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Abstract

Research on the experience of transracial adoption and the development of identity has
indicated that supports for this process are required. Research that has not named transracial
adoption as negatively impacting on identity has also recommended these kinds of family supports.
There has, however, been a disquieting absence of such support programs. It is for these reasons
that | have set out to start the process of identifying the best practices for such supports and begin
the process of creating such a program.

The methodology is influenced by a number of different theories: participatory action
research (PAR), needs assessment, capacity building, empowerment theory, adult education
models and the constructionist movement in psychology. The analysis procedure was primarily
informed by the PAR, constructionist, problematizing and grounded theory models. A detailed
description of the struggles and supports adoptees and parents reported in interviews and focus
groups is provided. The discussion and analysis of the results made use of theories of
development, attachment, adoption, identity and narrative creation.

Finally an outfine for a parenting program is offered, based on the recommendations identified
in this research. The program sessions fall under the following themes: expectations, identity,
attachment, racism, culture, seeing difference/being different, social interaction, adoptee sorow,
birth parents/country of origin, family culture, communication, hard times, parents’ emotions,

resourcing and multicultural education.
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Tral'lsracialAdopﬁon(TRA)andmeDevelopmeMOfEﬂmotadalldenﬁty

Introduction: The Floating Signifier of Race!

The critiques of transracial adoptions range widely. A primary theme of these concems is
the development of the ethnoracial identity of children. Only culture and faith are considered as a
part of the Child and Family Services Act when placing a child for adoption (Child and Family
Services Act, 2000) . Most adoptive and foster families are white, and visible-minorities, Metis and
Indigenous children are over-represented in high-risk populations and in care (Ornstein, 2000;
Simon & Alstein, 2000). Henry et al. (2000) describe Canada as a democratic racist society.
Democratic racism is defined as “the justification of the inherent conflict between the egalitarian
values of justice and faimess and the racist ideologies reflected in the collective belief system as
well as the racist attitudes, perceptions, and assumptions of the individuals” (p. 19). Despite our
egalitarian values, the majority of Canadians, as shown by numerous studies decade after decade,
hold racist opinions (Henry et al. 2000). Those who oppose transracial adoption give as their main
reason the racist climate.

What does it mean to live in a racialized society in which race becomes folk, or common
sense? Race is a concept linked with science. Science holds with it a claim to objective truth. It
promises explanation and prediction. Using it to define race also acts to legitimize the essential
nature of race and its authority. To talk about race assumes that there are different, clearly
identifiable races of humanity: distinct types. It assumes that you and | clearly originate from one
or another race. It lends authority to the unequal division of human beings. But “{tlhe concept of

race has defied biological definition” (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 58). These supposedly clear-cut,

' This is a movie title that features a series of lectures by Stuart Hall. Although | am not drawing from that film, the title
seems appropriate as it is inspired by Half's work, and it is the mythology around race that | want to discuss.
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scientifically distinct races remain elusive. How do we identify a race? Black is a colour. Can we
clearly identify all black people by the colour of their skin? No For example, | am very light
skinned as are many other black people. So then Black is not a literal description of a race. Black
is a political term. Black has a history; ithasastorytotellaboutCivilRimtsandreclaiminga
description of the self and its inherent beauty. Black is a politic. Omi and Winant (1986) argue that
Tthhe effort must be made to understand race as an unstable and ‘decentered’ complex of social
meanings constantly being transformed by political struggle” (p. 68, their emphasis).

Yet a race is a “distinct human type” (Stevens 1996, p. 961). Distinct differences are an
imperative element of race because it is the differences that justify the inequality of the hierarchical
structure of race on which our history and our present have been built. Race and its hierarchy
have become a part of our common sense; it has become folk. Ng (1993) uses “common sense”
instead of the term “ideclogy” to indicate the taken-for-granted character of ideological thinking.
The term ‘common sense,’ used in the everyday vemacular, denotes ordinary good sense” (p. 52).
She suggests that looking at things like racism and sexism as common sense illuminates how
ordinary they have become in daily life without our conscious recognition; “. . . certain things, to
borrow from Himani Bannerji's description, ‘disappear from the social surface’ (1987, p.11)" (Ng
1993, p. 52). What does it mean for something to be folk? Folk is defined as “1: originating or
traditional with the common peaple of a country or region and typically reflecting their lifestyle. . ."
(Stevens 1996, p. 452, my emphasis). It is also “1:. . .people in general or of a specific class”
(Allen 1990, p. 457, my emphasis). But like race, folk is a kind of division that implies an
essentialism. Folk is the essential tradition, essential truth, the common sense. But what or who is
essential, and how is something essential? These things depend on political circumstances. So
race as a folk belief will be politically positioned: problematic, contestable, and only half of the

story. Itis in this way that the promise of authenticity of races affects us because like another folk
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myth, we can never attain it or live it ourselves; however, because it is a part of our common
sense, we go on believing that we can.

Canada is a racialized society. The result of living in a racialized society is that the
members of our society create racial identities—but we also live in a diasporic society; thus I will
call them ethnoracial identities. The creation of ethnoracial identities means three things. First,
that our general identities will always include a consciousness/unconsciousness of and response fo
our assigned/perceived race. Secondly, like both identity and race, these ethnoracial identities are
unstable, positioned, ongoing processes. Finally, these identities will always include a response to
the dominant white culture in the form of some response to their white baseline or common sense.
This is why the issue of ethnoracial identity is of great concem in the placement of minority,

Indigenous and Metis children for adoption.

Literature Review?
Research on the identity of transracially adopted children started almost immediately as
soon as it became a formal forum for adoption. The starting point was Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial

Development.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages

Basic frust versus mistrust Birth-1yr.

Autonomy versus shame and doubt 1-3yrs.

Initiative versus guilt 3-6yrs.

Industry versus inferiority 6-11yrs.

Identity versus identity diffusion Adolescence

Intimacy versus isolation Young adulthood

Generativity versus stagnation Middle adulthood
| Ego integrity versus despair Old age

Berk, 1996, adapted from table 1.3, p. 18

* The language used to describe different ethnoracial groups changes throughout this section depending on the terms
that the researcher used. | do not like to use some of the terms used in this section, | have used them because the
authors have used them.
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According to Erikson, adolescence brings the challenge of identity versus identity diffusion. The
devebmnemdwﬁwﬁuhasaauaﬂybegunyeambefomadobsoence,bmﬂshmbphasem
Erikson places the specific focus on identity development. At this point young people start a more
concentrated focus of questioning practices and beliefs that they had taken for granted before,
developing their own perspective, as well as recognizing their own identity and where it might take
them. Erikson outlines four identity statuses:

identity Achievement | Moratorium Identity Foreclosure | Identity Diffusion
Already explored Delay or holding | Committed to values Lack a clear direction for
altematives. pattern. and goals, but have their lives.
Committed to a Have not yet done so without They have not yet
formulated set of goals | made exploring the committed to values or
and values. commitmentsin | altematives. goals.
Having a feeling of well- | their lives. Accepting the identity | May not have explored
being, consistency of Exploringwitha | that the authority figures | altenatives, or they have
being over time,anda | desire to find in their lives has to some extent but
sense of direction. values and goals. | assigned them. became discouraged,
interpreting altematives
as threatening and
overwhelming.
Berk,1996, p. 587

Based in Erikson’s stage of identity/identity diffusion, Marcia (1966) studied Development

and Validation of Ego Identity Status. Marcia explains that “the individual is required to synthesize

childhood identification in such a way that he [sic] can both establish [a] reciprocal relationship with

his society and maintain a feeling of continuity with himself [sic]” (p. 551). Marcia had five

hypotheses which he tested. In sum, those with identity will be better at handling stress, will set

more realistic goals, will change less when given false information about themselves and will

maintain a positive relationship between measures of identity and self-esteem. Individuals in

foreclosure will support “authoritarian submission and conventionality” items (p. 552). Marcia’s

methodology involved a number of procedures: interviews scored according to Erikson’s theory

focusing on identity status; the Ego Identity Incomplete Sentence Blank (EI-ISB) created by Marcia;
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the Concept Attainment Task (CAT); the Self-esteem questionnaire (SEQ-F); and finally a number

of specific conditions were created like stress during CAT and a confederate set-up after the CAT

challenging the participant falsely on the ground of inconsistency on his/her scoring, after which the

participant took the SEQ-F again.
Marcia (1966) confirmed his hypothesis that participants with achieved ego-identity dealt

with stress better than others. Participants in foreclosure set high goals in comparison to their level

of attainment. Marcia found no relationship between SEQ and stage of ego-identity, and ego-

identity did not significantly appear to be related to authoritarian submission and conventionality. A

relationship was found between EI-ISB and SEQ. Marcia also found that in studying identity, the

interview procedure was more successful because the EI-ISB test deals with ego identity as a

simple and linear quality. Scores on the second SEQ after the confederate set-up did not show a

significant change.
Profiles of Erikson’s Ego-identity/Diffusion
Achievement Moratorium Foreclosure Diffusion
Highest score on ego- | Vulnerable to CAT Endorsement of CAT iower than
identity. scenario and its authoritarian values, | achieved identity (not
Scored better on similarity to other i.e., obedience, strong | lowest).
stressful concept measures of identity | leadership and respect | Suggested theory:
attainment; endured achievement. for authority. Spectrum with “playboy”
longer and set realistic Self-esteem at one end and
goal. vuinerable to false “schizoid” at the other
Slightly less subscription negative information. | (p. 558). The playboy
to authoritarian values. Poor performance in | functioning relatively
Self-esteem slightly less stressful scenario well.
vulnerable to false when compared to NOTE: “.. .the extent
negative information. identity achievement. | of disturbance of an
Set more realistic extreme identity
goals. diffusion would have
Lowest position on precluded his inclusion
most tasks. in our sample” (p. 558).

Berk, 1966, pp. 557-558.
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In summary, Marcia found that the interview methodology worked better to study identity
as interviews do not treat identity as a linear progression. He concludes by stating that the study’s
main contribution is developing, measuring and partially validating of “the identity statuses as
individual styles of coping with the psychosocial task of forming an ego identity” (p. 558)

McRoy et al (1982) studied self-eteem and racial identity in transracial and inracial
adoptees. McRoy et al. write that the major influences on the development of self-concept include
the following: communication directly from other people about the self; comparison of the self with
others in the immediate environment, and the role assigned to the individual by the community (p.
522). Their method entailed two groups of families. The first group was composed of thirty white
families who had adopted black children. The second group was thirty black families who had
~ adopted black children. Of the adopted children, 63% were male and 38% were female. The
dependent variable was the self-esteem exhibited by the black children measured through
interviews with the children including the Total Positive Overall Level of Self-Esteem Score, the
Twenty Statement Test and a ninety-five item interview schedule dealing with family, peers, school,
community environment, and perceptions of racial identity. A separate interview was conducted
with parents using the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale (TSCS) and a ninety-item interview
schedule.

McRoy et al (1982) found no significant differences betweeri the groups’ scores on self-
esteem. They give special consideration to the amount of research that addresses racial identity.
The TSCS does not involve participants evaluating themselves on particular traits such as racial
identity or associated feelings. Participants describe themselves by rating statements on their
applicability to themselves. These statements refer to the self in terms of physicality; behaviour;
morals; ethics, family; and finally, a social self. The Twenty-Statement Test, however, revealed

significant differences between how the two groups viewed their racial background and adoption
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status. The children who were transracially adopted identified themselves as adopted, using racial
self-referents in comparison to the inracially adopted children. McRoy et al postulate that it is the
former who may be more aware of their racial group and adopted status because of the physical
differences between them and their families and peers since these children were raised in
predominantly non-minority environments. A specific effort was made to ascertain if self-esteem
had to do with other issues besides race.

- .. there appeared to be a difference between the transracial and inracial adoptees in their

sense of racial identity. Racial identity seemed to be more of a problem for black children

who were being reared by white families. Such factors as the family’s nurturance of the
child’s black identity, the child's access to black role models and peers in the community
and in school, and the parents’ attention to the child’s black heritage seemed to be

influential in the shaping of a positive racial identity (p. 526).

Atthough most white families applying to adopt black children probably can provide loving

homes for the children, not all of them can fulfill black children’s need to feel positively

about their black identity (p. 526).

They conclude by recommending that agencies use specific criteria for choosing adoptive families,
investigating not only the prospective adoptive family, but the racial milieu in which the adopted
child will be raised. They also recommend that agencies could offer postadoption consultation to
support families in developing positive and unambiguous racial identity.

In 1984, McRoy et al investigated again The Identity of Transracial Adoptees. This study
took a developmental approach since children as early as three years old have been found to be
aware of differences in ethnicity. The implication of this is the recognition by transracially adopted
children that they are different from the rest of their family. ~As the child grows, sheshe leams

about her/his membership in a minority group and the historically inferior place that group holds in
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comparison to the dominant group. By seven, children have shown a recognition of the term
"black” in a racial context, and by Grade Two, many chiidren have developed prejudices that can
be acted on against those who belong to minority groups. Children who grow up with family
members or peers of the same minority group can develop coping mechanisms. Through
identifying with others of the same racial background, a child can develop a sense of belonging.
The child raised in a white family and community may be lacking this kind of support system. The
desire to be liked and to belong may be impeded by one’s physical differences. This study
examines how variables such as the racial composition of the child’s neighbourhood and school,
the presence of black siblings, parents’ perceptions, attitudes and actions in relation to the child’s
racial heritage act on the child's racial perceptions.

Thirty white families adopting children who had at least one black parent were involved in
this study. The children ranged from ten to twenty-one years of age. Children and parents were
interviewed separately. The parents’ survey included ninety-one items addressing the following:
demographic characteristics of the family, placement history of their child, racial composition of the
family’s neighbourhood, family interaction with black people, the parents’ perceptions of their
child’s relationship to peers and significant others, parents’ attitudes toward the racial background
of their child, and their perceptions of their child’s racial attitudes. The adoptees’ survey was a
ninety-five item, six-section interview designed to open conversation about their experiences and
feelings. The interview addressed family, relative and peer relations; school; feelings about racial
identity; and attitudes towards being transracially adopted.

The results were divided into four sections; first, was the sociocultural milieu of the
adoptees. Eighty-seven percent of the adoptees were brought up in neighbourhoods where black
people made up between 0-10% of the population. Eighty percent had never had black teachers.

Eighty-three percent had at least one black friend, but seventy-five percent said that the majority of
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their friends were white. Forty-three percent said they would like more contact with other black
people, and the remaining fifty-seven percent said that they didn't care or they were ambivalent.
Of the children who said they did not want more contact with other black people, sixty-two percent
explained that they liked white people better or had nothing in common with black people. Every
one of those individuals lived in neighborhoods that were predominantly white.

Secondly, there were the perceptions of racial identity. Fifty-three percent of adoptees
identified themseives as either mixed, part white or black/white. Thirty percent identified
themselves as black. Ten percent identified themselves as white. One identified as Mexican. A
positive relation was found between the parents’ perception of the child’s attitudes towards her
racial background and the child’s perception of her own racial background. When the adoptees
were asked how their lives would be different if they were being raised by/had been raised bya
black family, typical answers were: that they would be discriminated against; wouldn't be teased
because of their family make-up; wouldn’t be rich; would be whipped more; and would be lighter
than parents. Four said there would be no difference, and one said “We could go out in public
without people staring and our friends wouldn't ask why we're black” (pp. 37-38). Eighty percent
said that people had told them that they were not like other blacks, and many had been told that
they didn't talk black or that they acted white. Most of the adoptees brought up in white areas
explained that they felt dissimilar to other blacks in attitudes, language and culture. These children
felt that they had little in common with black people and felt no desire to fratemize with them.

Third was the parent’s perception. Sixty percent of the families held some version of a
“colour blind” attitude when it came to differences between the family and the child. These
differences were rarely discussed in their homes. The adoptees were generally seen as different
cufturally and better than other black people. Those who were old enough were dating

predominantly white partners. Twenty percent acknowledged the racial identity of their child and
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the need to provide her/him with black role models. These parents took steps to surround their
children with a diverse community through integrated schools, neighbourhoods and churches.
Thesemﬂdmndswssedmdalbsuesmmekpammsmupees,aMexpmssedanmemh
associating with other black people.  Twenty percent of the families adopted a number of children
transracially. Discussion of racial issues was common. These children were taught to connect
with their heritage. They had a diverse group of friends, felt equally accepted by both white and
black groups, and had a number of black role models.

The significance of the child’s sociopsychological context was the fourth result. The
children who were raised in racially dissonant contexts tended to compensate either by denying or
minimizing the differences between them and their environment, or by selecting associates on the
basis of other similarities. They identified themseives according to other variables that denied or
de-emphasized their racial heritage, for example, by identifying themselves as mixed, part white or
even white.

The authors concluded that the parents of transracial adoptees need to put forth a special
effort to perceive realistically the child's racial identity as different from that of the parents, and to
be opan to making some alterations in their lives in order to support their child's developing a
“positive racial group orientation” (p.39). They recommended agencies providing postadoption
services to white families raising non-white children. They also suggested that agencies make the
following recommendations for transracial adoption families: to live in an environment that is
racially mixed or that provides opportunities for their children to befriend others of their racial group;
to implement an interracial lifestyle; to provide black role models for their children: to enroll their
children in racially mixed schools. “The daily lives of the transracilly adopted family should
demonstrate acceptance not just of one black child but of other blacks as well" (p. 39). The agency

might need to assist families in finding communities in which a family can live and in supporting the
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siblings of the transracial adoptee (TRA) if refocation to a multiracial environment is a departure
from their nom. Finally, the agency was urged to help the families develop sensitivity to the
potential negative impacts of social practices in their chidren’s lives, i.e., in the family, in the
community and at school.

in 1987, Rita J. Simon and Howard Alstein, two of the most published researchers in the
field on intemational adoption, published Transracial Adoptees and their Families: A Study of
Identity and Commitment and Adoption, Race, and Identity: From Infancy through Adolesence in
1992. Both books were based on a three-part longitudinal study in 1972, 1979, and 1984. The
study started out involving 96 parents and 218 children of whom 111 were transracially adopted.
The study was interested in the long-term impacts of transracial adoption, including racial identity,
self-esteem, strength of loyalties and commitment of both the adoptees and their parents.

Parents were interviewed at each of the three phases in 1972, 1979 and 1984. In each
phase of the study, parents were asked about things they were doing to educate, support or
acknowledge their children’s ethno-racial heritage. Each phase of the research showed different

levels of support.

1972 (%)
Child too young to do anything 8
Doing little 2
Doing various things (i.e., books, pictures, music and cultural artifacts. Some joined 66

Open Door Society to engage other TRAs for their children to play with)

Not changing anything about their lives as a resutt of adopting a TRA (no artifacts, etc.) | 12

1992, pp. 77-78
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1979 (%)

Not “acknowledging” or teaching their TRA about their heritage 33
(approx.)

Exposure to heritage (i.e., print media, music, television, movies such as Roots, black | 66

churches, black godparents and school) (approx._

Observe ethno-specific holidays 35

Did nothing (reasons: confused as to how to proceed and not wanting to treat their Not cited

child any differently. A few said they lacked the time).

Aimost all families who adopted from Korea had artifacts in their home, experimented with cooking
and read books about Korea.

1992, pp. 78-79

1984 (%)
Did nothing special to enhance TRA's ethnoracial identity 7
Used to do things to enhance their TRA' identity, but no longer 13
Some activities (holidays, music, books, foods, encouraging friendship with blacks, and | 50
other exposures to specifically black community members). (approx.)
Believed that their child had at least some knowledge and appreciation of their heritage | 85

(gained mostly from books, school courses and television—again, friends and activities
were cited as less important).

Discusses racial issues, attitudes and instances of discrimination with their children in | 87
informal settings. The context was usually the children’s friends; an event on
television, from the newspaper; politics, etc.

1992,p. 79

In the first phases of the study, seventy-five percent of the families were taking various steps to
support their children’s ethnic identity, specifically books, toys, and music. In the second phase,
only two thirds were engaged in these kinds of activities. At the third phase, only about half of the
families engaged in various activities to support their children’s ethnic identities, such as books,
music, attending black churches, having diverse friends and observing holidays such as Martin
Luthor King Jr. Day. But thirty-seven percent of the families said that they did nothing in particular
to support their children’s ethnic identity, and thirteen percent said that they used to engage in
various activities but gave them up many years ago. Eighty-five percent of the parents felt that

their children had some knowledge and appreciation of their racial and ethnic background. This
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appreciation was gained through books, school and television. “Friends and participation in ‘ethnic
activiﬁes'weremouglnbyﬂ\eparemstobemud\leshlponanf(1987,p.36).Theparemsfelt
that they had discussed issues of ethnicity and race with their children in terms of their friends,

news media, television and politics (1987).

As for racial and ethnic identity, the researchers asked four questions examining the
parents’ expectations for their children’s identity, expectations for change in identity, how the child
identifies and how they identify the child. Their answers are listed below.

Parents’ expectations about adopted child’s identity

Response Category 1#TRA | 27 TRA | 1% White Adoptee
We wanted our child to share the family’s identity? 12.2 7.1 284
We wanted our child to identify with his/her racial and ethnic | 23.2 26.2 -
background
We wanted the child to be interracial 3.6 48 -
We had no expectation or desires about the child’s identity 50.0 47.7 43.0
Other responses (Christian, physically and intellectually able, | 6.1 71 143
successful woman)
No answer 48 7.1 14.3
1987, adapted from Table 4.7, p. 45
Parents’ Perceptions About How Child Identifies

Category 12 TRA 27 TRA 1t White Adoptee
Black 48.8 476 -~

White 26.8 28.3 58

Native American 24 4.8 -

Asian 4.9 24 -

Mixed 4.9 9.6 7

None 24 - 7

Other 24 - -

Irrelevant - - 7

Don't know 3.6 2.5 7

No answer 3.8 48 14

1987, adapted from Tabie 4.9, p. 46.

* A definition of “family identity” is not offered in the text. | read it as possibly including ethnic identities such as
European or Irish, etc. It could include religious identity as wel.




Parents’ Current Perceptions of Child’s j

Categories 12 TRA 29 TRA 1% White Adoptees
Black 4.7 45.3 -
White 10.7 9.6 64
Native American 1.2 48 -
Asian 49 7.1 -
Mixed 8.5 14.3 -
None 6.1 7.1 -
Other 24 - -
Irrelevant 20.8 71 14
No answer 24 48 22

1987, adapted from Table 4.9, p. 46.

In response to McRoy and Zurcher's study listed above, Simon and Alstein examined how many of
their parents might have taken a colour blind approach to their children, colour blind referring to
parents choosing not to see the colour of their child because they see it as unimportant. They
estimated about thirty-one percent had taken this approach and found only a sliver of parents had
completely overlooked race as an issue.

Sixty-five percent of the TRA had reported racial slurs or some kind of comment based on
their ethnic or racial background to their parents. Eighty percent of the parents felt that their
children had these experiences, but the parents chose not to broach the subject with their children.
Most incidents involved name-calling, but seven parents reported such incidents by teachers or a
friend of the family. Most families reported no action against reported incidents and discussed
them with their children, but “parents did not believe that these incidents, hurt and angered as the
children were by them when they occurred, were likely to leave lasting impressions or scars” (1987,
p. 48).

