They attributed part of this to the fact that people are 

generally curious about and attracted to babies, and in their case, the racial difference 

made them more visible. However, as the children aged, people were appmaching them 

less frequently. 

Overail, the parents repotted that they have productive and happy family lives. 

They also have valuable relationships with other adoptive parents. These relationships 

were seen as special because of the presence of shared experience and the opportunity to 

leam fiom them and share information. In addition to these relationships with other 

adoptive parents, the participants were willing to share their experience with people 

considering adoption. 



Implications of this Study for the Adoption Comrnunity 

This research could be helpful to people considering transracial adoption because 

it explores the experiences of the parents in their own words. The parents in this study 

discuss the process of adopting intemationally, the difficulties they encountered during 

the process, and their daily experiences as a transracial family. These accounts as weii as 

the discussion of the debates surrounding transracial adoption could prove to be a 

valuable resowce to anyone considering transracial adoption. 

Moreover, parents who are not as "plugged in" to the adoption scene as the 

parents in this study and parents who are not in contact with other adoptive farnilies could 

benefit from this research simply because they might find that they have experiences in 

common with the parents who participated in this study. 

Implications of this Study for the Researcher 

1 consider this study to have been an opportunity to gain insights about how to do 

research and to leam how to improve future research projects. There are four specific 

points I will address here. Fit, during the course of this research 1 found it daunting to 

interpret others' experiences and to chwse which of their words would be included and 

which would be left out. In the future, 1 would include more participant observation to 

M e r  support my choices and interpretations. Second, in future research 1 would 

conduct more interviews with each participant while carrying out ongoing data analysis, 

1 would like to have interviewed each participant again. 1 think that in any long interview 

there cornes a point after which the exchange becomes increasingly l e s  ûuiüùl. 

Participants become disîracted, tired, and perhaps they feel begin to feel Wce they are 



king "pumped" for information. More îîquent, shorter interviews, where possible, 

seem more like conversations and less like interrogations. Third, if 1 were to conduct 

future research on transracialiy adoptive parents, 1 would not mix together parents with 

birth children and those with none. Because the parents with birth children in this study 

were outnumbered by those with rione, parts of their stories were lost. Fourth, in future 

studies of transraciai adoption 1 woutd explore racial issues in more depth. When the 

researcber and participants are white and children of colour are a subject of discussion, 

the researcher has to make a concerted effort tu ask tough, challenging questions about 

race to be truly reflexive, 

Directions for Funire Research 

As mentianed in the section above, there is a lack of research on non-traditionai 

international adopters such as gays, lesbians, single-parents, interracial couples, and 

members of minority groups. Given the variety of family forms in our Society, this lsick 

of research represents a significant gap in the cunent Litetilture. 

Second, there is Little exploration of international adopters who ahady have 

biological children. Very often the subjects of study are infertile couples who c h m e  

adoption to build a family. In many respects, tkir experience cannot be generalized to 

people who have biological and adopteci chilbn. 

Third, much could be gained l o m  a country-wide comparative study of patents' 

experiences of the intemationai adoption process. Ali provinces have their own 

reguiaaons regardhg international adoptions and as such the experiences of parents 

across the country are IikeIy to be Mereut. 



Fourth, although there is research on the negotiation and decision process that 

goes on between couples who are considering fertiiity treatments and sarne-race adoption, 

there is no comparable research done on parents considering international adoption. 

Al1 of these issues need to be addressed, and as they become the focus of research 

we will have a better understanding of adoption and the various kinds of adoptive family 

forms. Hopefully, future studies of adoption will illuminate the unique issues which 

adoptive families face and those issues will inform adoption and family policies. This 

study represents a small step in that direction. 
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Appendix A: interview Schedule (Round One) 

1. How did you arrive at the decision to adopt your child? 

2. Once you decided to adopt your child, what did you do to prepare--emotionally 
and practically? 

3. During the adoption process, what were your expectations for your new life? 

4. How do those expectations compare with your experiences since the adoption? 

5. How did your life change after the adoption? 

6. What obstacles, if any, did you encounter? 

7. When you were considering adoption and in the process of adopting, how did you 
respond to negative andlor discouraging cornments and information? (1 ask this 
question because most of the participants told me that they did encounter such 
negativity. 1 am not merely assuming that they encountered it.) 

8. What is life like for you and your child outside of your home? 

9. If you have not done so already, how do you plan to explain the circumstances of 
your child's birth and adoption to him or her? 