The work with the adoptees started with age specific methodologies. The first phase
included a three-part technique. The first part was a doll test. The adoptees were presented with a

set of three baby dolls all dressed in a diaper. These dolls were light, medium and dark skin-toned.
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The children were first given the opportunity to play with the dolls for a bit as the researcher set up.
Then they were asked to answer questions by pointing to the doll that fit the following: you fike to
play with the best; is a nice doll; looks bad; is a nice colour; looks like a coloured child: looks like a
black coloured child; looks like a white coloured child; looks like you. The children were then
presented with a second set of three dolls (light, medium and dark in skin tone), a set of either
three boys for boys or three girls for girls, representing ages from six to eight. This was done to
make the test meaningful and effective for older children in the sample. The same eight questions
were posed.

This test showed no difference between the scores of any of the children (bom into family,
white adopted and TRA); none showed a white preference. On previous tests such as these, all
children displayed a white-preference through choosing the white doll in relation to positive
attributes, e.g., best doll, nice doll, etc. It was expected that the children growing up in TRA
families would not show white preference and lower awareness of identity attributed to race. There
was only one difference between the children’s racial awareness (their ability to identity the “white”
doll, etc), and that was that white children were most accurate at identifying the white dolls. The
American Indian and Asian children scored lower on racial identity than did the black and white
children. The researchers were concemed that there was no doll available for the American Indian
and Asian children that the TRAs could identify with. It was felt that this was the variable
responsible for the number of children who identified the white doll. Overall, older children were
more accurate, and sex was not a determining factor. It should be pointed out that the last such
research using the dolls methodology was carried out in 1970 in a different area of the United
States (Nebraska); thus comparisons with other data should be placed in time and place.

The second phase was to show the children 24 sets of pictures. Each picture was

coloured differently: half the pictures were black or white, and the other half were any other colour.
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A two-line story was attached to each; after each set the experimenter would ask which object was
"bad,” “dirty” or “pretty.” No differences were found among the ethnoracial groups. In this phase,
the children were, however, more fikely to identify white objects with positive adjectives. The older
d\ﬂdmn(skaMSevm)wemmﬂ(dymexpmmeposiﬁvemoug\tsabombhckgwups.
but they still expressed more positive associations with white groups.

The final task involved fifteen wooden puzzle pieces representing different coloured family
members and friends. Three mothers and three fathers were presented; each suggested white,
one black and one light skinned Black/American IndianvKorean. Different aged siblings were also
provided in the three skin-tones. These figures fit into five different models. The exercises were to
amange a family of five, family of four, and finally a friend from the figures remaining. They were
then to choose a figure that looked most like them, and then someone whom they were most likely
to play with.

Two-thirds of the children assembled inter-racial families for their first exercise. In the

second exercise the following were assembled:

Children selecting white parents (%)
Children Mother Father
White 77 74
Black 48 56
American Indian and Asian | 55 53
1992, p. 137

Next the children were asked to select their siblings. In all cases, white, biack, American Indian
and Asian children mostly chose dolls according to their appearance (i.e., the latter groups
selected medium and darker siblings). Again, approximately forty percent of the American Indian
children chose white figures; the researchers speculated this choice was related to the lack of a

doll for them to identify with, i.e. Indigenous identity is not necessarily described as related to a
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particular colour. The final exercise showed similar findings. It asked the children to select a
friend. The children’s selection of friends showed no preference for or specific awareness of
ethnoracial group membership (Simon & Alstein, 1992).

Overall, black children did not show the same ambivalence towards their race” that other
black children in previous research showed. The children also showed less preference for white
categories in comparison to previous research, but the white bias was still present in the second
experiment. Finally, there were some lower scores from the American Indian and Asian children,
but the researchers felt it was the lack of an appropriate dol! for them to identify with (Simon &
Alstein, 1992),

The children were not interviewed in the second phase; thus when they were next
interviewed in the third phase, the median was 16 years old. The TRAs showed no difference with
respect to attending college, the racial make-up of their schools, grades, etc.. Sports was the
favourite activity across all categories. Most named special qualities that they have. The TRA
youth were asked i their family was different from their friends’ families. The responses were
around other families not adopting, social freedom levels, relationship quality, etc. (Simon &
Alstein, 1992).

The youth were asked to tak about how it felt to be living in a white family. Most children
reported no problems. Some said they didn't think about it, but others said it embarrassed them
that their parents were white, and that they were adopted and were being acculturated into white
culture. Some of the black children talked about not feeling comfortable with and being teased by
their black friends because of their white family and accuilturation. Many of the children from all the

‘wm@memwmmmmummmmm. In our work, students often
explainedthanheirlndgenousidemitywasnaanissuedaspedﬁccdw,asnwhasnwasmtdoninammeqmd
understand to be culture. They did not want to be included in terms ike visual minorities, for example. They also objected to
inclusion in the term muiticultural. nismyaspidonmatmarexpeﬂmisumarmmmasvaﬂauesmmammeq
simply does not understand. It may also be that these children do not know that they are Indigenous, do not want to identify as
indigenous, etc.
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different ethnoracial groups taked about not feeling comfortable with black people in general. The
TRAs were asked if they ever wanted 1o be of the same ethnoracial background as their parents.
Sixty percent reported that they had not felt that way, and those who did described family situations
where relatives were taking about family traits, situations where they were the only Black person
present and situations with friends or at school when their peers saw their family. The children
were asked if they had ever wished that they were another colour. Forty-three percent of the TRAs
reported that they had never felt that way (and forty-four percent of children bom into their families
said they never had). A number of childrens, however, talked about being deeply disturbed by their
ethnoracial background because they were a part of groups that were discriminated against (Simon
& Alstein 1982).

The youth were asked if people had treated them badly because of their ethnoracial
background. Forty-six percent reported name-calling at school, twenty-six percent reported
remarks in other public areas, twenty-eight percent reported incidents with friends, and teachers,
and racist jokes told in front of them. Thirty-nine percent reported no such incidents. Sixty-three
percent had talked to their parents about the incidents, and most reported that their parents
responded by playing the incident down and taking no action. More than half reported that they
themselves did nothing in response to the perpetrators. Overall, only fifty-four percent of TRAs
reported discussions of ethnicity and race with their parents, which is considerably lower than white
bom (79.3%) and white adopted (75.0%). In addition, all the children studied (TRAs, white bom
and white adopted) responded similarly to thinking about how the world is organized: twenty-two to
twenty-three percent said that they see the world organized by ethnoracial categories (Simon and

Alstein, 1982; 1992).

* The authors provide no specific number here, but include substantial quotations from their interviews with these youth.
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In terms of self-description and pride in their ethnoracial background, the following tables

report the youth's answers.
Mention of race and sex in self descriptions (%)
Characteristics TRA White born White adoptee
mentioned Male Male Male Female
Female Female
Race 46.7 54.0 6.3 2.3 Frequencies | 8.3
Sex - - - 23 wosmal 183
Race and sex 3.3 4.0 6.3 2.3 n=4 -
Neither 46.7 40.0 854 88.4 75.0
Other/no answer | 3.3 20 20 4.6 8.3
1987, adapted from Table 5.5, p. 67
Pride in Ethnoracial
Black TRAs (5)
Black or brown 66
Mixed 6
Don't mind their colour 17
Prefer to be white 1
Korean, indigenous, Vietnamese, etc. TRAS (%)
Proud of ethnoracial heritage 82
Don't mind their colour 9
Prefer to be white 9

1987, adapted from p. 68

All the categories of children studied scored similarly on integration and commitment scales with no
significant differences. The self-esteem of the TRAS was also of interest. Historically, black
children have had higher levels of self-esteem as children grow up, and variables like grades and
socio-economic status had less bearing on their self-esteem than they did on the self-esteem of
white children. The one factor that they found to be significant in the high self-esteem of these
children, despite their disprivilege, was the role played by significant others in the children’s lives
(Rosenberg & Simmons 1971, cited in Simon and Alstein 1992). In this study, however, there
were no significant differences in their group scores on self-esteem; the black children did not

score significantly higher than the other children.
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Interms of friends, back children were found to be almost as likely to choose white friends
as any other group, butmeyweremoreli(elytodwoseblackfﬁendsmantheomergmups. itis
pointed out that the vast majority of youth were going to predominantly white schools and, as
stated earfier, grew up in predominantly white neighborhoods. As such, there were fewer
opportunities to make friends with those of similar ethnoracial groups. School and the
neighbourhood were listed as the top places where they found friends. Most reported that they
have had no problems with their dating choices in terms of racial discrimination. Twenty-nine
percent reported racial discrimination, which was twice as likely to come from the family of their
dates, not from the TRA's families.

Finally the children were asked about their future plans. Most of the TRAs (63.8%)
perceive their future in a multicultural community, similar to biological chidliren (76.5%) and white
adoptees (50%). Twenty-six point six percent of TRAs, however, specified that they would live in
communities that were mostly white whereas two point two percent chose mostly black
neighbourhoods. Only a fraction of the TRAs chose to marry specifically white partners. There
were, however, twenty-three point three percent who specified that it would probably not someone
of the same ethnoracial group.

Finally, twenty-two point five percent of the youth had tried to search out their biological
parents, and fifteen point three percent wanted to but have not yet tried. Simon and Alstein specify
that they did not get the feeling that it was from a lack of belonging to their adoptive families: “The
adolescents were expressing a sense of incompleteness about their origins and a need for more
information about their personal histories” (1992, p. 169).

The most resent fourth phase of the study was summarized in Simon and Alstein's most
recent book Adoption Across Borders (2000). In it they summarize the results collected in 1991-

1992 . Fifty-three percent listed their closest friends as white, and seventy percent of second and
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third friends white as well. Eighty percent had married a white partner and sixty percent lived in
predominantly white neighbourhoods.

At this phase the TRAs were asked when they first remembered realizing they were
different from their parents. Seventy-five percent said that they did not remember. They were then
asked if they felt their ethnoracial background had impacted their relationships with their families.
The adoptees were then asked if being of a different ethnoracial group was of varying difficulty

throughout their fives.

Being of different origin from family easier or more difficult at different times (%)
Rarely difficult 40
Early childhood the most difficult 22
Adolescence most difficult 24
Early childhood the easiest 8
Difficult through both childhood and adolescence 8

Treatment by others of same ethnoracial origin
Very negatively or negatively towards them during 29
Neutral 37
Positive 10
Very positive 15
2000,p.73

Only one sibling reported somewhat negative feelings towards their TRA sibling. Thirty
percent reported feeling out of place during phases of their lives, for example, when their family
participated in cultural activities specific to their TRA sibling. Thirteen percent reported no impacts
from having a transracial sibling, and the remaining reported positive impacts.¢

A final discussion of interest is the TRAS’ interest in locating their biological families.
Seventy-five percent of the 1991 sample had not attempted to locate their biological families (thirty-

eight percent had either started to look or were interested in looking in 1983/4). Only 15 TRAs had

® There was a great deal of data from siblings through each section, but due to length restraints | have only included
this statement about their whole experience of having a TRA sibling.
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tried to find their biological families: seven were successful and thirteen had done so with heip
from their adoptive families (two TRAs had not asked for their families’ help).

in this final phase, of the interview, the TRAs were asked to look back and evaluate their
experiences and gather their recommendations for the practice of transracial adoption. They were
asked if they agreed with the position taken by the National Association of Black Social Workers,
who argued that transracial adoption is a form of genocide (Simon & Alstein, 2000). Eighty percent
of the TRAs disagreed, and five percent agreed. They were then asked if they would urge social
workers to place nonwhite children in white homes. Seventy percent of the TRAS said they would,
and almost all the rest placed stipulations on such placements. Of the stipulations, the first was not
to do so as a first choice but only after searching for a family of the same background. The second
stipulation was to place nonwhite children with white families who were willing to commit to
exposing their child to their child’s heritage.

The TRAs were then asked how they thought that being of their ethnoracial group and
being raised by white parents had impacted their perception of themselves. One third said that it
had not, one third said it had in a positive manner, and one third said that they were unsure of how
it had impacted them. They were then asked if they would have preferred to have been raised by a
family of their same origin. Seven percent said they would have while sixty-seven percent said
they would not have. Four percent were not sure and twenty-two percent had no answer. When
asked about their answers, most said that their lives had worked out and that their parents loved
them. When asked for their advice to parents about to adopt a child of their background and how
to raise the child, ninety-one percent said to be sensitive to racial issues and nine percent advised
to reconsider. The last question was how they describe themselves ethnoracially. Thirty-two

percent identified as Black, sixty-eight percent as Mixed (black plus white, Asian or Native
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American) five percent as mixed. The “others” listed were White, Hispanic, Native-American and
Korean, but no specific numbers were provided.

In 1988, Andujo studied Ethnic Identity of Transracially Adopted Hispanic Adolescents.
Andujo had three research questions. First, is there a difference between the development of
Hispanic children adopted by non-Hispanic families, and those who are not? Secondly, do
Hispanic adoptees in Hispanic and non-Hispanic families differ in terms of their perception of ethnic
identity? Finally, how do environmental and familial variables impact the development of Hispanic
adoptees’ ethnic identity?

Two groups were selected to participate in the study; the first group comprised 30 white
families who had adopted Hispanic children, and the second was made up of 30 Hispanic families
who had adopted Hispanic children. The adoptees completed the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale,
The Twenty Statements Test, the Mexican-American Value Attitude Scale and participated in a 60-
item interview schedule.

Andujo (1988) found that adoptees scored similarly on self-esteem. There were two
significant differences though: identity and physical self. These scales were further described as
“their basic identity and how individuals present their view of their body, physical appearance,
skills, sexuality, and health status” (p. 532). Children adopted into Hispanic families, were more
likely to describe themselves in terms of ethnicity as compared to those adopted by non-Hispanic
families who used terms like American to describe themselves. Eighty-three percent of the
transethnically adopted children used colour, specifically shade of colour, to describe themselves,
compared to only 33% of in-ethnicity adopted children. A significant difference was found between
the groups on the M-AVAS. The transracially adoptees were more strongly acculturated into
dominant Anglo-American culture (seventy-seven percent of transracially adoptees scored high

versus seven percent of in-ethnicity adoptees).
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In his discussion, Andujo (1988) addresses the variable of socioeconomic status. He
found that these Hispanic families in the upper class resembled the non-Hispanic family in their
negation of ethnicity. He aiso found that the majority of adoptees had not yet developed a positive
ethnic identity. This may interfere with developing a sense of wholeness and self-acceptance.
Transethnically adopted individuals may experience an uprootedness and lack of continuity.
Furthermore, because the adoptees have recognizably ethnic characteristics, society may react to
them according to stereotypes. “Once adoptees are beyond the confines of their immediate
families, they will experience the same interactive threats all minorities experience in society, and
ultimately will experience some role confusion” (p. 534).

Anduijo (1988) makes a number of recommendations for both practitioners and families.
First he makes the statement that ethnic identity has appeared to be more of an issue for the
children who were transethnically adopted, in comparison with those adopted into same-ethnic
families. It is recommended that agencies develop policies to expand their resources for Hispanic
adoptive families; children should be placed with same-ethnicity or race families where possible so
as to help children develop the skills needed to cope with racism. To recruit more Hispanic
adoptive families, it is recommended that agencies hire more Hispanic staff and develop an
outreach program. Agencies are recommended to develop subsidized adoptions, single-parent
adoptions, support groups for parents, and adoption exchanges. Where permanent placements
are favored over temporary foster care, and after exhausting the possibility of finding a Hispanic
family to adopt a Hispanic child, then non-Hispanic families should be considered. At this point,
specific criteria should be utilized in selecting an appropriate family. The focus, in these cases,
should be not only on evaluating the family, but also on preparing the family. It should also
investigate both the psychological and social environment of the perspective famiies. Perspective

families should show openness to accepting the ethnic and cultural differences of an adopted child.
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They should be open and able both to acknowledge and deal with racism. They should make a
commitment to develop in their children a sense of ethnic identification.

In sum, to avoid alienation or cultural strain, transethnic adoptive families must be part of

the sociocultural milieu of the transethnically adopted child. They should not be fimited in

their personal cultural orientations, nor should they rely on formal, intellectual, or

observational means to link themselves and their children with the ethnic community (p.

534).

Huh and Reid (2000) studied Intercountry, transracial and ethnic identity with Korean
participants. They asked a number of questions addressing the following: what kinds of identity do
transracially adopted children develop? what variables impact this development, specifically family
and cultural activities? is the development of ethnic identity related to other aspects of
development? are there stages in the development of ethnic identity? and are there variations in
this developmental process?

One hundred and fifteen families were contacted, and 30 families agreed to participate in
the study. This sample included 40 children ranging from 9 to 14 years of age. The methodology
was both qualitative and quantitative. The quantitative procedures measured family involvement in
Korean cultural activities, the child’s identification with Korean culture, and the communication
between the adoptees and their parents conceming their adoption.” Data was collected through
interview. The qualitative procedure was Grounded Theory focused on the development of Korean
identity pertaining to parents’ attitudes toward Korean culture.

The study found that eighty percent of those with a high Korean identity and twenty
percent of those with a low Korean identity described themselves as Korean-American. Of those
with low Korean identity, fifty-three percent described themselves as Korean and twenty-seven

percent responded as “American”, “just a person” or “haven't thought about it.” In terms of the
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development of ethnic identity, Huh and Reid described the following phases: recognizing and
rejecting differences (4-6 years); the beginning of ethnic identification (7-8 years old); acceptance
of difference vs. ethnic dissonance (9-11 years); and integrating Korean heritage and American
culture (12-14 years old (pp.80-85). More detail on these phases will be provided in the
Methodology section in the discussion of analyzing the results.

Most adoptees recommended that children should be the ones to decide how much or how
little they want to leam about their home country. Overall, adoptees who participated in cultural
activities scored higher on Korean identity. They may also achieve identities that are more
integrated with American culture, thus the tendency to identify as both Korean and American.
“While high participators were not necessarily better adjusted, their better ‘integrated’ identities and
their greater ease in discussing their adoptions with their parents may be considered as desirable”
(p. 85). The qualitative research suggested a path of development for those participating in Korean
culture, and those who have low participation. Those with higher participation started to develop
an identifiable ethnic identity around 7-8 years of age. Those with low participation did not develop
ethnic identity or became “arrested” before developing an integrated identity (p. 85). A determining
factor here is parental involvement. If parents were not encouraging and participating with the
children in cultural activities, adoptees were less likely to develop their Korean identities very far.
There remains a question here, however, as to whether the parents’ lack of acfion was in response
to the child’s lack of interest, or whether the child’s lack of interest was a response to subtle,
perhaps even unconscious, clues from their parents discouraging such an endeavor. Overall,
children’s interest in their ethnicity seems to vary over time, particularly during their adolescence.
The author wams that the implications of this study are limited by the size of the sample and their

self-selection to participate.
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In conclusion, Huh and Reid (2000) discuss implications for practice. It was recommended
to social workers that they support parents in becoming involved in activities that support the
development of integrated ethnic identities in their children. Activities could include cultural
programs, helping their children develop relationships with others of the same ethnicity, cultural
experiences within the family home, and visiting the country of origin. Families should encourage
but not push. They should look for leaming opportunities at different times throughout a child’s life,
as their interests may vary in different phases of development. Social workers were also strongly
urged to work with schools to develop appropriate sensitivity, cultural education and language
instruction.

In 2000, Carstens and Julia studied ethnoracial awareness in intercountry adoption in the
United States. The study makes the assumption that parents who make a pre-adoption visit to the
country in which their child was bom are more likely to secure a cultural consultant for their
children. This assumption was confirmed, finding a significant relationship between the two
variables. Ninety-one percent of the families reported socializing with people of their child's ethnic
group or country of origin. All 51 families’ sociocultural mifieux were then placed along a scale
ranging from low to medium to high. “Milieu” or “indicators” consisted of family members, co-
workers, school, ethnic rations, church members, toys, books, ethnic restaurants and events, efc.
Sixteen indicators of a multicultural milieu were identified.

The high category consisted of families who identified between sixteen and ten
multicuftural indicators of multicultural milieu. Twenty percent (n=7) of the sample fell into the high
category. The sociocultural milieu of these families was planned in the hopes of addressing both
their children’s identity and their developmental needs. These families frequently discussed the
significance of the visits to the adoptees’ countries of origin. Systems of significance for these

families were neighborhood and community, education, religion and employment systems.
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Thirty-two percent (n=11) of the famifies ranked in the moderate level, between ten and
five indicators. They frequented ethnic restaurants and recreation events. They identified co-
workers and adoption networks as systems important for addressing their children’s needs in terms
of identity. In response to questions about planned parenting strategies, these families finked
cultural artifacts to education systems such as culture schools. These families often yielded
information about the significance of visiting their chiidren’s home-country.

Forty-six percent (n=16) of the families rated low on the integration scale, less than five
indicators of multicultural milieu. They most frequently referred to cultural artifacts and media as
important. These families typically did not identify cultural consultants in their milieus.

In conclusion, the authors recognize the limitations of their work and call for more research
on the impact a cultural consultant would have on a TRA. They also suggest researching the
attitudes of intemational adoptees towards the immigrant communities and other ethnoracial
groups in the hopes of better understanding TRAs’ psychosocial adjustment. They conclude by
acknowledging that Latin American Indian adoptees face more difficulties being raised in white
families because of the marginalized status of their communities (Indigenous peoples).

In 1998, Anne Westhues and Joyce Cohen brought the discussion of ethnoracial identity to
a Canadian population. The study drew from British Columbia (n=50), Ontario (n=40) and Quebec
(n=36) through social service ministries. Applicable families were identified through records, and
the families were invited to participate. The mean age of the adoptees at the time of the interviews
was 17.3 years. The researchers interviewed TRAs, their siblings and their parents. Methodology

included both quantitative and qualitative approaches. The following tables summarize the results.
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Ethnic Identification Male Female

No. % No. %
Do not think of self ethnically 3 7.7 1 10.0
Canadian/Quebecois 20 51.3 44 40.0
Ethnically other than Canadian 9 23.1 41 37.6
Hyphenated Canadian 4 10.3 5 4.6
Don't know 2 5.1 4 3.7
Other 1 26 4 3.7
Total 39 100.0 109 100.0
Do not think of self racially 4 10.5 18 17.3
Black 6 15.8 8 7.7
Brown 1 28.9 28 26.9
Tan 2 5.2 3 29
White 4 10.5 10 9.6
Oriental/Asian 7 18.4 20 19.2
BiMulticuitural 1 26 2 1.9
Other 3 7.9 14 13.5
Total 38 100.0 104 100.0

Westhues & Cohen, 1998, p. 40
Comfort with Ethnicity Male Female
No. % No. %

Very comfortable 13 320 39 34.8
Comfortable 20 50.0 40 35.7
Neither comfortable nor uncomfortable 5 15.0 17 15.2
Uncomfortable 0 0 1 9.8
Very uncomfortable 1 25 3 2.7
Didn’t know 0 0 2 1.8
Total 40 100.0 112 100.0
Comfort with Race
Very comfortable 13 31.7 37 33.3
Comfortable 18 439 45 40.5
Neither comfortable nor comfortable 6 14.6 18 16.2
Uncomfortable 4 9.8 8 7.2
Very uncomfortable 0 0 3 2.7
Total 41 100.0 111 100.0

Westhues & Cohen, 1998, p. 42
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The importance of ethnicity and race (%)
Ethnicity Race
Male Female Male Female

important or very important 44 46 46 42

Neither important or 20 27 20 25
unimportant

Unimportant or very 32 14 A 33
unimportant

Westhues & Cohen, 1998, pp. 39-40
Pride in ethnicity or race (%)
Male Female

| am proud to be 45 45

| do not mind being what race and ethnicity | am 45 47

| would prefer to be different race or ethnicity 10 5

Westhues & Cohen, 1998, p. 41

No significant relationships were found between level of comfort and ethnic identification.

However, a relationship was found between comfort level and racial identification, specifically in

regards to how they presented themseives physically and to how comfortable they were with their

racial background. The TRAs with a specific identification were more likely to be very comfortable

with their race than those who did not develop a specific identification (1998, p. 41).

Parents were also interviewed. The following chart summarizes the parents’ results.

What Parents have done to te Ethnic/Racial identity in their children
Activities Racial Identity Ethnic Identity
No. (n=126) % No. (n=126) %

Read books on ethnicity/race 78 62.4 98 78.4
Attend cultural events 45 36.0 62 49.6
Child joined cultural groups 18 14.4 24 19.2
Family joined cultural group 18 14.4 19 1.2
Child heritage program 4 3.2 6 4.8
Travel to country of origin 16 12.8 18 144
Other 24 19.5 5 4.1

Westhues & Cohen, 1998, Table 3, p. 43
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AppmxinﬁeWhaﬁdmefanﬂieshadﬁendswhomofmemeemnmymmce(Wale
pememaMﬁﬂy-sixpememwspecﬁveM,aqwnerdwmmsawmeseﬁMdsewwweekanda
quarter of whom saw them a few times a year. About thirty-one percent and forty-eight percent of
meparentshadne@boursofmesameemnicilyandracerespedively. No differences were found
betweenmewpponsmefamiliespmvidedandtevelofwnfortwiﬂremnicityorrace.

The study also examined racial discrimination. The vast majority of the adoptees had
experienced discrimination. Many different incidents were named.

Discrimination Male % Female%
Experienced discrimination 85 82

Racial or ethnic slurs (from peers in middle school) 69 74

Racial or ethnic slurs (from adults) 9 7

Others (peer refusing to play with TRA, being bullied by peers, |22 19

adults staring, stereotypical assumptions made about them, eg,

all blacks good at sports or all Asian n good at school)

Westhues & Cohen, 1998, pp. 44-45

There was no relationship found between racism and the adoptees’ comfort level with their race or
development of their ethnic and racial identities. However, the researchers speculate that this is
because of the pervasive nature of discrimination and racism in their lives. Gender was also found
to have no significant relationship with comfort level, identification or perceived importance of
ethnicity or race. However, fourteen percent more males were comfortable with their ethnicity and
three point five percent more in comfort with their race.

In their discussion the researchers point out that Canadian policy demands that due regard
be given to the child’s ethnic and racial background, because Canada was a signatory to the UN
Convention on Intemational Adoption. They write that it would appear that the intent that the child
retain a linkage with his or her roots has not been maintained at all in about 20% of cases, and

somewhat superficially in at least 60% more” (1998, p. 47). In discussing why this may be, they
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point out that it is too easy just to place biame on the parents. But very few families felt that their
child’s ethnoracial identity was of any importance. These families have been discussed above as
“colour biind” in that they reject difference. This is so deeply integrated into their belief systems
that many families described situations in which they forgot their child was adopted or that their
chiid appeared different to the outside eye. To complicate matters further, some children
strenuously reject discussion about or education in their heritage. In wholly rejecting their heritage,
the family may effectively promote a sense of belonging o attachment that aligns itseff with the
child’s right to be protected and nurtured; however, this right may contradict the child’s right to
connect with her ethnoracial background! In an attempt to crack this problem, Westhues & Cohen
cite Bisoondath’s (1994)discussion of multiculturalism in which he presents the difficulty Canadians
often run into questioning whether there is a cohesive culture in which they can take part and
belong to, in terms of multiculturalism and immigration. He suggests that we remember our cultural
heritage as our origins, but five in the current culture of Canada in the day-to-day life that we live
together as Canadians, regardless of our origins. Taking this two-pronged approach could resolve
the problem of the two conflicting rights. Another option, however, is the bicultural identity in which
the child would have understanding and feel a belonging to two different cultures simultaneously.
This would necessitate knowledge of both ethnoracial origins, which is not always possible in
intemational adoption, but as the research above reveals, even if origin is known, it may not lead to
identification. In terms of race, this can be a constant reminder of origin and of the dissimilarity
between the child and his family. The researchers draw on Saetersdal and Dalen
(1991)concluding: “The key to helping [children] develop the skills they need to function safely as
visible minority personfs] is to leam to assess when they need to be ‘stressing their differences,’

and when they need to simply be acknowledging them” (1998, p. 50).
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in summary, research over the decades has established the development of identity as a
potential area of difficulty for transracial adoptees. This same research has identified the need for
meaeaﬁonofpmgmnsspeciﬁcannyfpamntsmhaveadOMedelladommﬁchw. Even
research that has not named transracial adoption as negatively impacting on identity has asserted
the need for these kinds of programs to support parents. Nevertheless, there is still a disquieting
absence of those resources. Thisiswhylhavesetouttostaﬂheprocesofcreaﬁgmem. My
goal in this research is to start the development of programming to help parents to support their
transracially adopted children in their process of developing positive ethnoracial identities.
Through this process, | am engaging with a variety of related discourses, specifically those on
attachment, identity, development and difference. All of these are by now highly developed and
complex in authorship. | draw from them selectively in order to support the main objective of this
work; | am therefore not making myself responsible for a comprehensive treatment of those bodies
of literature. | will deal with these issues in the discussion section.

Methodology

This is a proposal to create a program to support transracial adoptive families. The result
of the research involved in this thesis will be to work with transracially adoptive families to develop
the program. This will be done in three phases. The first phase is what | am calling capacity
building, which | will discuss below in my section on theory. The second phase will be to analyze
the findings from phase one. The final phase will be to use that information to create a program for
transracially adopting parents to support the development of positive ethnoracial identities in their
children. The manner in which this will be done has been influenced by a number of different
theories. Below, | discuss operational terminology, ethics and positionality; | also give an overview
of the major theories that are a part of the procedure and analysis, as well as detailing the

procedure.



Operational Terminology

The focus of this research is the development of a program to support the development of
posttive ethnoracial identities in adopted persons. There has been some discussion in the
literature about what this means and whether it, “positive ethnoracial identities”, i an appropriate
phrase (Richards, 1992; Tizard & Phoenix, 1994). My goal is not to reduce ethnic or racial identity
to a dichotomy of white and non-white. Nor is it my intention to reduce identity to the dichotomy of
good or bad. Identity is a complex mixing of numerous variables that is always in process involving
leaming and adapting to the environment. | am using “ethnoracial” to encapsulate both racial and
ethnic variables as one alone would not be inclusive enough for my discussion. | use the term
“race” uneasily since it is a floating signifier, as Stuart Hall has described, dependent on cultural
and social cues. But race is a variable in society and in culture, consequently, | am using it as a
socially constructed variable. | am using “ethnicity” to include the differences within one “race”
(e.g., Somalian, Jamaican, etc.). | am using the term “positive” to represent a balance between
positive and negative thoughts, so that everyday life is not being negatively impacted by a weight
of negative feelings related to ethnicity and/or race. | do not use positive to negate or exclude any
negative feelings, as | am arguing that there are numerous variables in society that encourage
negative feelings about ethnicity and race that any non-white person is susceptible to. Indeed
people of colour, regardless of the racial make-up of their family, face ongoing challenges of how to
live in a racist environment on a daily basis and how to incorporate coping mechanisms into
identity. It is a problematic term, like race, but in terms of this research I have not yet developed a

more appropriate one.



Procedural Theory

This methodology has been influenced by a number of different theories: Participatory
Action Research (PAR), needs assessment, capacity building, empowerment theory, adult
education models/change agency and the constructionist movement in psychology. First of all, the
initial model that | wanted to use was PAR. PAR is a “collaborative action-oriented” process of
research developed out of concern about the relationship between power and knowledge,
speciﬁmﬂy,meuseofkrtoMedgeasatoolbydomhalugmupsformahtainhg control (Chataway,
1997, p. 750). Through PAR, groups who have typically been the researched—historically
oppressed, under-advantaged and over-studied—act on their environment as instruments of
change. The researcher takes a catalytic and supportive role in the work. The population
develops both the focus and method of inquiry itself with the researcher. PAR can effect change in
its very process and in the training of Participatory Action Researchers.within the community. PAR
can also provide the catalyst necessary both to motivate and to gain the understanding necessary
for community transformation (Chataway, 1997). The procedure utilized in this projectis a
modification of PAR. I have worked on a variety of participatory action projects and found that it
develops the best information and practical applications, and thus wanted to use it for this work. In
addition, it is a methodology that was developed for work with marginalized communities. Since
the non-white population is still marginalized, as are many associated with non-white communities
or individuals, it seemed appropriate to use this methodology. There is no pat way to proceed in
PAR. The process is, however, cyclical. A good example of this process is offered by Chataway

(1997, p. 753) from her work in Kahnawake.
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As my ideas about what | wanted to do developed, | realized that what was needed was a
practical program to support ITRA famifies, and TRA families in general. From here | needed to
look at needs assessment. But implicit in the theories associated with needs assessment is the
identification of needs that are somehow extraordinary and abnormal. In thinking about people,
specifically TRA families and racial issues (for many, issues that are not discussed in much depth
in the context of their personal families), I felt | needed something different from the standard
model of needs assessment. | arrived at the idea of using a community needs assessment model
called problematization, the model of capacity building, and the strengths perspective (Martin-
Costa & Semrano-Garcia, 1995).

Problematization appealed to me because it refers to a process of consciousness-faising
needs assessment, and a part of this project was anti-oppression consciousness-raising. The
process brings intervention and research together simultaneously and interdependently. It

assumes that every stage of the process should be permeated with explicit ideological inputs that



TRA 37

badtoomscioumes—raW(Maﬂh-Costa&Senam—Gamia, 1995, p. 264). There are four
objectives suggested for this modet:
1. meaeaﬁonofoolleaiveeﬁortstosolveoommunﬂypmblemsasdeﬁtedbyeommmﬁy
residents;
2. meadnievemetnofhdwidmlandgmppamdpaﬁonhmeamlysisofsocialreaw
3. the creation of grass-roots organization; and
4. the development of political skills among participants, resulting in their increased

involvement in public affairs (p. 264).

The ITRA fanilies would participate in identifying issues and creating possible ways of addressing
them. This model can help develop an already assembled group of grassroots organizations, as
most intemational adoption agencies are run by ITRA families, but it would also give them the
opportunity to expand what the agencies are about since it raises consciousness about oppression
and race-felated issues. As these are political issues in and of themselves, this problematization
process can help participants develop political skills, specifically the skill to identify potentially
oppressive variables in their families’ lives and some basic tools for dealing with them.

The model proceeds through four phases. In the first phase the researcher familiarizes
herself with the community and literature on it The second phase involves identifying a core group
of participants, including both community members and interveners. During the third phase, task
groups, activities, workshops, education, skill development, needs assessment, etc. are developed.
Special focus is placed on cohesion-building and the general intemal working of the group. The
final stage invites the involvement of new goals and new groups. The cycle then repeats itself
(Martin-Costa & Serrano-Garcia, 1995). This is a process similar to PAR and similar to
Participatory Action Evaluation, both of which | am practised in to some degree. As such, | hope to

find myself influenced by the process. Most notably, | want to pay special attention to the cohesion
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ofmesmangroupsmatparﬁcipate,asmesegmupswnlendgreatsupponnotonlytome
development of the program but, overtime, to each other.

ThempadlybuﬂdhgmodelisanaﬂemaﬁvemneedsassessmemKrewnm&McKnigm
(1993) explains why needs-focused inquiry is problematic by pointing out that the images that
sprhgtomhdﬁomareassudmasSouthnx,SwﬂxCenﬂalLAandPuincHowhgare
negative, i.e., crime, violence, unemployment, drugs, gangs, vacant buildings, etc. The images
present a neighbourhood and its people that are needy, problematic, and deficient. These images
may be based in some reality, but the problem arises when these images are presented as nota
truth, but the truth about a community. Once accepted, these needs maps determine how to
address problems, specifically deficiency-oriented policies and programming (p. 2).

Public, private and non-profit human service systems, often supported by university
research and foundation funding, translate the programs into local activities that teach people the
nature and extent of their problems, and the value of services as the answer to their problems. As
a result, the behaviours of residents in many lower income urban neighbourhoods are affected
because they come to believe that their well-being depends upon being a client. They begin to see
themselves as people with special needs that can only be met by outsiders. They become
consumers of services, with no incentive to be producers (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993, p.2).

Capacity building offers an altemative. It is supported by two social observations. First, it
has been shown over time that the initiatives that are most advantageous to the community occur
when the community is meaningfully involved. Secondly, the hope for new initiatives or financial
assistance from outside urban communities is increasingly dismal. Consequently, it behooves one
to look inside communities to recognize and build on the capacity already there. It starts with
creating a new map, a map of assets in the community. Each community group, association,

religious group, household, individual, business, public institution and organization, etc. adds to the
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map. Kretzmann & McKnight (1993) argue that it is essential to include the assets of those who
have been labeled marginalized and ignored by greater society. An inventory of gifts is made of
these assets. At this point, the community has acknowledged the strong core of participation and
community-ooted traditions, and also taken steps to build on the already existing roots and started
new ones.

Atthough this model is grounded in lower income urban areas, there are many elements of
this approach that | find | can use in my work. First of afl, it approaches families as having the
capacity to support the developing of TRA ethnoracial identity. Secondlly, it makes the point that
capacity-building is not based on the assumption that outside communities are not needed. In fact
Kretzmann & McKnight assert that the assets within the community are necessary but not sufficient
to meet all needs. | would modify that assumption to fit my work as follows: building resources
within the TRA community is necessary, but other communities, namely the ethnoracial cultures
and communities of the adoptees, will also be a part of the process.

Capacity-building leads to, and from, empowerment theory. Empowerment, generally
speaking, is ‘the ability of people to gain understanding and control over personal, social,
economic, and political forces in order to take action to improve their life situations” (Israel, et al.,
1995, p. 152). “Individual or psychological empowerment refers to an individual's ability to make
decisions$ and have control over his or her personal life. It is similar to other constructs such as
self-efficacy and self-esteem in its emphasis on the development of a positive self-concept or
personal competence” (Israel et al., 1995, p. 152)." In these definitions, empowerment is very
much a part of the goals of the program. Itis my goal that both TRA and their families will begin to
examine critically the role that racism and discrimination play in their world, how they manifest
themselves, and how one develops specific coping mechanisms. Israel et al. (1995) offers a useful

diagram of the stress process, which they relate to empowerment.
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The idea is that those who are empowered have their consciousness raised, are better able to
cope with the impacts of stress, (read: difference, racism and discrimination) and are aware of their
capacity to respond. In looking at the diagram, | tacitly imagined racism and discrimination, as per
democratic racism (cf. p.5), being a part of stress; specifically, that there are often stresses working
in our lives that we are unable to name or are even unaware of; for TRAs and their families some
of them may be race (e.g., the racial difference in the family), racism, or discrimination.

The methodology of this initiative was also influenced by education theory, specifically the
approach outlined by Rick Amoid, Bev Burke, Carl James , D'arcy Martin and Barb Thomas (1998)
in Educating for a Change. The book is a practical tool to working with people (adult education
theory but not exclusively). It comes from the perspective of educators and activists who challenge
the status quo (p. 1). Itis a political tool, and power is central to its practice. Among other things,
the book suggests what the authors call the spiral model. | find this a helpful tool because | am
coming from the perspective of a change agent who works persistently as an activist and an
educator against oppression. This work is dealing especially with racism and discrimination: thus
this perspective is a part of this initiative.

Educating for a Change introduced the spiral model. Simply put, in the centre of the spiral

is number one, starting with the participants’ experiences. As we spiral out, we move to number
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two, looking for pattemns in those experiences. Next, we can add some new information to these
pattems, number three. Fourth comes practice skills, strategizing and planning for action. The

final part at the outer perimeter of the spiral is applying in acnby_\ 3
2 _

The final theory that has impacted my approach to this initiative is the constructionist
movement in psychology. It has not necessarily had a practical influence, but more of a theoretical
one. The constructionist focuses on how it is that people describe, explain and account for both
the world in general and their lives in it. It finds themes in people’s accounts of life through time.
Gergen (1985) suggests that methodologically, constructionist theory manifests one or more
assumptions. First, each individual's experiences of the world are not sufficient to prescribe the
terms of existence. Doubt about the taken-for-granted nature of knowledge and the constraints
that language has put nurtured a medium to challenge the “objective basis of conventional
knowledge” (p. 267).

The second assumption recognizes the role that humans play in constructing our world,
and the role that inquiry plays in that relationship.

[t]he terms in which the world is understood are social artifacts, products of historically

situated interchanges among people. From the constructionist position the process of

understanding is not automatically driven by the forces of nature, but it is the result of an
active, cooperative enterprise of persons in relationship. In this light, inquiry is invited onto

the historical and cultural bases of various forms of world construction (p. 267).
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Finally, the constructionist view casts doubt on notions such as truth, reality and
interpretation as they pertain to the correlation between one steadfast variable like truth or reality
and another changing variable ike social circumstances. Most relevant to the topic at hand would
be how seff-identity is informed by the changing nature of the individual’s dialogic environment.

The Analysis

The Procedure

The analysis procedure was primarily influenced by the PAR, constructionist,
problematizing and grounded theory models. | analyzed the data using constant comparative and
theoretical questioning models of grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). The data were
reviewed using open, axial and selective coding of grounded theory, but because participants were
made privy to the literature on related subjects it could not be called grounded theory (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990). The process was informed by memoing, (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) which included
reflections based in thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) and conceptual density® (Strauss & Corbin,
1994). The analysis process moved through one to three (depending on the participants availability
and interest) feed-back loops or members checks from both those who participated in the research
and additional service providers, adoptees and adoptive parents (Guba & Lincolin, 1994; Strauss &
Corbin, 1994; Martin-Costa & Serrano-Garcia, 1995; Chataway, 1997) .
Foundational Theory for Procedure

Following both the Spiral Model and the constructionist theory, (as well as suggestions

from grounded theory, specifically Strauss & Corbin, 1994) | called upon a series of substantive

’ Geenz explains that this is the cultural context that distinguishes a wink from a blink, for example. * . . a stratified hierarchy of
meaning structures in terms of which twitches, winks, fake-winks, parodies, rehearsals of parodies are produced, perceived, and
interpreted . . . (Geentz, 1973, p.7).

"=, richness of concept development and relationship—which rest on great familiarity with associated data and are checked out
systematically with these data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p.274).
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theories, especially those of development, identity and adoption. Within developmental theory | will
focus predominantly on attachment, adoption and creation of narratives of identity. These theories
provided the foundation from which | was able to draw pattems from the results. The following

diagram depicts the architectonic of my engagement with the results of this research.

Compiling and Codilying Data

- e Engaging with
Gathering Data and <4——p | Identifying major themes —p other
participants discourses

! f

The discourses presented in this section were used to inform the process detailed in the above

diagram. They are not, however, the focus of my work and | am therefore not making myself
responsible for a comprehensive treatment of them.

Attachment theory has been soundly based on the theories of John Bowiby and Mary
Ainsworth. As most foundational theory is associated to Bowiby’s name, | will summarize his
theory; Ainsworth's research, however, has been instrumental in creating this foundation. Bowiby
(1969) introduced a process in humans whereby infants put out signals, such as crying or smiling
at adults, to ensure that they will provide for them. Adults, being predisposed to these signals,
respond. Critical in this process is attachment formation. Bowiby identifies four parts to this
process in which infants focus their signals on specific familiar aduts, resulting in attachment.
First, the infant shows indiscriminate social responsiveness from birth to two months of age. The
child develops a number of social signals, now called attachment behaviours. Attachment
behaviours bring the child closer to adults in an attempt at ensuring comfort and security. The
second stage is discriminating sociability, from two months through to seven months. The baby

starts to show preference for specific caregivers. They start to show an understanding of
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reciprocity in social interactions, effectance in their ability to impact on others’ behaviours, and trust
in their caregivers who respond to their signals. The third phase is aftachment which Bowiby
locates between seven and twenty-four months of age. Here the infants, instead of waiting for their
caregivers fo respond, start to take responsibility for staying in proximity to them, as they now
understand reciprocity. Children now protest more when their caregivers, or attachment figures,
leave or when in proximity of strangers. The fourth phase is goal-corrective behaviour. As the
child becomes less egocentric, she becomes more aware of their parents and accommodates for
them. As such, child and attachment figure are able to come to mutually agreed upon outcomes
(Bowiby, 1969; Lam et al., 1992, pp. 467-472). Both Bowiby (1969) and Ainsworth (cited in Lam et
al, 1992) declare that attachments are formed to those whom the child associates with consistent,
predictable, and appropriate responses to their attachment behaviour over time (p.469).

Many theorists such as Grotevant (1992 1997) and Phinney & Rosenthal(1992) take a
developmental approach to identity. Indeed Grotevant (1992; 1997) insists that such an approach
is imperative for examining development because it is a process. ldentity must be understood as a
process with no finished end point and with consideration of historical and contextual situation of
the individual (Erikson, 1968; Hall, 1990; Grotevant, 1997). Adoptive identity or ethnoracial identity
are no exceptions and should be examined as processes as well (Hall, 1990; Grotevant, 1997).

Most developmental theories of ethnoracial identity describe a three-stage process . The
first is a period where ethnic identity is unexamined. It has been observed by many different
theorists, often in terms of being a phase of pre-consciousness, pre-exploration, or pre-
engagement with identity. Phinney & Rosenthal (1992) explains that attitudes are still dependent
on extemal factors such as friends, family and community. In early adolescence, youth may have
a positive image of their ethnic group or they may show out-group preference due to negative

ethnic imagery and stereotyping. Thus attitudes may still be in foreclosure for these reasons or
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ﬂ\eymaybediﬁused.metopichavingneverbeengivenanymought The second phase tips the
hdvﬁudﬂoacﬁveengagementwi&benﬁwhisu&nl&stemﬁomaspedﬁchddemm
brings them face to face with the issue of identity (.g., a racially charged confiict, etc.). The final
phase finds the individual committing to a way of life, a way of being, finding resolution of the
identity crisis and achieving a more solid sense of himself.

Grotevant (1992; 1997) looks at these three stages in the process of developing identity in
adopted persons. Grotevant (1997) explains that even through in-race adoptees do not struggle
with the same dynamics of negotiating racial hierarchies and their “place” in relation to an
oppressive dominant culture, they still struggle with a similar developmental process. He explains
that adoptees have the added experience of having to deal with what being adopted means. Itis
the elements of their identity that are givens or assigned, such as being adopted or being
ethnoracially different from their famifies, that are of particular focus for them to deal with.

The first phase is pre-integration. First-person accounts often illustrate a pre-crisis stage
during which adoption issues are encapsulated and not integrated into a larger whole. “Different
metaphors have been used to describe this state, but they each describe denial’ (Grotevant, 1997,
p. 17). Lifton (1994) also described a phase of denial: “. . . It became important for my sense of
coherence as a self to imagine myself as not adopted” (p-81, cited in Grotevant, 1997 p. 17).
However, adoptees are sometimes unwilling or even unable to deal with their adoptive status. This
lack of will or ability is sometimes expressed through internalized or extemalized behavioural
problems (Grotevant, 1997 p.17).

In the following phase, adoptees may experience what he calls “disequilibrating
experiences” that bring identity to the forefront (1997, p. 18). These experiences may tip the
adoptee into a crisis of identity. The process of questioning can be tumed inward, resulting in self-

doubt or obsession (Grotevant, 1997). On the other hand, it can simply encourage the adoptee to
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engage actively with her identity. This is not a single-cycle process, however. Adoptees may
experience a number of cycles, and each cycle may facilitate deeper and more meaningful
integration of the adoptee’s identity (Grotevant, 1997).