10. If someone asked you for advice about tcansracial adoption, what would you Say? 



Appendix B: Interview Schedule (Round Two) 

Speaking as a parent, how has your life changed since we last spoke? (aiternate 
phrasing: As a parent, what new experiences have you had since we last met?) 

How has your child's life changed since we last spoke? (altemate phrasing: What 
new expenences have your child had since we last met?) 

As a family, how h a  your life changed since our first interview? (aiternate 
phrasing: What new experiences has your farnily had since we last met?) 

Has your parenting changed? 

a) if sol in what way(s)? 

Does you child ask questions about why hefshe looks different from the rest of the 
famil y? 

a) if sol how do you respond to hidher questions/comments? 

The last time we ialked you told me that you were taking steps to preserve your 
child's birth culture. 

a) 1s this still a goal of yours? 

b) if so, why is this goal important to you? 

c) How do you try to preserve your child's birth culture? 

Has your child andfor your family experienced racism since our first interview? 

a) If so, how does this new experiencddo these new experiences compare to 
those you had before the first interview? 

b) How did you respond to this racism? 

Have you taled to your child about racism? 

a) If sol what did you Say to himher? 

How do you or would you respond to those people who Say that race-matching 
policies should be followed in adoption? 

How do you define what a family is? 



1 1. Are you a part of any groups of transracial parentdfamilies? 

a) if so, why did you join this group? 

b) What do you gain by king a member of this group? 

12. If you could change the adoption process, would you change it? 

a) How would you change it? 

13. The last time we met, 1 asked you what advice you would offer to someone 

considering transracial adoption? What advice would you offer now? 

Demogmohic Ouestions 

1. What is your age? 

2. What is the highest level of education which you have completed? 

3. What is your yearly income? 

4. If you have a religious affiliation, what is it? 

5. If you are in a relationship at this time, what is the status of that relationship? 

6. How many children do you have? 



Appendix C: Consent Form (Round One) 

1 aim to explore the experiences of parents of transracially-adopted children. 1 am 
conducting this study for my undergraduate honours thesis in the Department of 
Sociology, University of New Brunswick, under the supervision of Dr. W.C. van den 
Hoonaard. if you are a member of the group mentioned above, 1 would like to interview 
you. Participation is voluntary. Even if you decide to participate in the research, you are 
free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

1 promise you confidentiality. if 1 choose to use in my research paper the information 
which you share with me during the course of the interview, 1 will not reveal your narne; 
he names of your family members (and any other specific narnes you mention); your 
address; and any other details which could identiQ you. 

If you have any questions or concems about this research, please contact me by telephone 
at (506) 454-506 1 or by e-mail at w o o ~ d  brunnet.net. 

Signature: 

Date: 



Appendix D: Consent Form (Round Two) 

1 am conducting research on the experiences of transracially adoptive parents. 1 am 
required by Carleton University to provide you with information about the study. 
Thecefore, 1 would like you to read this form carefully, and if you agree to participate, 
sign below. If you have any questions about the information contained in this letter, 
please ask. In addition, if you have any questions at a later time, please contact me at 
(902) 422-5626 or by e-mail at gülismc@hotmd.com. 

This interview has been constructed to guide our discussion of your experiences as a 
transracially adoptive parent. 1 will look for patterns in interview responses which match 
patterns in the responses of other transracially adoptive parents. These patterns will fom 
the basis for my msearch study. 

You are not required to answer any of the questions. You can end the interview at any 
time. You can withdraw from the study at any time whether it be during the interview or 
at some time after the completion of the interview. if you choose to withdraw, your 
interview transcript will be destroyed. 

The information which you share with me during the course of the interview will be kept 
confidentid. 1 will not reveal your name, the names of your family members (and any 
other specifi c narnes you mention), your address, and any other details which could 
identiw you. By signing this consent form, you are indicating that you understand 
the contents of the fom and agree to participate in this interview. 

Participant's Name Participant's Signature 

Interviewer's Name Interviewer's Signature 

Date 

Date 

A copy of this consent form has been given to you for your records and reference. 



Appendix E: Sample Tape Recorder Consent Form (Round Two) 

1 would like to tape record this interview in order to listen to yow responses in their 
entirety. You can, however, refuse to be recorded. Your taped responses will not be 
identifiable and the tape will be destroyed after it has been transcribed. By signing ais 
form, you are giving me permission to tape record this interview. 

Participant's Narne Participant's Signature Date 

interviewer's Narne interviewer's Signature 

A copy of this consent form has been given to you for your records and neference. 

Date 