“Ultimately, the identity quest can lead to an integrated sense of identity constructed into a
narrative that includes one’s adoption circumstances as well as all the other aspects of identity
important to adult functioning” (Grotevant, 1997, p.18, my emphasis). Adoptees may express
interest in their biological heritage and may search for their biological family. This can help the
adoptee integrate his adopted status into the narrative of who he is, thus finding a resolution of his
identity. This achievement is not, however, the end of the process. Identity keeps evolving and
developing over the life-span. Grotevant also points out that resolution is not inevitable, and some
do not reach this point.

As described above, Huh & Reid (2000) have proposed a developmental outline for

ethnoracial identity development in intemnational adoptees from Korea. Their theory is detailed in

the chart below.

Stages of the Development of Identity

Recognizing and
rejecting differences
(4-6)

This age includes big changes like starting kindergarten. This means a new group of
people. This was the point where adoptees recognized they were different. Many were
still unable to recognize ethnicity and were confused about their race. These children
knew they were from Korea, but didn't grasp its significance. Another researcher
reported that some Korean children identified with black when they realized that they
were not white. Parents played an important role as they exposed their children to
Korean culture. At kindergarten age, children were exposed to other cultures as well.
Kindergarten is the beginning of kids wanting to belong; thus it might translate into a
child's reluctance to engage with Korean culture.

The beginning of ethnic
identification (7-8)

Around the age of 7, children grasp ethnicity and its physical resuits. They begin to
understand Korea as a separate country, that they are Korean and that that is why they
appear different from their parents. Questions and/or teasing from other children about
being different initiates discussion. Most adoptees reported teasing. Coping
mechanisms varied. These experiences played a role in adoptees’ attitudes toward
being adopted. Parents are especially important in this phase. Their perceptions of how
important Korean culture is to their child plays a role in the adoptees’ ethnic identity.
Parents who exposed their children to and educated their children about Korean culture
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hsﬁnedpridehmeidﬂdmammeieﬂnbny.momesm»sepammsdidmﬂeel
itwasinponamtosuppondidnotseemeiemnidtyasespecianyinpommtomek

sense of self.
Acceptance of Adoptees’atﬁmestowardsmeiKoreanidmﬁtydevebpfum.Someaccemmei
difference vs ethnic emnbityandfeelposiﬁveabomitﬂnyfeelposiﬁveabommewaymeybokmdfeel
dissonance proud of their ethnicity. These adoptees identified themselves as Korean American and
9-11) immersed themselves in Korean culture (language, cultural camps and Tae Kwon Do).

Integrating Korean Adoptees who had exposure to Korean culture identified as both Korean and American
heritage and American anddisa:ssedﬂnirhtegmﬁonhtoboﬁwhures.AdoMeeswemabbmmpﬁde
culture hmekKommbackgromdormeirmedforaddﬁonalexposuremmeierre.mek
(12-14) desiretobamaboutmeirwnureismbngerhresponsetomeencoumgememﬁom
their parents, but comes from their own interest. Friends and school play a larger role in
fostering pride and interest in adoptees’ ethnicity in comparison to parents’. Around
Grade Six, adoptees started leaming about different countnes and cultures in school.
The opportunity to study a particular country led adoptees to study Korea in depth. The
opportunity both to leam about and teach their peers about their country of origin was a
source of pride for many adoptees.

Adoptees also became aware of stereotypes and how these have been applied to
them. “Their identification as a Korean and their pride in their own ethnicity were
becoming based on more concrete knowledge about Korea rather than just about their
differences or uniqueness” (p. 84). They looked in more in-depth ways at Korean
culture through studying its history, looking into how Korean children of their age group
lived, Korean make-up and hairstyles and looking for Korean role-models. Some
children who had not previously been very interested in Korean, started to show some
interest as inspired by their school curriculum. Their interest was sporadic without a
stimulus to leam about Korea, but the author suggests that these sorts of interests are

opportunities for development of ethnic identity.

pp. 80-85
The final developmental theory | want to introduce is what | will call narrative theory. A

number of identity theorists write about the process of identity as developing a narrative. The
Family Story Collaborative Team identified four aspects of namative coherence: internal
consistency, organization (management of narrative, how points are made), congruence between
affect and content (fit between actions or thoughts described and emotion expressed), flexibility
(ability to explore new ideas and altematives, view issues (Grotevant, 1997).
Participants
The project will focus on intercountry transracially adopted individuals (ITRA) who identify

themselves or who are identified by another as non-white and who are at least in early
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adolescence (16 and up), and on the parents of ITRAs. This included the parents of [TRAs who
identify/are identified as of African-Canadian, Hispanic, Indigenous and Asian (including al
regions) descent. Parents were recruited from St Anne’s Adoption Centre intemational adoption
agency, Guatemalan Gems support community, Adoption Council of Ontario and word of mouth.
'lherewereeightadopteesandtwelveparentswhopameipated. Adoptees and parents
represented ten different families. The adoptees ranged in age from late teens to thirties.? In the
analysis process, staff from Open Amms to Intemational Adoption agency and Children’s Bridge
participated and five additional adoptive parents.
Procedure

This was qualitative research influenced by the practical theories that | described above,
specifically Capacity Building, Problematizing, PAR and the Spiral Mode! (Kretzmann & McKnight
1993; Martin-Costa & Serrano-Garcia 1995; Chataway, 1997; Amold et al 1998). The procedure
reflecting these models took place in three phases.

Phone One Interviews with Intemationally adopted adoptees placed transracially and
Intemationally adoptive parents who adopted children transracially.

Focus groups with intemationally adoptive parents who adopted transracially

Focus group Intemationally adopted adoptees placed transracially

Passive observation of Adoption agency and adoption service providers.

Phase Two Compile preliminary results and send them to participants. Gather
feedback. ‘
Phase Three Present final version of results section to participants and other transracilly

placed adoptees, parents and service workers. Gather feedback.

Phase one. The first phase took place in four parts over the summer of 2001. The first part
involved interviewing four adoptees and five parents who were unable to schedule group
discussions. Interviews were both face to face and by phone. Two interviews were held, with both

parents in attendance. The second and third parts involved focus groups. One focus group was

* Anumber of adoptees requested that their ages not be given; thus | have omitted all exact ages.
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held with parents (n=7), and one was held with adoptees (n=3). The mode! | used for the focus
groups was Kitchen Table Talks (KTT). The KTT is essentially an informal focus group. The basic
model would involve families chosen from the community in which, hopefully, information would be
gathered. The families would be well respected in their community, for example, a family where
manyofthelomlyouthspendtimeorafamilywhopanicipatedhmanyoommunityactiviﬁes. The
family is asked to host a dinner/KTT at their home. The family invites their friends to come to their
home-cooked meal or pot-luck, and after dinner members of the family lead a focus group with the
guests. The family members are trained by researchers and follow a research design prescribed
by the researchers, but they do all the practical work themselves (Mortison, 2001).

The KTT model that | used was a variation of the preceding model. Parent support groups
were consulted and asked to identify one or two families who could host the KTT. These families
were approached about hosting a KTT and one was chosen. Instead of only the family members
facilitating the focus group, however, | facilitated. This was done for two reasons. First of all, fam
working on the assumption that a focus group such as this will gather more useful information i it is
led by someone familiar with the issues that it faces. Next, | made three assumptions: first, that it
is very difficult for parents to talk about things that they could have done but didn’t do, or things
that they feel that they should have done for their children in raising them; secondly, issues around
race, in particular, are difficult issues to talk about with people, and as the research above reveals,
many TRA families are not in the practice of having in-depth discussions about how race and
related issues impact their personal lives; finally, | assumed, based on both the literature above
and personal experience with adoptees, that there would be some families who do not like to focus
attention on the ways that their adoptive child is different from themselves, as they feel that the
child is a part of their family regardless of biology. It is because of these three assumptions that |

felt an insider is an important part of what a facilitator can bring because | am more likely to
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mderstammesensiﬁﬁﬁes.meexpeﬁemes,aMMnmncesofoamilysﬁmﬁon. Buta
facirnatoraboneedstobeabbmaskmequesﬁonsmatgenﬂymovemedswssbnbeyondthe
level that these families may go if an insider to their community were facifitating. The KTT outline
was as follows:

KTT with Parents

Participants arrive, “meet and greet.”

Informal conversation getting to know each other

* Consent statement and forms. Asking the group if they agree to the discussion being recorded
with an audio-recorder.

* Introductions (go around the room): name, tell us your family’s adoption story, tell us about

your family in general, what would you fike to get out of this meeting, do you have any

apprehensions about this meeting?

A brief overview of the literature on transracial adoption and identity.

Question: What kinds of things did your family do wefl to support your child’s identity?

Question: What kinds of things did your family struggle with?

What kinds of supports were available in the community?

What kinds of supports do you wish you had had, or wish that you had now?

Debriefing (go around the room): anything that you would like to add or share, and what did

you get out of this discussion. Closing comments.

In the case of interviews, the same questions were asked.

| started the formal part of the KTT with a summary of literature to familiarize the
participants with what other families had said. This may help families to talk about issues by
stimulating thought and by illustrating that many families struggle with the same issues. The
Questions were composed with the building-capacity model in mind; they inquire into the
participants’ assets (and experiences are assets) to create a positive and, hopefully, safe
environment (see table above). | then began to move into discussing issues families have
struggled with and areas where they would have or would like support. In this way, families who
wanted to do more to support their children’s ethnoracial identity could gather practical suggestions
from the group without having to ask or feel “on display.” In addition, this approach, | believe,

helped relax the group to discuss race, their personal experiences, their fears, etc. more openly.
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The same format was used with interviews. I took extensive notes during conversations, and all
megmupmembersmmwieweesagreedtoravhgmedisanﬁonmmmd(wmmam
recorder).Thegmmmnforappmxinatelymreehours,wimmemberscomhgandgohgatme
beginning and end. The interviews ran from one to three hours. Participants often asked me about
my experiences and my opinions on various issues. | answered some and posed some to the
group for discussion, adding my thoughts afterwards.

Thehirdpaﬁofheﬁrstphasewasafocusgmupwhadoptees.misKTTwasheldina
coffee shop. The outiine of focus groups/KTT was as follows:

KTT with Adoptees
Participants arrive, “meet and greet.”

Informal discussion and getting to know each other

e Consent statement and form. Asking the group/individual agreed to the discussion being
recorded with an audio-recorder.

* Introductions (go around the room): name, what your interests/passions are, tell us your

adoption story and how you identify ethnoracially.

Overview of adoption and identity literature.

What kinds of things did your family do that helped you develop a positive identity?

What kinds of things did you and your family struggle with?

Whatkindsofsupponsdidyoufmhmecommunitytohelpyoudevelopaposiﬁveidentity?

What kinds of things would you have liked to have had or like to have to support you

developing a positive identity?

®  Debriefing (go around the room): of the things that we have discussed, what things stand out
for you as really important for nurturing a positive ethnoracial identity in TRA? Closing
comments.

In the case of interviews, the same questions were asked.

After a few minutes it became clear to me that for this group to work | had to act as a
participant facilitator instead of an interviewer or extemal facilitator. The mood of the conversation
was almost immediately cohesive and based on common experiences and understanding. In such
a situation, for me to withhold my experiences, in my opinion, would have harmed the group’s

cohesion.
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The third part was observation of St. Anne’s Adoption Agency and the Adoption Council of
Ontario office. Thispanenabbdmetopmvideacontextformeexpeﬁencedfamiiesadopti\g
intemationally and to gather additional perspectives. My goal was to inform my interpretation of the
data with thick description (Geertz, 1973) (cf. p. 43). | talked with various staff members both briefly
and in depth about their work and their thoughts on adoption in general and the focus of this
research.

Phase Two. The second phase started with contacting those participants from Phase One
who wanted to be a part of the group developing the actual program. | provided the participants
with a summary of the data collected and later, a complete copy of this document. Using the
plethora of analyses adoptees and parents provided during data collection, their thoughts on the
results of the data, the literature described above and additional data on parenting, | created the
first draft of the program and of this thesis. | sent subsequent pieces of this thesis (i.e., the results
section) to the participants for their input and in order to make adjustments necessary. This
process will continue past this thesis both in further detailing the program and in its implementation.
During this phase I also increased a number of participants by providing copies of the results
section to adoptees, parents and service providers who were interested in sharing their opinions
and in being a part of the analysis and program development process.

Ethics

| informed each agency about the project. | answered question that they had about the
initiative, and my motivation for doing it, i.e. my MSW thesis and my adoption status. A verbal
consent script was read before each focus group. The form included information about the project,
myself, and their right to discontinue their participation at any point. It also gave them the choice to
have their name included among the acknowledgements or in the body of the paper. Those who

did not want their names included in the report were given the option to choose a pseudonym or
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indicate that no name is to be used in reference to them in the final report. There was an
opportunity for participants to ask questions and clarify details, after which each participant signed
a consent form. | asked the members of each group if they minded the use of a tape recorder.
Only one participant in an interview objected and the discussion was not recorded. In the event of
emotions being triggered during or after the research, | made myself available for counseling after
each KTT or interview and was prepared to provide information about counselling in the area for
any longer care. When the results had been compiled, | sent them to each participant. | asked
them for their feedback and to notify me if there was any detail disclosed that they were
uncomfortable with.
Positionality

| am a transracially adopted child. | was but a few days old when | was placed in the care
of my adoptive family. | am a light-skinned Jamaican-Canadian, and | self-identify as a Black
woman. | have a very positive ethnoracial identity that has been predominantly nurtured by my
own interest. | grew up in a very positive and supportive family, but my ethnoracial identity was not
a predominant topic of discussion. Over the past years it has become a topic of discussion,
initiated by my interest in exploring it and its meaning to me. My family has supported me through
every step of my exploration. In preparation for this work, | have spent and will continue to spend a
great deal of time engaging with my own feelings about my ethnoracial identity, as well as
transracial adoption and identity in general. At this point | do not have a stance on transracial
adoption, but | am of the belief that potential adoptive families need to work conscientiously at
developing their awareness of racial and ethnic-related issues, such as oppression in its related
forms (racism, discriminations, etc.).

As a faciltator, | have to remain as neutral and true to the theory that | have discussed

above as possible and work on not making my experience of TRA (both positive and negative) the
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norm by which other families are compared. To ensure that this is a real possibiity for me to do, |
have been actively working on recognizing what my experience of TRA was/is, how | feel about it
and how it compares to some other experiences, such as those recorded in the literature above
and the results that follow. An important way to guard as much as possible against researcher bias
is the PAR modei that brings the data back to the community for feedback.

Results0

Struggles
What both adoptees and parents said about their struggles can be fruitfully gathered under

the following headings:

Racism and dealing with race

Native Culture, Birth Parents and Country of Origin
Sorrow, Anger and Attachment

Being Different and Seeing Difference
Relationships and Social Interactions

Parents’ Emotions

The False Self

NoOOELND -~

But as one parent putit: “. . . it's all finked together. You can't possibly separate it. Sometimes she
goes into the race thing, sometimes she’ll go into the Dad thing, sometimes she'l go into the
abandonment thing, sometimes guilt."
1. Racism and dealing with race

Experiences of racism were highlighted by almost every adoptee and every parent
interviewed. Adoptees described experiences of racism from interaction with family, friends (peers
and family friends) and the public in general. It was the reality of having to deal with racism and its

legacy’s impact on everyday life that adoptees spoke about the most. “Dealing with racism” was

'* Some descriptions of participants have been slightly altered to protect confidentiality.
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ﬁstedbymostadopteesaMparents(aMsbhgshmu@mM—hmﬂmmﬂ)asabemMg
reality that no one was prepared to face.

Adoptees and parents struggled with coming into an understanding of what racism looks like;
racism is not always obvious or easy to identify. It has many residual effects in everyday life for
people of colour.

I know, that following around the store thing. And that’s something my family doesn't

understand. They don't see it. . .My sister noticed once. When | go up to (name of rural city)

people stare. . .and just probably five years ago, my sister and | were in (name of city) walking

downtown and she’s like ‘why is everybody staring at you?’ I'm like * (sister's name) that'’s like,

welcome to my life. That happens all the time.’ She was like, starting to glare back at them

and said ‘I'd never noticed that before.’ | know you didn't. Nobody did, you know? | had to

take that on when | was eight years old.
Many adoptees described situations in which they would find themselves in the midst of an incident
that was evoking intense emotions, but they didn't know why. They explained that they felt it had
to do with race or being different but that they didn't quite understand how. Adoptees felt very
strongly that adoptive parents shouid have taken anti-racism training courses before adopting to
expose them to the complexity of what racism can look like and how it can be experienced by the
adoptee as well by siblings and their parents through association. Adoptees expressed intense
anger that their parents had not been prepared to recognize and deal with racism, not to mention
help their children in dealing with it.

Because racism was not a topic that was discussed in family communications, adoptees

did not know how to bring questions to their parents. For example, one adoptee remembered the
first time he was called n*%%#$. It should be pointed out that this adoptee is not of African

descent. This adoptee was able to retun home and discuss it with siblings and gain some
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understanding of the situation and to prepare himself for future experiences. This adoptee did not
tell his parents however. Many other adoptees described this pattem. One adoptee explained that
shelmewherparemsdidnotexpeﬁencememmhgsandassuchdidn’tmhkofmenﬁoningit
to them. But those who did not have siblings felt that they did not have any resources available to
them to confirm that it was an issue of race and that it was an example of racism, etc., let alone
how to deal with it. No adoptee reported discussing immediate incidents of racism with anyone but
other adopted siblings.

Parents’ discussion of racism was marked by an intense disillusionment with society’s level of
acceptance, tolerance, etc.. In one parent's words: “! was really quite surprised at how prejudiced
people are. | mean, | thought | had some idea but | really didn't. . . | was really quite surprised at
how endemic it is and how subtle it is.” Another family told the following story:

Her teacher had a treasure box and if they got all their work done or whatever it was, they got

to choose something out of the box. So she went and looked through it and automatically

picked out the Guatemalan change purse—the woven Guatemalan change purse and one of

the kids in the class . . . said to her “Oh there goes (Name) and her dumb Indian ways.
Another family who had adopted a number of children intemationally gave an example. The
parents observed that their child who was of African descent was either socially rejected or shown
exoticized interest. This was most frequently expressed through an assumed intimacy as a resuft
of objectifying the child. The parents explained that strangers would often take licence to touch the
childs hair without asking for permission. On the other hand, the child they adopted from South
East Asia drew a very different response. On the whole, no one wanted to touch this child and any
interest in the child was expressed as treating her like a (“China”) doll. These observations

exemplify a common theme for people of colour which is the racialized assumption of intimacy. In



TRA 57

discussion of the experiences of another adult adoptee of African descent, who described frequent
situations where her hair would be touched o pulled, the group summarized the related feeling:
A1: They wouldn't do that if you were blond though. | mean who goes and pulls some
blond’s hair when she’s waking down the street? . . .
A2: :.. Yeah they can because I'm just biack. I'm just here to be touched. And let's not
even get into the whole sexualizations of the black woman. . .
Another adoptee of African descent recalled that although his parents’ friends were supportive of
their choice to adopt, many also made it clear that the adoptee was not to become romantically
invoived with their children. Some parents faced opposition within their families resulting in family
members cutting off contact. These experiences ranged from simply ending face-to-face visits
(e.g., refusal to meet or visit with the new baby, etc.) to outright comments such as “Is a c@% &
the best you can do for my grandchild?” and “As if a c#°& @ isn't bad enough, you went and gota
n@#$%&2"

Race and racism took up a large portion of the discussions, adoptees struggling with their
identity as people who are non-white in particular. Adoptees described wrestling with what those
in the field of race and racism have termed intemalized racism. They described feeling
uncomfortable, insecure and even severely self-loathing because of their ethnic features. For
example, adoptees of colour described staying out of the sun to stay light and, irf some cases, to
‘pass” (for white) and conceal their ethnicity. ~ One adoptee explained “ still stay away from sun
- .- 1 get so dark so quickly and then—my hands as dark as they are . . . white skin is more
attractive.”

Related to this task was how those in the adoptees’ immediate circle of friends and family
perceived them. Most adoptees described situations where family and friends “saw them as white”

or, because they were colour blind, claimed not to see the adoptees’ race at all. it must be pointed
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out that a generation of parents (baby-boomers) were brought up being taught that colour
blindness was the approach of choice for the white population in relation to those who are non-
white. Whereas a few adoptees understood this perspective, most adamantly articulated how this
approach sent a message to them that it was undesirable for them to embrace their ethnicity since
a part of their person was not being seen. An example of this dynamic might go like this: a youth
might make a comment about his ethnic characteristics, and parents might respond by saying “oh,
but you aren't really Latino™ or “oh but you don't look Native. ™" Simitar comments were uttered by
peers and family friends. For example, a very common occurrence was as follows: a child’s
parents introduce the child to their family and friends for the first time. Friend or family members
respond by saying: “oh, she doesn't look Asian” (read as a compliment).

Some adoptees described these comments as sending a clear message to them that were
they to assert their ethnic identity, they would not be accepted and/or loved. In the words of one
adoptee: “There’s definitely that feeling that your complete assimilation is necessary to be loved.”
Adoptees expressed feeling tom. They feit that they had to “kill the memory” of their birth-families
to claim their place in their own families. They felt that they had to do this precisely by denying
their ethnicity, race and culture in order to prove their allegiance to their own environments and to
be worthy of love. | shall retum to this strong experience in the third section.

2. Nativé Culture, Birth Parents and Country of Origin

Both adoptees and parents discussed adoptees’ native culture. Adoptees talked about
very strong feelings of connection with their native cultures. This, in many cases, took the form of
a memory of the culture if they were adopted in childhood, or if not, a sensory or biological residue

left within them. This connection, however, did not last as a consistent interest in their culture

"' I have deliberately used the term Native (instead of Indigenous), because parents | spoke with used this term.
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throughout their lives. Most remembered periods when they were uninterested in their culture or at
times, in keeping with the previous theme, actively rejected their culture.

A1: | didn't want anything to do with black people when | was growing up. . .

Even doing this, taking about black fims and black actors. | didn't do that for a long time.

I felt good about not having seen Car Wash or like a Richard Pryor film. it felt really good

A2: Confirming the whiteness?

At: Yeah.

Interest was mediated by both phase of development and popular culture, not to mention individual
particularity. But phase and pop culture were not the only determining factors. For example, when
Roots first aired, the African-American experience was brought into popular cuiture. But adoptees
described feslings of extreme discomfort watching it with their families. They felt on display or
exposed. The family dynamic and their feelings about their role within their families and as people
who are different (i.e., as people of colour, as adoptees, etc.) also mediated their reactions and
interest.

Adoptees also described a connection with other non-white groups and their cultures. For
example, adoptees of African descent felt connections with the experiences of Indigenous or Latin
peoples. These connections were manifested in participation and/or interest shown in other non-
white cultures. Often these other cultures were more accessible to adoptees than their native
cultures, and provided comfort and connectedness. The adoptees’ feelings of connection both with
their ancestors and with the experiences of other non-white peoples also expressed itself in strong
feelings of anger and sorrow. Many adoptees who were not of African descent referred to their
intense feelings of anger and sorrow when they leamed about slavery in school, for example.
Adoptees also talked about the mistreatment of Indigenous peoples in Canada evoking the same

feelings. Family and friends often found this to be hard to understand, which generally not only
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contributed to insecurity about embracing their native culture and/or ethnicity but also sent the
message that the adoptee should strive to conform to a perceived norm in European Westem
cultural opinions.

Many parents expressed concems about their child’s ability to participate in his native
culture, and adoptees reported these kinds of difficulties. In most cases, the concemned parents
made concentrated efforts to immerse adoptees in their native culture, such as language classes,
heritage schools, dance or music classes. But adoptees experienced difficulties. One adoptee
said she had a whole series of jokes about how little she fits into her cultural group. Adoptees had
been raised in mainstream Canadian culture absorbing Westem dogma and doctrine. These
beliefs and ways of life can be antithetical to the native culture of the adoptees, thus creating a rift.
This also works the other way around in that the native culture of the adoptee can run contrary to
that of the adoptive family. Life circumstances such as sex before marriage, living together before
marriage and single parenting can find adoptees’ native culture prescribing one attitude and
behaviour whereas the adoptive family may have another norm. This can leave adoptees tom
between allegiances, even if the adoptee has never been raised in her native culture.

Adoptees and parents both expressed their difficulties in finding common respect for and
understanding of native culture. Adoptees described situations in which their parents negated
and/or belittied their native culture. In all examples mentioned, parents’ actions were motivated by
sparing the child ridicule, but their actions were grounded in the judgement that the cultural practice
was “not nommal” as compared to the popular cuiture’s baseline (read: European Westem culture).
Adoptees felt parents’ actions sent a message to them that their native cultures were backward or
bad. This judgement is also related to how ethnic identity is expressed. Growing dreadlocks, for
example, may reflect a celebration of heritage, heroes and spiritual beliefs for an adoptee but be

read as a rejection of the family’s norms, rebellion in general and drug use.
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Both adoptees and parents discussed how adoptees. country of origin and birth-famifies,
Specifically birth-mothers, are a part of everyday life. Adoptees expressed feefings of connection
with their country of origin and their birth-families, for example. For example, they spoke about the
role that grieving for their birth-families had played in their lives. Adoptees explained that there had
been a lack of opportunity to grieve for their birth-families. Some feft that their adoptive families
would have been open to their grieving, but adoptees explained that their parents didn't know how
to help them grieve.

A1: I don’t think that I've been (inaudible) allowed to grieve. . .even though they were

always open there was never any, | don't know. . .

A2: Like you don't really feel like why should you a child of five or six start a dialogue.
Adoptees said they didn't know what Questions to ask or how 1o start the conversation. Others felt
that their adoptive families were very closed to the different ways that children grieve. Their
questions about their birth-families, for example, made their parents uncomfortable or in some
cases were left unanswered or they were silenced, sending a strong message to the adoptee that
this was unsafe discussion teritory. This connection to birth-families, however, did not always
result in a desire to reinstate contact. Some adoptees had searched out their birth-families. These
refationships had been very positive, and enduring relationships had been formed; this should not,
however, be read as a regular occurrence.”

Adoptees and parents both discussed retuming to the country of onigin. It is listed under
struggles (with more detail provided in Supports chart, see Appendix A) because country of origin
would be featured in adoptees’ fantasies surrounding loss: for example, adoptees’ threats of
running away, i.e. running away to their native country. Some parents were concemed because
adoptees were anxious that they might be retumed to the country of origin and separated from their

parents. In addition, when offered the opportunity to retum to their country of origin, not all
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adoptees showed interest. Some feel they have to be ready to make that trip, some are eager,
some show little to no interest. But some would show interest in retuming but then reject the idea
in a manner that led parents to feel that they might be tuming it down to comfort the adoptive
parents or because of their uncertainty about the duration of time with birth-parents. For example,
one child first said, I really want to go to Guatemata.” Theparentssaidmatmeymoughtitwasa
great idea and that they would go one day. The child responded by saying: “You know I'm joking.”
The parent repeated that it was a great idea and that they would indeed goone day. The child
responded, ‘I never want to go. | want to stay here with you forever. I'm Canadian now.”

Parents spoke about their efforts to maintain some kind of link, where possible, with the
birth-mother and country of origin, but this was never an easy task. Some parents felt apologetic
that their children would not be able to access their ancestry whereas others were relieved. One
parent, who is involved with Intemational-adoptive families in many capacities, refayed the
following: ‘People have told me (inaudible) ‘that's why | went to China because there’s no chance
of the birth-mother coming back.’ Wait till your child is older and wants to search. ‘Well, she won't
be able to find her because she was abandoned’ .. " | will retum to this in the discussion on
parent’s emotions.

Country of origin was also discussed by adoptees. Many talked about how their parents
came to their country to adopt them. Many had a very informed knowledge about what was going
on in their countries and how, for example, political issues related to the practice of putting their
children up for intemational adoption. Some felt that adopting children out to other countries was
only a band-aid solution for their countries’ troubles and that the larger issues should be addressed
instead of taking on these temporary initiatives. This expression of opinion was accompanied by

intense anger around what motivation countries to adopt their children out and why families adopt.



3._Sorrow, Anger and Attachment

Adoptees and parents both described what | am calling adoptee sorrow. Adoptees
expressed a lingering feeling of sorrow that had been with them all through their lives in some form.
Some felt that it was as if they were grieving either a known figure, presumed to be both their
mothers (biological or foster mothers), or some unknown subject.

A1: It's a whole grieving process I think. Like my mother said when | was five (group

comments) like she said | cried the whole way home. I'd just sobbed . . . the child has to

kill those people. Like kill them off you know? it's like they don't exist anymore so that

whole trauma . . .

A2: The primary family?

A1: Yeah but also the birth mother too. Like in a way you're kind of killing off the birth

mother to go to the foster home, and then you have to kill them to go to the adoptive home

too.
Adoptees explained that their deep sorrow and hurt was either ignored or unrecognized by their
families. For example, their adoptive family would both ignore and fail to recognize i, focusing only
on their excitement about having a new child in the family.

I have this memory while | was growing up. Throughout my childhood of everyone's

always just ooohing and ahhhhing over e\;eryming I'did .. . I couldn't figure out why these

people were so excited over me because here | was, | mean, most of the time | think in my
heart of hearts feeling so depressed and miserable trying to grieve for what had happened
but no one wanted to accept this was a hard thing for me because it was just this big

celebration. “And she’s assimilated so well” (agreement from group). Exactly, exactly, and

even now when [ speak in my family, my family will not accept the fact that I'm adopted . .
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. So | feel like F'm wearing—like | have this big hom coming out of my head but no one

notices or comments on it.

Adoptees expkained that this pattem of ignoring sorrow and pain in adoptees carried on throughout
their lives. For example, friends and peers would not see how tender the issue of adoption was, or
the absence of information about their heritage. Adoptees also felt that their families and friends did
not realize the pain that was associated with being adopted. Adoptees felt that parents ignored
their anger and depression. Friends were reported as being mainly unaware of adoptees’
sensitivities, but some adoptees found their peers to be insensitive at times as well.

Some adoptees spoke about these feelings of sorrow in conjunction with the choice of their
friends and families to see them as “white.” These situations contributed to their feeling of being
divided. Some explained feeling that they had to create and present an identity that was
acceptable to their friends and families. Later in their adulthood, these adoptees found that they
had to reevaluate their identities and found that they had been living an identity that was, in their
words, based in “denial” of “who they really are,” which left them very angry.

A1: The, kind of, whole issue of race is fascinating to me . . . while | was growing up |

never made connections. | mean that | look different from my family. (agreement from

group). | was in a tremendous amount of denial . . . now it makes me so incredibly angry
that | was so disconnected from my cultural roots (agreement from group). | mean, how
could | grow up thinking | was white!

A2: | did too though. | mean there was no denying | was a different colour than my family.

Like that was pretty obvious (laughter from group). But | mean, all my friends were white.

. . I mean | lived in (name of rural city) for God's sake. There were no black people there

anyways . . . .
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Some found that they had to enter therapy to work through their anger and confusion about their
identities. When asked about those who do not feel that the issue of ethnoracial identity is a
contentious issue, these adoptees clearly stated that adoptees who felt that way were in denial.
Those who did not feel that ethnoracial identity was an issue of great contention were satisfied with
their lives and were content in their identities, usually as *humans,” non-racialized Canadians or
simply as people who did not give a great deal of thought to the issue of race.

Many parents wouid talk to their children about how they were feeling when they were
immersed in this somow. Adoptees explained that they feit they did not belong or that they were
disconnected from a proverbial unknown ‘it.” Feelings of abandonment and instability in their
attachment also came up in discussion of adoptees’ feelings of disconnection and depression.

Al: ...sothatevenif | go outin the world as an adult | can leam new things but there’s

still a fundamentally . . . at the ground roots that’s real, um -

A2: Missing.

A1: Missing, or not working totally. . .so | don’t know of, | don't know—feeling—

A2: Feel like you don't have a foundation!

A1: Yeah. (agreement and laughter from the group)

A3: | think that's 100% score on that one.

A2: And that leads into relationships.

Both adoptees and their parents described difficulties adjusting to their new homes.

When | speak with my mother about my past, um, she says she feels | didn't really connect

with them until | was around 5 and | came over when | was around two and the transition

was very difficult for me. Like, for the first six months [ cried constantly at night time and

I'd have, ah, nightmares or I'd sleepwalk and race around the house screaming as well.

So the whole transition was very traumatic for me . . . so if | can kind of surmise what my
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devebpmempmcesswasldimuctuanymakehtimteoomecﬁomwimsomeme until |

was five.

Both adoptees and parents also relayed stories where adoptees appeared to feel that their present
living arrangements were temporary. Adoptees were periodically worried that they would be taken
away or given away, or that they would have to leave. One adoptee remembered his father taking
himonalongwﬁdewihoutﬁrstexplahhgwheremeyweregohg. He was filled with sorrow and
fear thinking that he was being taken away. When his father leamed this he was shocked. The
lack of any transition phase or Preparation for the move into an adoptive family left any sense of
attachment fragile.

We did have a few sessions while we were in the orphanage. We had a few sessions with

a psychiatrist so that they can help you kind of . . . 'you're going to meet people who you

are going to have to love and respect and that they're gonna be your parents '. . . but |

think a ot more of that should happen you know? Not just prior to being adopted.

Especially for older kids. But | think like after they should be you know talked to . . .

because it's kind of like they just throw you in there.

Parents observed the differences among children who were separated from birth-families
or foster care at different ages. Families who were adopting more than one child began to specify
that they would only adopt a child before the age of 3 months or after the age of one year. Some
acted as foster parents for the potential adoptees (which increased the risk of losing the child
according to Canadian legislation) rather than having them separated from their attachment figures
at the wrong time. After reading an article on attachment and its sensitive phases, parents
observed that those who were separated from attachment figures during the sensitive phase

(which was identified as between 3.5 months and one year) had a very difficult time with the
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separation. Theseadoﬁeesdisphyedsigmofdepmsbnarﬂgﬁevhgforenendedperbdsof
time, in comparison with those who were not disrupted during this phase.

She made it very clear she did not, like, we were not the ones she wanted. So she cried.

You know when someone else’s kid ifmeybumpmeirheadorsomeﬂmg. . . they don't

bloody want you and they’re looking around for their mother or father. She was with a

foster mother for eleven months and all of a sudden they moved her and she went stiff . .

if something happened she just didn't want to be comforted.

Adoptee sorrow, however, was related not only to grieving. Parents also described a more
consuming depression. Others observed a connection with a form of what they called survivor
guilt, reflecting their awareness that other children are living (and dying) in their native country and
that their birth-families are living in poverty while they enjoy a new life in a new land of promise.

- One parent described the following: “She’s told me I've kidnapped her. . . | have everything, she'll
go on that route . . . that's there in her brain: survivor guilt. Can we send them bread or (inaudible)
- . what can we give them? What can we send them?”

Adoptees also lashed out at their families in fits of anger, sometimes mixed with somrow.
Parents described it as a “spiitting” of good and bad into dichotomous categories. Some examples
parents gave illustrated extreme splitting, for instance, in fantasies ranking the adoptive parent as
good and the birth-parent as bad. A more typical scene parents described would see the adoptee
saying something like, “f don't want to be a part of this family anymore. Nobody understands.
Nobody loves me” or 1 am going to run away . ... but | can't because | love you too much.” Many
parents commented on feeling that there was “something simmering below the surface” that, in
some cases even frightened them. Parents noticed that around the age of 7, adoptees began to

“act out’ more. Adoptees and parents recall the love of parents being tested by their children in a
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variety of rebellious outbreaks. Once it became clear that this was their permanent home and that
parents did love them, adoptees’ rebellion often decreased.

Unconditional love, however, was not guaranteed nor was it bought by all adoptees.
Parents’ discussions of sormow with their children also frequently related to comments their children
madeonmephysimldlﬁerencesbetweenmemandmerestofmeirfamily(l will discuss this at
length in the following section). Someadoptmexplahedmatmeloveofmeirparemswas
conditional upon their conforming to their parents’ expectations and values. A considerable
component of this process was interpreted and articulated by most adoptees as being required to
conform to a “White” Westem European norm, as previously discussed.

There’s definitely that feeling that your complete assimilation is necessary to be loved. |

mean, there was no celebration of difference when | grew up right?. . . In retrospect, |

recognize it now. | grew up under the thing that I had to, um, completely deny who I'd

been previously been in order to be loved.

Many adoptees expressed feeling stified in their ability to express themselves, and to embrace and
celebrate their cultural, ethnicity, history and heritage. A summary phrase that was often used by
adoptees was “not being able to be yourself.” This resulted in adoptee somrow.

Those adoptees who had taken steps to address their feelings of sorrow reported
significant differences in their lives. A number of the adoptees, after having gone through very
difficult periods in their lives of engaging with their adoption and related issues, found themselves
starting “new lives.” One adoptee, starting university for the first time a month after the interview,
said the following: “ .. . i's now when I'm in my thirties when I've found my birth-mother, found my
brother, like gone to therapy done all these things—come out—that It's like oh maybe | actually can

do this.”



4._Being Different and Seeing Difference

Comhghtoanawamnessofhediﬁemnoesbetweenadoﬂeesamme&faniﬁeswasan
important process. Numerousconversationsandsituaﬁonsweredesabedbyadopteesand
pamntswhemadomeesshuggbdmgraspmdmdemmmesochlmeanhgofmedﬂefm
PaentsmmlbdmnvesaﬁonswimmeirchﬂdmnMQWesﬁonswdnasWhydm'tlbok
like the restofyou?’Whyismysldnbrownandyoufsisn't?'andcommmtssud‘as'lwamtobe
white like you * or 1 don’t want to be brown.” The parents of a South East Asian child recalled
their child pulling the sides of their faces to make their eyes resemble hers. When the child was
older and could speak, when she removed her hands, she said, “They don't stay.”

There were numerous stories recounted by adoptees and parents about how the pubiic
perceived them. Parents recalled strangers taking great liberties in touching their children or
asking intrusive questions like “They aren't really yours, are they?" “What beautiful hair she has.
She must get it from her father. Does she?” or comments upon seeing multiracial families such as
“How many husbands have you had?" Siblings reported that their friends didn’t believe them when
they pointed out who their adopted sibling was. Parents have also run into disbelief and difficult
questions by hospital and school staff. Many described numerous and frequent situations where
looks of confusion, disapproval and disqust were cast at multiracial families. A female adoptee
recalled that when in early adolescence, she went places with her father, people would huri
disgusted looks at them, assuming, as she interpreted it, she was his concubine or wife.
Comments from children such as “Mommy, why is she that colour?” or ‘Why is her skin so dirty?”
also added to create an atmosphere where difference played a considerable role in the lives of

multiracial families.
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Some adoptees felt that these experiences of highlighting the differences between them and their

famu’ﬁesactedtoencouragememtotrytmdertooonfonn. to be more like their families.
lgrewuphaverywhiteneighborhood(agreememfromgmup). A very suburban
neighborhood there was this real homogenizing culture and | didn't it in. Like, after, after |
wasﬁveorwhateveranddecidedtoﬁth.lmean.lﬁth! | didn't want to talk about my
adoption. Itotallydeniedthefactmatlwasadopted. I was white! (agreement from group)

And it was not until three years ago that | really started to say ‘Hey, there’s been a lot of

denial going on here.’ | couldn’t even face the fact that | was Korean and had Korean

birth-parents.
Difference is not limited to physicality, however. Adoptees and parents commented on how there
were considerable personality differences between children, their siblings and their parents.
Adoptees explained that they felt pressure to de-emphasize any differences between them and
their families.

Every adoptee was raised in a non-diverse environment. Every adoptee mentioned this
fact in discussion. This had various impacts, but the strongest theme described by adoptees was
that both friends and family perceived them to be, what they described as, ‘white.” As previously
discussed, this continued throughout their lives: “But it's still not anywhere | can go with my friends
because they're like, ‘you're not Korean, you're white!’ (loud agreement from group).” Even if the
topic of race or ethnicity came up, most adoptees had been tokd by their friends and family that
they were “not” or “not really” a member of their ethnoracial group. This denial made adoptees’
innate feelings of connection to their ethnoracial groups and other non-white groups difficult to
express. In addition, the lack of people to identify with or people to gain support and advice from in

issues related to difference left a void in adoptees lives. This void compounded their already



pig-tailsandshelookedupandrigmmfrontofmyfaceshe, shetuggedonherMomWs
Pants and sajd: Mom.howcomematladysmatoobuﬁ'. . .andlsniledatherbemuse
she doesn't know better . . . she doesn't understand. She thinks I'm strange becayse I'm



unsettiing. Adoptees explained that they felt that if their dark skin was just a tan, then they were
more acceptable. [f however, as was actually the case, their skin is brown becayse they are of
non-white descent, they are not accepted, and consigned to 3 lower social stratym. The

experiences contributed to adoptees’ racialized Perceptions of life and identities, and to discomfort
with their ethnoracial identities,

on the process of intemalizing racism,



parents) although there were no attempts at either,
Adoptees and parents alike spoke about 3 common defense mechanism that they called

independence. « He wouldn't et you do anything. You couldn't help him eat. Yoy couldn't help



is sort of, uhbh. Like itd Just be so many different factors g have to deal with, 'm really
hesitant.
However, it also left many adoptees feefing extremely lonely, and contributed to feefings of
disconnection described above in the discussion of adoptee sorrow.

incidents in which either other children did not want to play with them because they were “different”
Or Community parents would limit the level of involvement adoptees were able to have with their
children. Adoptees were often teased, not solely out of racism, but for numerous reasons,
including the age of their parents (most parents were older in comparison to other community

parents).
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Onﬂreomerhand,adopteesmnotcompletelymjededbymeircommiﬁs. Adoptees
frequently appeared exotic to their peers. Parents observed that the attraction of some friends to
their children was exoticised. That is, meywereatlractedtosudld\aracterisﬁcsasbeing non-
white, different, etc. Bomparentsandadopteesnoﬁcedmsquaﬁtyin a number of romantic
scenarios as well. Adopteesreponedfeehgmcomfonablewimthisdynamic.

Parents observed that adoptees, in relationships with friends, faced some difficult questions
that they were unprepared to answer. For example, friends would ask about their family make-up
or about adoption. While the adoptees knew the answers to most of these kinds of questions, as
they were issues that had been discussed with them, parents witnessed conversations in which
adoptees would not answer: they would change the subject and dodged answering or in some
cases lie. When parents asked their children why they had avoided the question, they simply
reasoned, for example, that they were "busy.” Parents did not indicate why these situations
occurred or the impact that it had on the adoptees.

Relationships with Family

Many adoptees’ relationships with their siblings were of pivotal importance, but relations
with siblings were not all positive. Some adoptees felt that their parents showed preference for
certain siblings over others. Some adoptees reported different rules set for different siblings. Some
reported that parents labeled one sibling “the pretty one,” another “the smart one,” etc. Some
adoptees felt that this was particularly difficult if the doted-on child was a “home-made” or white
child. One adoptee remembered peering in the crib where her new “home made” white sibling
slept.

She's like white and blond and perfect and cute and my Mom is all into her and I'm just like

getting more and more relegated to the side. And I'm in the middie child position and all

that. | remember watching her sleep when she was a baby and wishing | looked that, like
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that. When | (inaudible) because she had these fittie bow fips. You know little, like cupid.

So,yeah.lremember(hugmefwagmemauﬁomgroup)...ammmemberwatdlhg

her hair (inaudible). It had these ringlets and it blew in the air. . . (group bursts into fits of

laughing and loud agreement).
Theseweresymboﬁctomeadopteeevenatayomgageandevokedhtensenegativefeelings
and stirred insecurities. Some adoptees felt that their parents’ expectations of their children were
divided along racial fines. Specifically, that those children who were white were expected and
encouraged to achieve. Non-white chidiren, however, were not encouraged or expected to excel.
Parents were satisfied with less and did not encourage them to achieve anything but average
accomplishment.

Even just now I'm just starting to go to university now, I've never gone before because |

didn't think | was smart enough, | didn't think | could do it and | wasn't really encouraged.. .

- Then when | graduated | just went to Toronto and started waitressing. And my mother

was never really like—and my Dad was never really like (inaudible) you know they were

just, “she’s done what she can do”.

Parents expressed concems that “home-made” siblings were unattended in comparison to
adoptees. They worried that the amount of attention paid to adoptees might leave *home-made”
children feeling left out or inferior.

| sometimes wonder if our biological kids have been left out a little bit. You know, if they've

had as much attention because so much has been focused on the adopted kids. | almost

wonder if they think subconsciously: “well, you couldn’t get the daughter you wanted so
you had to adopt.” Which isn't true at all.

No family had any specific or confirmed example of this dynamic, however.
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Ammberoffamiﬁess&uggledwihradanﬁomwiﬂmmeirfamiﬁesandﬁomfamﬂy
friends. Some examples were listed above in the first section. Families’ responses varied. Some
parents feit that if a friend or a family member was unable to treat their children in the manner that
meyfenwasmeitwe,menﬂ\eycouldnolongerbepanofeach other's lives. Some parents
removed themselves from their families or from those who were the focus of such struggles. Other
families did not take such actions. One adoptee, for example, explained that a grandparent had
been quite negative about the adoption, announcing that the adoptee was not to be brought to her
home. As time passed, however, the adoptee became close to that grandparent. The adoptee
described their relationship as closer than that of any of their other biological grandchildren.

Many adoptees reflected on their feelings of connection with their families. Some felt very
much a part of their families and very committed to them. Other adoptees explained that while they
feit warmly towards their families, they never completely felt that they were their families. This was
not to say that they felt more connected to their biological families or any other family, but they
simply felt a sense of distance or disconnection from their families. Some adoptees also refiected
on their parents’ abilities to love them in the same way as they would or do love a biological child.
Some adoptees wondered if it was possible while others felt that they could not have been loved
more if they were actually the biological children of their parents.

Some adoptees described specific struggles such as abuse. These incidents were,
however, few. Adoptees felt that it compounded already existing difficutties, specifically their ability
to trust and deal with racialized stereotypes:

A1: I had problems with my grandfather who touched me inappropriately. And when |

confronted him . . . I'm like ‘why did you do this to me bla bla bla? And he was saying

because | was adopted, | wasn't really his granddaughter so it was okay. . . it's ideas

about black women being sexual. . .



A2: it's okay, that's what you're there for anyway right?!.

A1: Right. The whole foundation thing and me not like connecting with relationships. . .it's

miswholesmredandnottmstingmhg.

Some adoptees exphained that there were times when they feit uncomfortable with their
parents’ motivations for adopting and/or with the implications of intemational adoption. Some were
concemed that the motivation of adoptive parents for adopting intemationally was to “save” them.
Adoptees felt that this was the wrong motivation for adopting. They explained that this made them
very uncomfortable. Some parents also described conversations with other parents who reflected
this mentality. Parents were also uncomfortable with this motivation. Both adoptees and parents
did clarify that they understood the “social welfare” motivation for adopting a child from a
developing country. They still, however, specified that adopting a child to “save her” or to “be his
saviour” sets the stage for a dynamic in which the adoptees may feel they “owe” their parents for
their lives. Some adoptees also described family situations in which adoptees felt that adopting
them was motivated by making a point to parents’ families. For example, parents might have
hoped that if their families got to know someone of colour, they would release some of their racist
and prejudicial beliefs. In these cases, adoptees explained, they felt “used.* Adoptees also
described feeling that their adoption was to function as proof of their parents liberal philosophy.

This discussion of “saving” adoptees or using them to make a point with families also evoked
comments in adoptees regarding their feelings about their relationship to their parents in terms of
the historical relationship between “colonizing” and “colonized” in the context of intemational
adoption. Some adoptees explained that they sometimes looked at their parents and realized that
they were members of the colonizing peoples. They realized that they, as members of the white
privileged population, were implicated in the colonization and in some cases genocide (literal and

cultural) of adoptees’ native peoples. Some adoptees used such strong language to express these



dynamics, whereas others expressed the same sentiment more subtly. Either way, the
experiences fall momesatnememeofsuuggMgwﬂhmehistodesofadoptees'andparents'
cultural groups. Some adoptees felt embarrassed or even extremely angry about their parents
being white. All who reported these feelings also reported that they were not permanent but came
to the surface periodically. When combined with parents’ lack of recognizing adoptees’ ethnoracial
membership and/or their feelings of connection with non-white communities, these feelings were
intensified.

Adoptees' relationship with their ethnoracial and cultural communities

A number of adoptees spoke about their relationship, or lack thereof, with their ethnoracial and
Cultural communities. Experiences were spiit. As discussed above in the section on native culture,
when the adoptee had taken on the cultural norms of their adoptive communities, they sometimes
fekt that these norms ran counter to those of their native cultures. For example, not all cultures
accept single parenthood. If single mothers are not accepted openly in a native culture, it can
create a rift between single parent adoptees and their communities. Language is also another
particularly significant variable. Adoptees, especially of South East Asian descent, found it almost
impossible to enter into their communities if they not speak the language. In temms of dating in
these communities, adoptees described a vast barrier to finding a mate in their native communities;
adoptees do not have fineage. In cultures where coupling is connected to ancestry, adoptees
described serious difficulties both finding a partner as well making friends. Adoptees also found it
difficult to feel at home in their native cultures when they did not have first-hand understanding of

cultural nuances and practices.



Social Interactions
\












Fears

Parents reported pattems of fears that their children had in early fife. Adoptees had shown
fears of rain or showers, loudnoisesandbeingaloneand/orbe’mg left alone to do various tasks.
Adoptees who had experiences of extreme trauma in their early lives also exhibited fears related to
that trauma (detail cannot be given so as to protect the confidentiality of the participants). Like
health concems, these fears often became a large part of families’ culture. Many families
developed routines, such as bedtime rituals, to establish familiar and predictable events to ease
adoptees into comfort and security. The establishment and carrying out of these routines was in
many cases quite time consuming. Again, like health concems, they most frequently resutted in
attachment and cohesive relationships. Parents spoke about these routines fondly as special
bonding times.

Emotional expression and communication
Adoptees experienced great difficutties expressing and addressing a number of specific

emotions. They talked about not knowing how to express grief, sorrow, pain, hurt and love. They
also had trouble expressing their needs in general. Their need to grieve was especially difficult to
reveal as described above (cf. p-63, 65). Adoptees and parents feit ill-equipped to deal with many
of the big issues described in this study, especially those around the issues of race, ethnicity and
culture. Both adoptees and parents felt that adoptees had trouble finding and articulating the
questions that they had about their lives. Adoptees and parents felt that they did not know how to
start the conversations that were needed or what those conversations should be about. Adoptees
remembered being too young to know what Questions they had, and then growing up and not
knowing how to ask the questions that they had formed (cf. p. 61). Parents also worried about

age-appropriate topics and ways of broaching them with their children.
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Asubjectofparﬁculardlfﬁcunyreponedbyadopteeswashowtodealwim racism. They
wereveryfmstrated,onthewhole.wimmelackofdlsmionofracismandwaysofdeaﬁngwimit
They feft that if it had been a topic of conversation in everyday [ife, they would have been better
prepared to understand and deal with incidents. Itwouldhavealsobeeneasiertotellmeirparents
about incidents. Thosefamiﬁ&sﬂtattalkedecismregulaﬂyabodiscusedwaysofdeaMg
with racism. They had faced a nmnberofd”lfferenthcidemsandhadtakedaboutmemasafamily
and decided on how to proceed. Often, their responses were based on previous discussions of
how to deal with racism and therefore both parents and adoptee had some grounding in how to
respond. Some of these families still listed dealing with racism as a struggle, however, because
parents expressed insecurity about their ability to prepare their children to face and deal with
racism, as well as a parent of colour (adopted or biological).

6. Parents’ Emotions

Parents and adoptees spoke about struggles that parents faced with their emotions. The
first theme was in response to the issue of ethnoracial identity. Parents expressed insecurity about
raising a child of colour. Some worried that a parent of the same or similar ethnoracial community
as their child might have been able to provide a better upbringing or be able to provide skills and
support in terms of dealing with racism that white parents cannot.

I think all things being equal for me, it would be a heck of a lot easier for (names) if all

things were equal to be adopted in a family where their family was racially similar to them .

. not that our family hasn't worked, we've got a great family, but it sure is a lot less

explaining for a child. . . If you've lived through it it's easier to give your kids the skills

they'll need to survive in this crazy country, this crazy culture.
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Manyparents“pre&edamdetyaboutpreparhgmeirdﬂdrentodealwiﬂ\ racism; even if they did
not necessarily feef that a parent of colour would Iavemadeadeﬁnitivelymoreapprop@eparent.
they still felt insecure about preparing their children for living in a racist society.
Parentsalsofellhseeureaboutfachgracismmmelilives. Most parents had experienced
racism through association with their child, as detailed above. Parents felt unprepared to deal with
the reality of how Canadian society experiences racism. They were in many cases painfully
disillusioned about Canadian society, and ill-equipped to deal with racism or to access supports
and information about racism. Even Parents who were relatively aware of what the social
landsmpeinCanadaisandfeltatleastsomewhatpreparedtodealwith racism, still listed it as a
struggle. Parents also wondered if transracial adoption was a form of cultural genocide. Parents
were well aware of the literature refuting that claim, but still wondered if there was a better way to
raise their children.
Some felt anxious about whether they could love or provide for an adopted child in as
Ccomparable a way as for a biological child.
My biggest struggle as a father is, what can | do as a father to ensure that he is going to
have a positive seff-concept. I'm not his natural father, but one of the things that always
retums to me is that, can | do the job as a father that only his natural father can do. I'm
taking about, you know when (name) started showing those temper tantrums? Up until’
then | had felt just like this (indicates close). And then when that came, then the
disconnect and then it was like he's not of mine and maybe that's what shook me . . . Sol
guess my biggest concem as a father (inaudible) is can, can I provide for him what | did for
my own, for my other son?
These fears were often alleviated after adopting, as every parent who had worried about this issue

found that they felt completely connected to their adopted child.
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Somepamntsremembemdnumemwﬁnesbefomandaﬁeradopﬁngmmeyfeared
losing their children. Thmugwutmeadopﬁonpmcess,ﬂmeyfencot\stafnan)detyﬂatsomemhg
would fall through. As listed above, Some parents reported that they knew of parents who were
afmidofheirdnﬂdren’sbﬁhpamtsbemusemeymnbdmeymumakemeirdﬂdren away or
that their children would leave them to retum to their birth-family. In addition, some parents
mmnedobseMngadopﬁvefamﬁeswhempammswemvewmmatenedbymyquesﬁonabom
birth-families. Some reported observing that some adoptive parents feit anxiety about their
children getting close to any other adult figures, especially those of non-white descent. These fears
were sometimes fused with parents’ pre-adoption histories, which had a profound influence on
most families’ lives. Fertility problems, in particular, were observed to have lasting effects on
parents by contributing to anxiety and insecurities in parenting and around the possibility of losing
children,

The pre-adoption difficulties that parents experienced were not limited to losing children,
however. Some parents felt a sense of guiit that someone else’s loss was their gain. Parents also
observed that couples who were struggling in their mamiages pre-adoption also felt strains post-
adoption that, some felt, contributed to difficult relationships with adoptees, i.e., creating an
unstable environment relating to insecure attachments, etc.

Parents expressed concern that the attention that they pay to their adoptive children in
support of their ethnoracial identities and as adopted children may leave their biological children
feeling insecure or neglected (cf. p. 75). Those who had talked with their children about this
concem found that they did not articulate feeling this way, but parents wondered whether their
resentments were conscious. Some parents felt that they wished they had done things differently
for their biological children, whereas others were making plans to find a balance in supporting all

their children.
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Parenting adopted children can be a very emotionally trying experience for parents. Many
parents feft very unappreciated by their adoptive children. They explained that their children do not
believe or recognize their dedication and love for them. Both adoptees and parents listed
numerous examples of ways that adoptees would test the commitment of parents. Parents
experienced many different ways that adoptees would strike out against them, push them away, or
"push their buttons” past their fimits. Many adoptees displayed very high risk behaviours, which put
huge pressure on parents, especially in cases where high-risk criminal behaviours were in
question. Overall, parents whose children were displaying high-risk behaviour, taked about their
experiences as extremely difficult for them to weather, but this was particularly true for single
parents. All parents, however, were dedicated to their children and to supporting their struggle
throughout the difficult spelis. Many adoptees in later periods of their lives confirmed their parents’
commitment and love for them and found it was vitally important to express their thanks to their
parents.

Parents did not report much detail about cultural clashes with adoptees. Some parents
expressed concem that their efforts to protect them against ridicule at their native cultural practices
would be interpreted negatively by their children. Take the case of two parents who named their
children typically European names instead of names from the children’s native culture. They
worried whether the children would rather have had a name that reflected their ethnicity and
cultural background. On the other hand, they did not change a name that was already given to
them (they had not yet been named) and they gave their children names that were of great
importance in their adoptive families (i.e., the names of friends and family members). On the
whole, however, parents did not recognize the same situations that adoptees named as cultural
clashes. They did not recognize a conflict, did not understand why there was disagreement or

thought their children’s understanding of a situation was odd or inappropriate.
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Finally | would like to note that many parents commented on supports for adoptive parents.
Those who were participating in support groups reported such supports were of importance the
utmost for parenting and being able to weather difficult and/or confusing situations. But aimost
every parent, both involved and not involved with support programs, commented on the need for
more supports for parents who are intemationally and transracially adopting. In particular, parents
reported the need to prepare parents for the challenges in raising an adopted child, especially a
chiid whose history is greatly unknown, and in raising a child who, in all probability, face
discrimination, prejudice, and/or racism.
7._The False Seift2

Laced throughout the discussion above are examples of what one adoptee called a false
self. This is the part of the adoptee that gets split off as undesirable or even threatening to
becoming to a part of a family. It is the part of the self that grieves the birth or foster parents. Itis
the feelings of connection with the country and culture of origin, as well as with the ethnoracial and
cultural communities of the adoptee. It is the part of the adoptee that feels connected with other
non-white communities and the experiences of the colonized. These are the various selves that
are separated from the person whom the family and/or public see. Indeed, some adoptees
explained that it was not until well into their adult lives that they were able to recognize that they
had spiit themselves into parts. Some adoptees also reported that their friends who were also
adopted never reached this realization. As many examples of this have been given above | will

save the rest of my exploration of the false self for the discussion section.

' This term was also used by Winnicott, but | am using it because it naturally occurred in the discussion with
adoptees.



TRA 90
Conclusion
Struggles
Adopiees Adopless Parents
Racism and *  Safe space to tak about racism *  Support in how to deal with racism
desling with race |  Parents not recognizing and addressing racism
*  Intemalized racism
*  Famiy and friends not seeing them as non-white
*  Feeling that they had fo acculturate to white cultures 10 belong
to their family and be loved
Native Culture, |+ Feeling that they had 10 acculturale 1o white cultures 1o belong |» Concem that adoptees may have
Birth to their family and be loved trouble interacting with their native
Parents and *  Friends and family not understanding their feelings of communities
. ;mnmammmmm the country of origin
. amilies not appreciating native culture |, Adoplees showing ambivalence
*  Not having an opportunily to grieve the loss of their birth- retuming to country of origin about
families, foster families, and/or their country of origin
*  Anger at country of origin for using adoption as a “band-aid”®
solution
Sorrow, Anger |+ Adoptees sorrow *  Adoptees sorrow {including anger,
and Attachment |  Adoptees’ feefings of sorrow were not recognized by family etc.)
and friends *  Being separated from attachment
*  Friends and family seeing them as white and adoptees feelfing figures at times that harmed their
pressure to conform. This later led to intense anger at ability to attach to adoptive families
*  Experiencing love as conditional on conforming to adoptive elements
families’ expectations, i.e., white culture and identity
Being *  Developing social understanding of difference *  Dealing with adoptees’ questions
different/Seeing |*  Dealing with being different from their families and about the social meaning of difference
difference environment *  Racism and how to deal with it

Feeling that they had to acculturate to white cultures to belong
to their family and be loved

Racism and how to deal with it

Living in a non-diverse environment
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Relationships [*  Difficulty with intimacy and commitment (including . Adopbesbengmmngn
and Wmmmmm refationships
Social 10 reject intimacy) s Criminal behaviour
Behaviour *  Using intimacy to reject intimacy = Using independence fo reject
=  Racism intimacy
s Cultural clashes with parents *  Being teased (about being different,
e Abuse theis parents being older, eic.)
*  Sibling competition (including racialized competition) |*  Friends being attracted to adoptees
*  Not feefing a part of their families because of exoticism
*  Families’ motives for adopting ®  Adoptees facing questions that they
= Dealing with parents are members of the race that did not know how o answer
historically has been known as the colonizers =  Concem biological siblings felt left
¢ Difficulties interacting with their ethnoracial out
communities and lack of exposure 10 non-white Racism from family and friends
peoples Members of ethnoracial
Members of ethnoracial communities objecting to IRA communities objecting to
DifficuRy with change * TRA
Trouble with strict rules =  Difficulty with change
= Spiitiing good from bad in extremes
Expressing emotions * Feeling -equipped to deal with "big
Feeling il-equipped to deal with “big issues” issues”
*  Assumed intimacy expressed through unsokicited . Adopteesnotallowilgparentsto
touching,
s specifically of Black hair . Astmednurr-acyexpressed
through unsoficited
touching, specifically of Black hair
Adoptees exhibited malnutrition,
trauma, mental health issues

Fears of rain/showers, loud noises
and being alone

[T

*  Parents discomfort addressing adoptees experiences |*  Insecurity raising child of colour
of difference * Insecure facing racism
*  Parents insecurities (especially in preparing their =  Pre-adoption anxieties resulting in
children to deal with racism) insecurities
s Guilt about ther gain being
another’s loss
Feeling unappreciated
*  Spiitting the self, removing parts that adoptees feel Extreme spiitting good and bad

threaten their place in the family and the love of their -
family (e.g., the non-white self, the adopted self, etc.)

{e.g., private and pubfic selves)

Supports

Adoptees’ and parents’ discussion of supports can be gathered into the following themes:

1. Relationships and Social Interactions
2. Family Culture

3. Anti-Racism Training, Multicultural Education and Educational Supports




Inaddiﬁontomeabov&mmﬁomdsupmns,disambnswimmmadommaMparents
highlighted the role of relationships as special supports in adoptees’ lives. Relationships were a
common theme that ran through discussions of many fopics: in particular, relationships with other
transracial adoptees, siblings, and non-white peoples, which | will detail below, that provided
adoptees with support in coming into a sense of themselves. These relationships also encouraged
adoptees to recognize role models as Supports they would have liked to have had. Adoptees and
parents also talked about the value of diverse environments for providing adoptees with space to
interact and exposure to the spectrum of cultures and ethnicities that Canada has to offer; as
opposed to a homogenous space where adoptees stands out for their diversity.

Adoptees and parents observed that it was very important for adoptees to have relationships
with other transracial adoptees. Parents observed a difference in how their children interacted,
Specifying “a caimness” that came over them when being in an environment where their
experiences were shared and where no words were needed to explain. Adoptees also talked
about these relationships as a space where they were able to address areas of their identity,
especially struggles or particularities of the transracial experience. One adoptee recounted talking
with a group of TRAs and realizing that none of them had accepted or embraced their Korean
ethnicity. From her perspective, she saw them as deeply in “denial; she also realized that she had

come into an understanding of herself as a Korean woman.
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Manyadopteesiaedmhﬁashbsmmsbhgsasofhvaluabbsupponhmedevebpmemm
their identity and sense of self. lnfamﬁeswheremerewasmesn'engumfmoremanoneadopted
d\ﬂd.mebondbetweensibhgshaubutonefamﬂywasofgreatinportance. Often, it was within

tigl'ltandimponantrelaﬁonshbsasweﬂ. In some cases, adoptees’ relationships with “home-
made” siblings were closer and more supportive than those with other adopted siblings. “My
brother and | were really close. Not my adoptive brother . . . my white brother. We're the same
age so we grew up like twins . . . we were really close; we're still really close.” This adoptee
explained that when she went to meet her birth-brother, she brought this special brother with her.
No other member of her family has met him, including her transracially adopted brother. Another
family remembered that when one of their adopted children first came home, she was
predominantly “stone-faced” and “made it clear that she could five without us,” as one parent put it;
but she would smile for her *home made” brothers.

Adoptees reported that relationships with those of the same ethnoracial group or with other
non-white peoples were very important to them. Many adoptees explained that while living in
extremely non-diverse environments, it was comforting to find someone who was also non-white
with whom they could connect and find support. Adoptees described a special bond of
understanding with such companions. Some explained that making close friends with members of
their ethnoracial community helped them feel connected to their heritage or to the world in general,
One adoptee explained that - just feel—when I'm hangin’ with other people who are black, | just
feel like, | really am, more—me or something. Or that more parts of me can be, well, me!
(laughter). . .1 just feel like | get something back I lost.” Others explained it was very important to

have someone in their lives that understood from a first-hand perspective what their experiences



explahbewusemeomer‘justgetsit' The support did not even have to be spoken: it was
understood.

Adoptees and parents alike addressed the question of diverse environments. Was it
important to raise a TRA in a diverse environment? None of the families | spoke with lived in
environments considered diverse and their conversations centered around asking themselves if
they should move to Toronto in particular. - Adoptees who had reached the age of living on their
own had aimost all moved into areas they identified as diverse or were planning to. Adoptees who
lived on their own and adoptees who had lived for extended periods in diverse environments,
specifically in boarding schools, listed diversity as a very important Support to their identity. Many
explained that they didn't feel so “on display” or so sectioned out from the crowd. Their difference,
arising from being of colour or transracially adopted, significantly lost the negative connotation it
had in homogeneous communities, They loved the opportunity to meet and get to know people
from other life experiences, cultures, places in the world and family situations. To paraphrase an
African saying, their lives become a bright addition to a complex and colourful tapestry of different
experiences, as opposed to being the dark patch in a light coloured throw.

Role models were a commonly listed support that both adoptees and parents were glad
that they had had or wished that TRAs had. Parents whose children had had some form of role
model remembered how they were able to support their children in unique ways. For example, a
few families had Nannies who were from the same country as their children. One Nanny, in
particular, spoke to the children in their native language and was able to teach them about their
country and their culture of origin. When this Nanny had to end her time working for the family, her

sister came to continue her work. In time, these Nannies became members of the extended family
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andcomimedtop!ayavitalrolehmedevebpmentofmeseTRAs'senseofmeircountryand
wﬂmedoﬁgh,nmtommﬁonmehsenseofmemewes.Adomesandpammsﬁomfamiﬁs
whemmemwereanumberofTRAsobsewedmathavhgouersibfmgswhowemaboTRAs,
GSpeciallyifmeywerefrommesameemnoracialgroup,wasofgreatimportancetobomme

support for TRAs.

It was also observed by both adoptees and parents that being around children was helpful
in accessing emotions. One adoptee explained that having her daughter brought her adoption
issues to the forefront: *Just watct;ing how my daughter has developed and how she makes
connections with herself and the world, right? Her place in the family, um, | mean, that was a stage
of my development that was definitely missed.” Both having children and having another sibling
adopted into the family helped aduit and child adoptees alike to access emotions connected with
their childhood. Parents observed that the older adoptees were able to ask questions about their
childhood and their nurturing. One parent reported: 4 found especially with (name) in particuar,
She said, ‘Did | do this when | was a baby?' She had a ot of those questions and | could tell that
she was going through—feeling a void and ' want to know about when | was little’ and you know,
‘Is this what it was like for me?”™ Parents felt that it gave them the questions, or an easily
accessible context to ask the Questions, that they wondered about. Parents also felt that seeing
how the new child is treated helps older adoptees recognize how much their parents love them as

well.



2._Family Culture

Family culture is what | am cafiing the dynamics, routines, refationships, beliefs,
expectations, communication and parenting styles, efc., of a family. Adoptees explained that what
meybomfoundhebfulandwhatmeywishedmeyhadhadwasafamilyculture in which issues of
difference, adoption, racism, etc., could be addressed safely ang openly. Many adoptees reported
thattheirfamiﬁeswerenotsafespaces in which to broach thesetopics,andthatmeabsenoeof
any conversation about these and other topics contributed to their feelings of isolation and to the
pressure to create a false self. | have ajso incidentally talked aboyt parenting styles such as how
strict a family is and how sensitive they are to the TRAS’ needs and experiences. Parenting style i
a defining variable in family culture. For example, constant open and honest communication was
made a conscious part of one family’s culture. Their children were encouraged to talk about all
kinds of things from their immediate interests to emotions, fears, experiences, concems, opinions,
etc. This family made it a priority to constantly be in Ccommunication with each other and with
family friends. This latter connection was particutarly important because the family had to remove
itself from their family of origin due to racist rhetoric there. The parents believed that in this way
they could create a safe space for any topic to be discussed, either with a parent, sibling or role
model outside the immediate family. This culture also taught children to think and debate and to
weigh options, enabling them to make educated choices for themselves. The adoptees in this
family expressed little concern about issues of identity-which | speculated was related to the
opportunities they had to engage with so many different parts of life and kinds of life, and with so
many forms of support.

Another family made education and prevention of racism a part of their family culture.
They went to their children’s school and educated each of their children’s teachers about important

celebrations, world events and cultural customs. As one family pointed out, teachers also need
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support in challenging discriminatory behaviour in their classrooms. Classroom teachers and
schooloounselorsarenotalwaysawareofme impactsmatadopﬁon,transracialadoption and/or
discrimination can have on children. They are not always aware of how powerfully the silence
aboutmn-whitepeOplesspeakstochildren,especianyasmeschoolsystemisamongthemost
powerful acculturating and socializing influences throughout children’s lives. Parents reported
providing school staff with information on adoption, cultural celebrations, and ways to support peer
mediation and conflict resolution, specifically around the issue of racial discrimination. They seta
standard of immediate intervention and follow-up in cases of racism, after “getting the okay” from
their child, and provided ongoing support to their school staff in these cases.

Another family included in their family culture the expression of parents’ experiences and
emotions. Parents would talk to their children in an age specific manner about their day, about
situations with friends or memories about incidents in their own past similar to those their children
were facing. In this way, emotions were always a part of how the family expressed themselves and
part of their awareness. These are all examples of family cultures that parents and adoptees found
created a safe and supportive environment in which to develop selfhood.

3. _Anti-Racism Training, Mutticultural Education and Educational Supports

Adoptees clearly and in no uncertain terms called for mandatory anti-racism training and
multicuftural education for parents who are intending to adopt transracially. Adoptees wanted
parents to be able to identify situations in which racism was a factor and to support adoptees in
dealing with these kinds of incidents. Adoptees wanted parents to be able to celebrate different
cultures and in developing an appreciation of multiculturalism be able to appreciate the culture of
the adoptees and difference in general. With a better understanding of racism and
muiticulturalism, parents are likely to be less ethnocentric and better prepared not only to support

their children directly, but to support the community as well in its role in their children’s life. For



providing information about their child’s culture of origin. With education about cultures in general,
parents could be a part of creating a community that celebrates difference in general, thus
decreasing the stigma surrounding difference of any kind,

There were numerous areas about which parents wished they had been educated, or to

a supportive environment. Every parent involved in such a group described it as 3 great support.
Parents who were not remarked that it would have helped them, and stated their desire to
participate in such groups. Some families were involved in the TRA community in a minimal way,
notably'in attending yearly gatherings. These were talked about in the same way as support
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Living in diverse environments
Parents experiencing environm

ents where they are the minority and the adoptee is a part of the majority
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8. Celebrating cultural holidays and events

9. mwmmammmmm(e.g,hmm

10.  Contact with other adopted and intemationally adopted famiies and friends

11. Access to role modeis who have experienced similar ke cicumstances, such as adoption, racism, etc.

12. Raising adoptees to appreciate the culture of adoptive parents

13. Therapy and support groups for parents and adoptees

14, mmmmmmsmmmmmhmmmw
racism

Education provided not only o parents but also to communities, specifically schools

I think it is important to point out that the relationship with parents was central to all discussions of
supports. Adoptees presented supports that would help parents to parent, enrich the parents’ role
in their children’s lives, and/or supplement areas where the parents were not able to support their

children in the way adoptees wanted.
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Discussion
Introduction
Thegoalofﬂ'lisl'esearchistoidentifywhatdiouldbehdUGedinaprogramtoheb
multiracial famifies, Specifmllyanedumﬁonalpmgramforparemsadopﬁngtransraciaﬂy. A
parmmgpmgmnisiMOducedaﬁermbdiswsbn,MRoﬁemadiﬂemmdsﬂaﬁonor
configuring of the resuyits, Thediswssionuponwhichlnowembarkisanamdemicexerciseof

the discussion were inspired by the analysis participants offered when the data was collected and
during the analysis. The various theoretical writings that | have drawn upon in my discussion came
into my thinking throughout the whole process of framing, interviewing, analyzing, and of




but a homogeneous group.
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Attachment
Bowiby is generally known as the father of attachment theory, though its ofigins were
collaborative. it was Bowiby (1969) who introduced us to the attachment-figure. An attachment-
ﬁgureissomeonewhomadlﬂdseeksoutwhensheistired, hungry, ill, alarmed, or faced with a

strange person or situation, or if the aftachment-figure’s location is unclear. After locating her
attachment figure, the child will look to him for reassurance through various forms, such as being
held and cuddled, The person whom the child chooses for her attachment-figure is based on who
cares for her. Those who make up children’s immediate environment will be those who end up as
attachment-figures. In his discussion of attachment and attachment-figures, Bowiby supports
adoption in no uncertain terms, writing that: “The rofe of child’s principal aftachment-figure can be
filled by others than the natural mother “(Bowiby, 1969, p. 304, my emphasis). “Such evidence we
have is that, provided an attachment-figure behaves in a mothering way towards a child, he will
treat her as another child would treat his natural mother” (Bowiby, 1969, p,306). Attachment is
foundational o the dynamics that will be described throughout this discussion.

The initial experience of being separated from the birth mother has been referred to as the
primal wound since Nancy Verrier's work (Beauchesne, 1997: Nydam, 1999), but | want to expand
the site and scope of this first wound. First, the site of initiaj injury (Beauchesne, 1997) or the
primal wound (Verriers cited in Beauchesne 1997 & Nydam, 1999) is traditionally understood as
the separation from the birth mother. Many adoptees spoke about what | have calleq adoptee
Sorrow, in some way grieving this loss.

‘It's a whole grieving process. | think, like, my mother said I cried the whole way home. | just
sobbed.”

Nydam (1999) explains that there are Mmany ways that this initial wound is experienced. There

is the separation itself, as well as the numerous other injuries: whether for instance, the child is



sepamtedaﬂerhfancymmedmdisbomdammdammgtemmmrymmngemm
Furthermore, the complexity of adoptee sofrow is manifest in other moments when the chiid,
whether she has been told she was adopted or not, comes into a knowing or understanding of what
that means. The child comes to understandmatshehasanomersetofparems. Those parents
maybehelddearimemally, butmechildwillprobablyneverknowmem&pamn& Furthermore,
adopteescometounderstandmatmoseparentsgaveherup,andmatitwasmmugasudnevems
that she came to her adoptive parents. The knowledge that she is not of her adoptive parents can
also act as a blow. These realizations occur within a complexus of painful understanding.
The grigving of this loss is critical for healthy adoptive development, as is any grieving that
must be done in the face of personal tragedy. And it is here, especially, where the adoptes is
at greatest risk depending on whether adoptive parents communicate the freedom and
permission to cry in their amms about lost birth parents (Nydam, 1999, p.31).
Nydan (1999) makes room for other moments throughout the adoptee’s life when new
understanding and awareness of what their loss means to them becomes clear. He mentions, for
example, the divorce of adopting parents as another site of adoptee wounding; the adoptee may
re-experience being given up.! He also takks about the unknown medical histories whose absence
can reopen adoptees’ wounds: planning to have a child or facing risks of hereditary diseases can
remind adoptees of how littie they know about their own-being, and touch on the primary wound
once again.
| don't remember exactly how it came up but | was talking about heritable disease like if | was
at risk for cancer or heart disease and stuff or if | wanted to have a baby having to do genetic
testing to see if | was canying something like a recessive gene for Sickle Cell. It just hit me,

you know? Like | have no idea. It's scary.

' 1 use the term being given up to reflect the interpretation of the adoptee, as distinct from the complex set of
circumstances surrounding an adoptee being placed for adoption.
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which it was found that as the child ‘s understanding of adoption matures, questions about the
permanence of the adoption arise. Whereas in the initial stages of awareness at around 7 and 8
years of age, the child trusts that the adoption is permanent, as she gets a little oider, doubts about
this may arise. Brodzinsky seems to present this as only a phase in developing awareness, but
considers it quite important (1984 cited in Nydam 1999). One of the adoptees with whom | spoke
still remembers vividly going on a drive with his father and being convinced that he was being
taken away to another home. This raises questions: Are children who have experienced initial
relinquishment from a temporary caregiver such as a foster mother perhaps more likely to fear a
repetition? Does the adoptee reexperience the primal wound, when he doubts the permanence of
the present adoption? Is this phase when permanence of placement is questioned one of
particular vulnerability for adoptees?

Thirdly, | want to focus on how the parent may be experiencing this primal wound. Bowiby
(1969) speculates about the importance of postnatal hormone levels and the influence of a
mother’'s hormonal levels on the interaction with the child and the motherly response to the child’s
needs. The adopting parent may find that her natural response is not as strong or fluent as it
would be if she had given birth to the child. Whether this latter hypothesis is true or not, it has
influenced popular culture, and because adoptive parents have usually received higher levels of
education, it is much more likely that they have been exposed to these assumptions. | suspect
these thoughts, in tum, may put additional pressures on adoptive parents to be not only the “good
enough mother” (Winnicott, 1984; 1990) but the perfect parent. Nydam (1999) speculates that
adoptive parents may feel guilty about not having created and given birth to their own baby.
Parents may feel doubts about their entitlement. A number of parents with whom | spoke, for
example, expressed guilt about their gain being another parent’s loss. Nydam (1990) writes that
these feelings of lack-of-entitlement may be expressed as pressure to prove their parenting

abilities. They may overindulge their children or become overly protective out of fear that the birth-



TRA 108

family might retum and take their child back. As previously detailed, a number of parents reported
having conversations with other adoptive parents who had chosen to adopt intemationally to
prevent the threat of the birth-families reclaiming their children or indeed their adopted children
being able to search out their biological families.
Parents . . . have their own adoption story. Their stories often begin with infertility.
Children by birth cannot be replaced by children by adoption. The wished-for birth child
was never to be bom to them. This is loss, deeply heartfelt loss. And some such couples
adopt, not simply as an alternative way to build a family, but as a way to replace, without
grieving for, the lost longed-for child by birth . . . And, in this collusion of making believe
that things are different from reality, both adoptive parents and adoptees may be caught in
the emotional and spiritual trap of never-released grief, the number-one threat to adoptees
and their families (Nydam, 1999, p. 31, my emphasis).
This dynamic can be exacerbated if parents are feeling pressure to create a seemingly happy and
seamiess transition into perfect family iving. This may be, for example, why adoptees report that
parents did not want to see how difficult it was for them to integrate into their new home (cf., p. 63).
Furthermore, if parents are insecure about their role as parents, addressing large issues that are
emotionally charged may not be possible. In addition, parents’ pre-adoption histories of infertility
may be emotionally charged with intense fears of loss. | will elaborate on this further in the context
of seeing difference in the section on racism, but for now it is important to make the point that
parents may not want to delve into their children’s experiences of loss because it threatens to
remind them of losses that they experienced or could experience. In the case of couples adopting,
it might remind them that their child is not biologically a product of their union.2 For single parents, it

may remind them of the lack of a union. Parents might be overwhelmed o ill-equipped to deal with

* The point was made lo me as applying only to heterosexual couples. but | believe that homosexual couples may also
lament the ability to reproduce with their partner.
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This suggests that the development of a secure aftachment to a foster parent allows the adoptee to
make the transition to another set of aftachment-figures more easily by using the foster parent as a
kind of secure base which they may remember. | wonder if 3 secure base from a positive and
. hurturing foster family creates a baseline that the world is not a bad place and that the child not
only deserves love and can be loved, but that the world (and especially the adopting parents) will
provide them with love.

It must be kept in mind that attachment is not limited to the parent-child relationship alone.
Bowiby (1969) goes on to point out that if a child has not attached to multiple specific figures by 18
months it is unusual. What relevance does this have for oyr discussion, which is after all focused
on the parent-child relationship? First, it bears repeating that adoptees and parents alike
remarked on the important role of siblings in adoptees, lives. And of course, parent-child relating
occurs, and is modified by, an ever broadening network of relating. | will return to this in the finaj
section of the discussion in my discussion of role models.
Adoptees’ Relationships and Social Interactions

What comes to mind while juxtaposing the experiences of adoptees and parents in my
research into the work of Bowiby and Ainsworth is that touch and intimacy have a bearing on

aftachment, as does anger: “f sadness seems to be the heartfelt response of adopted children . . .



activities. There is an apparent lack of conscience or remorse, with stealing and “over the
top” lying, abnormal eating and efimination pattems, an abnormagj eye contact often
including the ook that could kil" and a superficial veneer of charm with non-significant
others, associated with an inability to form healthy, meaningful relationships with significant
others” (pp. 56-57).
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reported a look that indicated to them that “there was something simmering under the surface,”
making parents uneasy. Parents also described a spiit in their child’s behaviour, which oscillated
between being charming outside of the home and acting out angrily with parents.

| repeat that the connection between what is known as AD and the observations of
adoptees and parents is not predictive, nor does it provide a pat and complete explanation. For
example, reluctance to allow touch is an interesting indicator, but of what? A child who has started
the process of attaching to her caregiver may cry when someone who is not a caregiver wants to
pick her up, but reach for his parents and bury their face in their arms. An adult may shy away
from long hugs from their partner or from any kind of lasting relationship that is based on more than
sexual gratification. As a framework for understanding these complexities more generally, | want to
tum to the work of Mary Ainsworth.

The Strange Situation, created by Ainsworth (cited by Bowlby, 1969) is a series of three
20-minute episodes in which a one-year-old child is observed in a welcoming but strange playroom
equipped with an ample number of toys. The child is first observed with her mother. The child is
then left in the playroom with a stranger as the mother leaves, then is observed reuniting with the

mother. Three pattemns of behaviour emerged from this experiment.
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Group B: Securely Attached Group A: Anxiously attached to | Group C: Anxiously Attached tc
mother and avoidant mother and resistant
* Active in play and, after separation, [s Approximately 20% Approximately 10%
actively seeks mother out after *  Avoid mother at reunion, Oscillate between seeking
absence and is easily consoled and particularly after a second proximity and contact with
retum to absorbed play separation mother, and resisting contact
® Uniikely to be upset in mother's ® Many treat the stranger in a or interacting with mother
aQsm more friendly manner than Some are comparatively mor
* Cried less, developed more subtie their mother angry
means of communicating with mother |  Principal feature observed Some are passive
and was more cooperative in meeting [ at home was approach- Especially angry and resistar
her wishes and commands avoidant confiictintems of | when observed at home,
® When exploring more likely to use close bodily contact specifically when mother triec
mother as a secure base from which [« More prone to angry to engage them in play.
to explore constantly tracking her behaviour than the other Appears to desire conflict.
location and retuming to her from time|  groups. Anger rarely Passive in situations where
to time directed at mother. another child would be active

Bowiby, 1969, pp. 337-339 Note: Ainsworth and Bowiby also clarify that this work is largely culturally

specific.

The behaviour of children in both the A and the C groups provides useful hints in relation to
difficulties with attachment, but examining the descriptions of the three groups raises a few
questions. | should point out first that all of those with whom I spoke are adopted, which must
make us cautious about too simplistically assuming that their attachment difficulties arise from
adoption. If these pattems of behaviour are taken to be indicators of different pattems of
attachment and different ways in which children respond to separation, can these examples be
used to elucidate adult life as well? And is adoption a factor? What impact do these behavioural
characteristics have on relationships?

First, | wonder about the impact of rejections of touch and chronic anger on relationships
with parents. Many parents spoke about how difficult it was for them to care for a child who
pushed them away physically and emotionally. Rejection by your baby can be difficult for any
parent. In the case of a parent filled with excitement at finally having a baby, perhaps after having

fertility traumas in her pre-adoptive history, being promised an adoptee but then losing him to some
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technicality is a very difficult experience. For some parents the blow to their expectations comes
as a kind of rejection of their parental capacity. The very influential infant research of Daniel Stem
and Beatrice Beebe contextualizes the phenomenon of parental vulnerability to their child’s
behavioural initiatives. In their close observation, including timed filming, of mother-infant
interactions, Stem and Beebe (Stem, 1985) discovered the surprising degree of reciprocity of
impact between the two participants:
. . . investigators have described in detail how caregivers and infants mutually create the
chains and sequences of reciprocal behaviours that make up social dialogues during the
infant’s first nine months (p. 139).
. . . infants exert major control over the initiation, maintenance, termination, and
avoidance of social contact with mother; in other words, they help to regulate
engagement. (p. 21).
. - . when the mother overstimulated him, Stevie would avert his head to the side.
Mother would respond to this dodge by chasing him with her face and escalating the
stimulus level of her behavior to capture his attention. He would then execute another
dodge, swinging his face away to the opposite side. Mother would follow his head with
hers, still trying to maintain the vis-a-vis engagement at the level she wanted. Finally, if he
- was unable to avoid her gaze, Stevie would become more upset and end up crying. . .This
kind of intrusive overstimulating behavior on the part of the mother can arise from many
causes: hostility, need for control, insensitivity, or an unusual sensitivity to rejection such
that the mother interprets each infant head aversion as a “microrejection” and attempts to
repair and undo it (p. 194-195, my emphasis).
The complex and dynamic tension between adoptees’ and parents’ interpretations and needs
are filled with the possibility of misattunement. Bowlby reports on a study by Schaffer and

Emerson (1964, cited in Bowlby 1969 ) that found the difference between children who did and did
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not want to be cuddied bore directly on the strength of their attachment. Children who were found
to have a lesser attachment pulled away and actively rejected physical contact. But non-cuddling
children were found to enjoy other kinds of physical contact, like being swung around or simply
sitting on their parents’ knee. What differentiated them from other children was their dislike of
being restrained (Bowiby, 1969). This brings to mind observations in my research: that adoptees
had trouble with rules and strict parenting. A number of adoptees reported leaving home at what
would be considered an early age. Many felt a need to leave home because of limitations put on
their ability to explore their identities. For example, many adoptees felt a drive to engage in sexual
activity. There were a number of complex reasons and ways that this unfolded, but it also
reminded me of not wanting to be restrained. Parents felt that they were being taken for granted or
being disrespected, but adoptees insisted that they just needed room to do what they wanted, to
act out who they were. Nydam (1999) for example, writes
. . .part of the struggle of adolescence is to build a personal identity that is satisfying, with
which one can be happy. This is the difficult but lifelong important work of self-definition. So
when a teen decides to put a ring in his ear or her navel, it is not simply a matter of looking for
someone’s attention, especially that of an anxious parent. It is first a matter of presenting
oneself to the world as a unique individual who has a need to be seen and understood in a
certain fashion (p. 65).
Nydam goes on to ask what role a teenage pregnancy could have in this context and in the context
of adoption. There is a way that sexual behaviour may get entwined with refinquishment. As one
adoptee explained in her discussion of living a lesbian lifestyle over the past five years: "l think the
gender might have something to do with the abuse. Um. Might have something to do with just sort
of like trying to connect—this might sound really weird but—trying to connect with the mother, the
woman, the womb.” Any attempt to restrict it might be feverishiy fought off, as was reported by

adoptees and parents. Some interpreted their parents’ stemness as rejections that furthered their
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feelings of isolation. Grotevant (1992) taks about the importance of a good fit between parents
and their child. Grotevant, McRoy and Jenkins (1988 cited in Grotevant, 1992) found that
incompatibifity in the behavioural styles of adoptees and parents was a variable in family problems
in 16% of the case studies (compared with 2% in non-adoptive families). It may be that
understanding an adoptee’s personality traits and her history in relation to attachment should
inform parents, both in their relationship with their child and in their parenting styles. A good fit in
an adoptive family may provide a safe space for adoptees to find a way of being in relationships
that support them in developing identity, and following Bowlby’s (1969) observation of social
interaction, may strengthen the ability to securely attach.

Secondly, | wonder about the relevance of these conclusions for relationships later in life. A
tendency towards an angry reaction could also impact upon interactions with peers. And as
adoptees clearly stated, their difficulty with intimacy and their tendency to opt for purely sexually
gratifying relationships as opposed to more intimate relationships are all evident connections. In
the event that close relationships, both platonic and romantic, are established, does the adoptee go
through characteristic responses to incidents that they interpret as separation? Hendrix (1992)
argues that the lower brain does not in fact distinguish between a trauma that happened in early
life from an incident that triggers that trauma in adult life. For example, suppose my romantic
partner or a friend says that she/he will call me from work to discuss our plans for an upcoming
vacation, but then does not call. | may read this situation as danger and start to worry. | may start
phoning her/is place of work. If I do not get any answer or if | leave messages but get no call in
retum, | could find myself in quite an emotional state. As Hendrix explains, my brain does not
distinguish this moment from the experience of my primal wound. Thus | launch into a reaction that
might mirror those seen in the Stranger Situation. When | do get a call back, | may avoid herhim
and say that | don’t really want to talk, but then not let them off the phone. | may be very cold,

passive or angry. While observing both myself and my adopted friends (without a control, of
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course), | have seen this situation play out numerous times. But again | am reluctant to view these
connections as explanatory and/or predictive, and | am considering adoption to be a factor, where
Ainsworth does not.

Difference

What struck me initially in listening to the streams of thought of parents and adoptees was
that, regardless of how many supports either parents or adoptees acknowledged, the struggles that
they had faced dominated their discussions. Adoptees and parents alike reported a long fist of
supports that were provided to adoptees, but even adoptees who had experienced these supports
talked about great difficulties in the process of developing their identities. | want to point out that a
great many of the supports listed by parents were being provided for adoptees who are still young;
these supports, therefore, were not included in the adoptee interviews. In thinking about what was
at work in the imbalance between supports and struggle, it occurred to me that if the difference in
adoptees’ lives was not recognized, their capacity to respond to supports was undermined.

The identity process becomes increasingly complex as fayers of ‘differentness’ are added;

thus, this process is typically more complex for adopted than for non-adopted persons.

Because most of the additional dimensions of differentness do not concem things that the

person has chosen, the task of identity involves ‘coming to terms’ with oneself in the

context of the family and culture into which one has been adopted. Afthough the identity
task may be more complex for adopted than non-adopted persons, this does not imply that
there is anything pathological about it (Grotevant, 1997, p.4, my emphasis).

In this quotation Grotevant introduces us to the significance of context: what is at issue is
not simply the givens, but also the meanings that they hold and within which they are perceived.
He contextualizes my discussion as well, for this research does not state that transracial adoption
is itself a unified variable or dynamic that produces certain results and/or struggles. The dynamic

or variable as evolving from the layers of difference is what | want to address in this work.
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Adoptees’ Relationships and Social interactions

In moving from a discussion of attachment to one of difference, | reiterate that this is a shift
of perspective rather than category. Thus, the same arenas of behaviour may be in view. And
what follows conceming difference is seen to throw light onto the nature of attachment.

Bowiby writes that “. . . evidence is now weighty that amongst the most effective
reinforcers of attachment behaviour is the way a baby’s companions respond to his social
advances” (Bowiby, 1969, p. 314). Two variables are of greatest significance to the intensity of the
parent-child bond. The first is the parent’s attunement to their child’s needs or the readiness with
which a parent responds to the child’s crying. Second is the quality and perseverance of the
parent’s readiness to initiate social interaction. Bowlby (1969) also clarifies that if a child is given
sufficient social interaction, especially in the middle to latter half of the first year, the child will
“quickly develop a discriminated attachment once he is given the opportunity to do so.” However,
without social stimulation, the child will develop much more slowly (Bowiby, 1969, p. 323). With
proper social interaction, the evidence suggests that a child's sensitive period for attaching can
persist to up one year. Some children experience a delay in attachment even until two years of
age, which Bowiby describes worrisome since they do not attach to any figure. Children who are
raised in institutions are primarily at risk of attachment delays. Even some children raised in
families, not in institutions, experience delays in developing attachment, but do develop attachment
later in their lives. This suggests that a child’s sensitivity to attach persists as a structural need.
The implications for children who cannot be adopted immediately or within a short time after birth
are obvious.

The significance of social interaction takes me back to the dynamic between struggles and
supports | describe above. | wish to expand upon the ways that the quality of social interaction
relates directly to attachment. If attachment is a life-long dynamic (Bowlby, 1969), and if our primal

brains do not distinguish the present from the initial wounding (Hendrix, 1992), then adoptees’
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experiences of deep emotional struggles, despite the presence of supports, can be understood if
the supports are not sufficiently social (i.e., do not involve interaction between the child and the
parent) or if the quality of social interaction omits specifically needed elements. For instance, how a
child’s social advances are met in relation to grieving and also difference could modify the quality
of the parent-child attachment. One family told the story of a pre-verbal child of South East Asian
descent putting her hands up on her parents’ faces and pulling the sides of their face. When she
had words, she gave this action the phrase “they won't stay.” This action can be thought of as a
social advance. It can also be seen as the creation of meaning. As early as the pre-verbal stage
the child is noticing difference and trying to make social sense of it, through a social advance to her
parents to engage with her experience of difference. The little girl was not alarmed; she was
looking for meaning. If the parents are not attuned to the child’s need to engage with ditference, or
if they are ill-equipped to deal with this interchange, could a barrier to attachment be formed? Put
another way, does this initial moment encourage the process of splitting one self from another that
adoptees and parents described?

This pre-verbal/early verbal phase is also characterized by social referencing and exploration.
In The Interpersonal World of the Infant, Daniel Stem (1985) describes his attempt to study
prohibitive behaviour. He and his team quickly realized, however, that there are myriad factors
going into this communication. For example, the parent may say “Don't touch that,” which at the
linguistic level appears clearly to be a prohibition. However, the parent may say that with a smile
on their face and a playful tone indicating that the intent is not prohibitive—the scene might be
followed by “I'm gonna get you™ and the two fall into a tickle fight. In the same way, the parent
might say “are you sure that is a good idea?”, which may not equate to a prohibition linguistically
but clearly is, given the body language and tone of voice. Stem’s team studied how a parent-child
dyad related around a topic that the team knew was prohibited. What Stem and his colleagues

found was that the child was able to interpret this complex series of messages.
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Our overall impression was that the mother sent out the “authentic” prohibition in one or more
channels and then used the other channels to modify, contradict, or support the prohibitive
messagesortosendoutacompeﬁng'aummﬁc'message...Wehadexpectedadultstobe
able to deal with this level of complexity, but we did not forsee that infants oo, aimost from the
beginning, have to leam to decipher mixed messages (Stem, 1985, p.216, my emphasis).
lfmisdynamicofcompeﬁngmesageshrefemnoetoeprrhgdifferenoe is set at this phase, how
does it relate to the exploration of identity in later life? For example, how far does it impact on the
adoptee’s identity if a parent is verbally communicating an inauthentic message that it is okay to
explore the differentness of the adoptee’s identity while physically communicating that it is actually
not acceptable. Adoptees described parents who said that they supported exploration of difference
(i-e., searching for birth families, celebrating culture, etc.) but gave another message in their
physical language. Adoptees described “just knowing” that this kind of exploration was
unacceptable. Do these moments in early childhood elucidate adoptees’ reports of receiving
parental messages that difference is not to be explored because their parents have (tacitly or
unconsciously) sent the message that this is unacceptable? Taken a step further, if such
complexity is experienced, is this translated as not only can the parent not handle difference, but
that others cannot handle the child's differentness? Stem is identifying sophisticated capacities in
amazingly young children, evidence of their attunement to a rich parental repertoire. it definitely
functions very positively in their lives, but it also lays them open to conflicting and confusing
elements as well. How does this become woven into the child’s identity? Communication means
understanding that is not self-alienated, it is one’s vehicle of leamning how one gets into the world.
If the way | function out there doesn't work, then | jump outside myself to function: | create a false
self. This becomes the way | travel, the vehicle in which | drive through life. These pathways and

pattems, in fact, are also laid down neurologically. The child is in the process of forming her
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synaptic connections through this time period. To my chagrin these are questions beyond the
scope of this research.4
The Narative of identity and the False Self

For adopted persons, identity development . . . involves constructing a narrative that

somehow includes, explains, accounts for, or justifies their adoptive status. If things are

going well, narratives lend a sense of coherence and meaning to the experience of
individuals constructing them. Such outcomes are presumably associated with
psychological well-being and resilience. Conversely, the inability to construct a coherent
narative that confers meaning to the individua's life circumstances can be related to
various forms of psychological distress . . . In terms of adoption, we must ask what are the
consequences of constructing a personal narrative that ignores the fact of one’s adoption.

(Grotevant, 1997, pp. 10-11, my emphasis).

As we have seen, the process of identity starts from the beginning of life (Stem, 1985;
Erikson, 1968; Winnicott, 1990). | want to take some space to explore what is being created
through this process. As | said in the introduction, this research tells a story of becoming, of
coming into awareness. | want to propose that what this involves, is the creation of a narrative.
Grotevant (1987) proposes three aspects of identity which | am using to form my thoughts. First is
self-identification, which he explains as a combination of both our personal characteristics and our
social style, through which others and ourselves define us. Second is our subjective sense of
coherence of personality which, he explains, involves the construction of meaning, both individually
and socially. Third is our sense of continuity. By this he means the linkages across our past,
present and future. . . . identity stands at the interface of individual personality, social

relationships, subjective awareness, and extemal context” (Grotevant, 1997, p. 5).

* For more on neurological development and its retationship to this topic, see Allan Schore.
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Lﬂ(emyhdividml,meadomeehasnmnemusnuamesofhispersmandhisﬁfeto
incorporate into his narative, into his identity. But Grotevant (1997) argues that most challenges
uniquetoadopteesfocusonmehcorporationofwhathewllsgivens,ormeassig\edpansofour
person (i.e., gender, race, adopted status, etc.) into their fives, rather than the choices they may
make. Honneth (cited in Beauchesne, 1997) puts forth the observation that intersubyective
recognition is critical in the individual's process of forming and safeguarding her identity integrity.
Without that recognition, she is vulnerable to repeated injury to herself by harm to her
understanding of herself. What is especially damaged, according to Honneth, is both her potentials
(that is, the given or assigned) and his choices (cited in Beauchesne, 1997). The question begs to
be asked: what is the impact of not addressing difference in general, especially adoptive status
and the ethnoracial and cultural difference of the parents and their child? The way adoptees deal
with the elements of their lives over which they have no control has ramifications for the kinds of
choices that they can make later (Grotevant, p.82, 1992). A number of adoptees exemplified
Honneth’s argument that the lack of recognition harmed potential:

Even just now I'm just starting to go to university now, I've never gone before because |

didn't think | was smart enough, | didn't think | could do it and | wasn't really encouraged. .

- you know they were just, she’s done what she can do. . .it's now when I'm in my thirties

when I've found my birth-mother, found my brother, like gone to therapy, done all these

things—come out—that It's like— oh maybe I actually can do this.
Grotevant (1992) argues that assigned components of identity provide context for choices. In the
case of this adoptee, her white siblings were encouraged to excel whereas she was not. She
interpreted this as putting boundaries on what she, as a black woman, could do. She is not,
however, bound by this context and manages to break free from it through an integration of her

identities.
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Asstatedeaﬁnr.hesﬂencemmdngadoﬂees’emeﬁencesofdﬁemwasme
topic adoptees most often voiced. Conversely, when listing supports adoptees made particular
mention of their parents celebrating difference. Adoptees listed being exposed to a diverse
environment (e.g., boarding schools, etc.), visiting places with different ethnoracial make-ups,
gohgtophceswheremepmmismeeﬂmmdalmhoﬁw,pmmtsmmgﬁbndsﬁomdivem
communities, etc. It was, however, the lack of recognition of difference that they described as still
leaving them vuinerable to injury. Adoptees described difficulty not only making choices in relation
to or in celebration of their ethnoracial identity, but also in recognizing actually having choice—as
did the adoptee quoted above. Even adoptees whose parents provided supports that celebrated
difference, expressed anxiety around embracing their own difference from their families. They
indeed felt that their place in their families was tentative, resting on their assuming an as if
persona: as if the adoptee was bom to their adoptive parents (Lifton, cited in Nydam, 1997;
Beauchesne, 1997). Retuming to Grotevant's (1997) aspects of identity, this lack of recognition
could impact upon how an adoptee self-identifies, and on the coherence of his personality.
Adoptees described the lack of recognition as leading to the creation of a “false self.”

Adoptees described feeling the need to create an identity that could conform to the
required norm of their immediate environment. “There’s definitely that feeling that your complete
assimilation is necessary in order to be loved . . . In retrospect | recognize it now | grew up under
the thing that | had to, um, completely deny who I'd previously been in order to be loved.” In this
spiit, the adoptee’s continuity of self is also ruptured, and continues to be ruptured throughout her
life unless she is able to integrate the various parts of her namatives. Lifton (cited in Nydam, 1997)
writes that many adoptees adapt to their role in what she calls the adoption game, through either
adopting the role of the good adoptee or the bad adoptee.

In the first case, as a “good adoptee,” the child or adolescent adapts carefully to the

expectations of adoptive parents as a defense against the horrible possibility of further



TRA 124
relinquishment. It is important to note that this adaptation of good behavior is different
from the task of being good because of solid and clear attachment. Instead, it is meant to
be protective and so it is experienced differently, as an ‘as if’ persona that protects the
true self from injury . . . (Nydam, 1997, p. 66, my emphasis).

Someadopteesfndmecouragetomkemeshiﬂovertobehgabadadoptee. As the bad
adoptee, they let their parents in on the struggle that they are facing within. “Becoming a ‘bad
adoptee’ in adolescence means taking on the fears of future abandonment that may have haunted
the adoptee all along® (Nydam, 1997, p.66). If the adoptee cannot face this risk, then he may
never face this side of himself, leaving that part lost, and the remaining person feeling like a partial
person. Others, according to Lifton, start in the role of the bad adoplee. These adoptees push
closeness away, act out and prefer to fight. These possibilities are reminiscent of Ainsworth's
groups in the Stranger Situation (cited in Bowlby, 1968; cf., p. 113). Further research has led to
correlations between group A (anxiously attached and avoidanf) and conduct disorders, aggressive
behaviours and depression; and to comelations between group C (Anxiously attached and
resistant) and phobias, anxiety disorders, psychosomatic symptoms and depression (Mash &
Wolfe, 1999, p. 53).

How can we take these observations and theories and put them in the context of helping
parents parent? Winnicott (1390), who most paradigmatically talks about the true seff and the faise
self (not to be confused with multiple personalities), refers them back to the relationship with the
mother (or more generally the primary caregivers). He explains that the caregiver who is good
enough, both meets to some extent the omnipotence of the child and makes sense of it. But if the
caregiver repeatedly implements the child’s omnipotent expressions, then he provides for the
child’s weak ego. On the other hand, the caregiver that is not good enough does not dialogue with
the child’s omnipotence. He is not able to meet the child’s gesture, but initiates and substitutes his

own instead. The parent’s gesture is given precedence by the child’s compliance. “This
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compliance on the part of the infant is the earfiest stage of the False Self, and belongs to the
mother’s inability to sense her infant’s needs” (Winnicott, 1990, p.145). The child’s gesture is
mmhbceMofBowasdsamiondﬂnsochladvancestomepamm—mdmmspedmny, of
the little South East Asian girl described on page 106. In this context, it suggests to me that both
attunement and communication are of crucial importance in the parent-chikd relationship. It
demonstrates again that attachment is at the foundation of discussions of adoption. Adoption
provides the possibility for healing and the living of a productive life. It also must be entered into,
however, with an awareness of the potential struggles it may mean for adopting families.

When the misattunement is severe, or the gestures of the child are consistently overridden
by the parents, we find fertile ground for the child to repress the non-acceptable parts of herself. In
creating this self, some adoptees may spiit off the parts of themselves that are non-white, that are
from before, so that she has virtually no birth-family, no country of origin, no ancestral connection,
no native culture, etc.. It is this split identity that adoptees described as causing great turmoil later
in life and that needed to be healed. Some felt that in order to heal they needed to search out their
biological families. Others found they needed to surround themselves with people from the same
racial and ethnic communities. Some spoke about a desire to retum to their country of origin. To
close the spiit in their identities, they needed to reclaim their fost or denied selves (Hendrix, 1992).
Lifton (1994 cited in Grotevant, 1997) introduces what she calls cosmic loneliness.

. . . the adopted child’s narative is broken when she is lifted out of her own genetic and

historic family line to fix the break in the adoptive home by the fragmentary adoption

namative . . . (Lifton, 1994, p. 37 cited in Grotevant, 1997, p.10).

Connected to his adoptive home by the fragmentary adoption narrative and disconnected

from his real biological narrative, he has lost his place on the intergenerational chain of

being (Lifton, 1994, pp.46-47 cited in Grotevant, 1997, p.10).
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In reading this passage | was reminded of the phrase If you don't know where you come from, you
don't know where you are going. As this phrase refers to the stolen histories of the African
diaspora, and to face silence about the histories of people of colour, it's all too familiar. In her
doctoral thesis As if Bom to, Lise Beauchesne (1997) argues that coming to terms with being
adopted means addressing a hierarchy that privileges biology over all else, relegating adopted
status to a lower stratum. 1hm'adopted‘isapmblenﬁﬁcidenﬁly,ﬂuatleadstofalsifyhghe
adoptee’s identity, as if they were bom to their adoptive families.
| remember looking at photos after our family had gone on some—one of those family trips.
There were all these photos of my Dad and his brothers and sisters and all their kids and
their kids. Then in the middle of all those photos was this dark face and this huge afro! |
mean the thing that really stood out for me was that they all looked alike and they had this
kind of bond you know? | mean they'd talk about great-great-grandmother ‘so and so’ and
look at pictures and go on about who looks so much like ‘so and so’ and all that. Then
there | was . .. just smiling fike it meant something to me outside of how fucking lonely it
made me feel!
While study after study measuring adoptees’ identities show littie to no difference between
adopteesandmosewhoarenotadopted,meydonotaskaboumesubjecﬁvefactorofadopted
identity. Benson, Sharma & Roehlkepartain (1994 cited in Grotevant, 1997) found that twenty-
seven percent of adoptees approved of the statement that “adoption is a big part of how I think
about myself” while forty-one percent claimed to think about adoption at least 2-3 times a month, or
as even often as every day. Those who support open adoption argue that knowledge of one’s past
is a basic human need (Grotevant, 1997). Family is a big part of many peoples’ lives, and if
adoption is frequently on the minds of adoptees it is not surprising that adoptees are often hyper-
aware of their “as-if-bom-to” status. Providing adoptees with information about their adoption

stories may be an important medium for adoptees to find their place. One adoptee said: ‘| don't
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know, [ just. . . ultimately | just feel lie | have to create my own identity. . .| . . leamed to look for
my own answers. * If there is no space to voice feelings of cosmic loneliness and no access to
information about adoptees” histories, where do those feelings go? Even if the adoptee is able to
achievesomehtegraﬁon,ﬂ\ereisnowaytolmowwhohewouldbeifhehadnotspﬁtapanof
himself off. Pm&hamﬁmymmwaﬂaugageﬁmmemwmmMevenwhenbmught
htomeeveryday,mefalseselflagsatadilferemdevebpmentalstage.Thesespﬁtselvesmaybe
sharedwimfamilyatsomepoht.ormeymayremhaseparatepanofmeadoptee’sﬁfe. They
maybeﬁvedoutwimomerswhoareundetstandhg,butmeymayalsobeaccesedinfamasy.

Fantasy, Myth and the Family Romance

I mean the whole fantasy of the mother—I mean for me especially, | mean since the
chances of me being reunited with my birth-parents are very very slim— build up fantasies
aboutit... .

Without knowledge, adoptees are left to wonder, to imagine, and to create their own
stories. Children’s tendency to fantasize about the potential of belonging to another family has
been written about, most notably by Freud in his considerations of “the family romance” (Freud,
1909; 1939). Many of us have had conversations with people who have grow up thinking they
were adopted or perhaps wished that they were adopted! But for the adoptee, there actually is
another family, another set of parents. There is an important difference however. For children who
create a romance of another family, that family can only be better than what it is they are living in.
For the adoptee, this family could be bad as well. The other family has, after all, rejected the
adoptee through refinquishment (Nydam, 1999). The fantasy is a part of the adoptee’s narmative.
In these fantasies the adoptee may find another site of splitting the self.

Brinich (cited in Nydam, 1999) explains that the “double representational world” of the
adoptee (fantasy and reality) can predispose the adoptee to living a split life which he must, at

some point, deal with and address (p. 95). As Cohen (1994) points out, however, “gliven the
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absolute centrality of lack and loss to children who have been abandoned or rejected by their birth
parent, ﬂmuﬂhadlybesumrishgﬁmnyofhemdevebpedasﬂongemﬁonalaﬂadnmemto
personal myths of origin which function as defense mechanisms in this way” (p. 46). Nydam
(1999) makes an interesting argument for fantasies of birth-famifies operating as unusual kinds of
transitional objects. A transitional object’s meaning stems from what it represents, namely, the
confidence the child has that the caregiver will attend to needs and attune to the child. The child
essentbﬂymnaeﬁzesﬂatmhﬁomhipwimmewegmrhmemmdmemsiﬁonmﬂbject
such as a favourite toy, blanket, etc., which it has endowed with key importance. Thus the child is
able to tolerate separation from the caregiver. The ability of the child to handle being alone rests
on the confidence the child has in her relationship with the caregiver. As the child intemalizes this
relationship, she no longer needs the transitional object (Winnicott, 1986; cited in Nydam, 1999).
In the case of the fantasies of the birth-parents as transitional object, however, this process cannot
unfold, as the birth-parents are not “available for continuing nurture . . . This object absence means
that the refinquished adoptee is left without assistance towards psychological development out of
this intermediate space toward new psychic land where fantasy and reality are more clearly
distinguishable” (Nydam, 1999, p. 100). Nydam points out that these fantasies can become a
fixation for the adoptee. The transitional object is alive, but it is “running in place” (1999, p.100).
The adoptee may hold onto the relationship into adult life so as not to lose the birth-parent.
Compare this with the image of an adult bringing a ‘blanky” to work. In this context it is not
surprising that adoptees reported feelings of being split into parts. It also leaves me wondering
about the possibility of adoptees becoming fixated on ditference such as adoption or race, which
some adoptees did describe, as a form of attachment to transitional objects.

Secondly, Nydam (1999) also points out that as transitional objects, fantasies of parents
can manifest themselves in negative stories or representations. Intemalizing this object amounts

to exposure to the pain associated with being placed for adoption. Yet, this could be a way of



TRA 129

working out the anger an adoptee has for his birth-parents for letting him go. Like the bad adoptee,
if this is too much for the adoptee to absorb, he may repress these feelings and/or include them
within the lost self. This leads to the third way these fantasies can act as transitional objects:
through representing the struggles surrounding ambivalence. it may be through these fantasies
that adoptees close the gap between the good and the bad elements of their birth-stories and their
birth-parents. As adoptees mature and deal with the various feelings and questions that surround
being piaced for adoption, they may use the fantasies to integrate these elements (Nydam, 1999).

The fantasies of the birth-parents are, on some level, a part of the adoptees’ story beyond
just the biological. These fantasies become a part of the narrative as well. Those adoptees who
had some amount of information about their adoption stories and their birth-parents appeared to be
more equipped to merge the fantasy and the reality. If adoptees feel that they are unable to search
for information to fill in the blanks in their adoption stories, which they have had to fill with fantasy,
are they less likely to integrate these parts of their lives? Would this kind of support (i.e.,
information about their birth-stories) provide adoptees with needed tools to integrate the split parts
of themselves?
Racism

The equilibrium that the adoptive family and the adoptee may be living in meets a
disequilibration crisis, as Grotevant (1997) calls it, when faced with the immediacy of difference.
Among the most startling of such experiences is that of racism. Encountering the greater public’s
reactions to themselves and to their families sometimes acted as an abrupt reminder of the
difference between the adoptees and the rest of their families. Experiences of racism emphasized
difference but add a new dynamic, a new layer of difference (cf., p. 117). The theory focusing on
the development of ethnoracial identity states that such an experience highlights the meaning
socially given to racial difference. It acts as a catalyst for moving out of diffusion or foreclosure and

into moratorium, an explorative phase (cf., p. 4). As an understanding of racism becomes a part of
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an adoptee’s consciousness, all situations that follow are seen in that light and dealt with on some
level, or ignored and repressed. Racism differentiates the adoptee from the greater society (us
and them) and, in some way, from the experiences of those within their family. But as | have been
suggesting, understandings of difference precede the abrupt disequalibrating crisis.

As explained earlier, racism in the Canadian context is not necessarily overt. Part of the
challenge of democratic racism, especially in Canada, is being able to identify the contradictions
within the rhetoric (cf., p. 1). Many adoptees described episodes in which they feit that they were
victims of racism, and their parents either did not recognize the situation at all or stated fiat out that
the adoptees were misinterpreting the incident. Regardless of where “the truth” lay in those
situations, the adoptees remembered their parents’ unwillingness or inability to recognize the
impact on their children or act in defense of their children. These situations, | am proposing, only
underscored the adoptees’ feelings of isolation, separateness, lack of empathy and belonging.
Adoptees made social advances (Bowlby, 1969) to their parents for understanding and support, but
were not met with intersubjective recognition (Honneth, cited in Beauchesne, 1997). They were left
alone, adding yet another layer to their experience of othemess.

Adoptees listed the need for anti-racism training for parents as a ‘mandatory” support
before they adopt; they felt it would be of particular importance. In my view, this is an ingenious
and creative suggestion, expressing adoptees’ strong desire to open their experience of
differentness to their parents and their hope of alleviating (if even a littie) and preventing the pains
of isolation, splitting and falseness.

Racism impacts on parents as well. Many parents spoke about their disillusionment with
Canadian society after adopting transracially. Many parents had to face a difficult reality: their
friends and family were racist. Parents, grandparents and friends clearly spoke out about their
disapproval of adopting a child of colour (cf., p. 57). Some family members refused to be

involved with them or to even meet the child. Some adamantly rejected the notion of introducing a
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child of colour into their family. Some friends, while supporting the idea, refused to let their
children fratemize with adoptees. The parents had to face some hard realities about the world in
which they lived. They had to reevaluate their own identities as well as the impact of racism on
the whole family.

This brings us to another dominant theme—parents’ feelings of inadequacy. Feelings of
inadequacy, | think | can safely say, are a part of parenting. Parents feel inadequate whether they
have adopted transracially, or whether they are raising their biological children, adoptive children or
step-children. | have already discussed some of parents’ insecurities, but | want to focus
specifically on those related to addressing racism. The parents who participated in this research
spoke about a number of areas where they felt inadequate. Along with general parenting
concems, parents listed dealing with racism. They wondered if a parent of colour (not necessarily
the child’s biological parents) would have been better suited to raising their child. Parents
wondered whether transracial adoption was, in effect, cultural genocide. These feelings were also
mixed with feelings of guilt that the loss of their childs birth-parents was their gain. As | have said,
the process of becoming must be examined from the parents’ perspective as well and parents have
adoption and pre-adoption stories too. Many families’ histories are filled with unique experiences
that contribute to either the desire or the inability to see their children as different. From my data, |
shall describe some composite possibilities.

A couple may have been trying to conceive for some time to no avail. They may have
used extraordinary measures or not. They may never have been able to conceive or they may
have lost a number of children at various stages. They are emotionally drained and cannot face
the disappointment any longer, so they make the decision to adopt. Both through the process of
adopting and through parenting their child, they feel fear about losing this child as well. They are
afraid that the birth-parents will change their minds or that there will be a mix up and they will have

to wait even longer to be granted a child. They are anxious about their child’s safety and health
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throughout her childhood. Any tak about searching out information about their child’s birth
families, country of origin or even their native culture fills them with fear: that their birth parents
could come for their children and take them away; that their child could leave them for his birth-
family; that children embracing their native culture are rejecting their parents’ culture and indeed
their parents. To see the racial difference is to see that this child is not theirs.”

Another scenario might find parents concemed that they are not be able to love an
adopted child with the same affect as a biological child, and despite their complete love for their
child, signs of difference might remind them of that fear or simply that this child is not “of them.”
Another scenario might find parents holding deep philosophical, political and/or religious beliefs.
The opportunity to adopt presents a medium to exercise or, in some cases, prove their beliefs
through action. Still another scenario might find parents growing up in a racist environment. The
opportunity to adopt transracially offers them a way to show their families that those of colour are
not so different. A different version of this scenario might feature parents who were raised in a very
homogeneous environment feeling ill-equipped to deal with issues of race and racism. These
parents might find themselves wracked with anxiety and guiit when even the slightest mention of
race comes up. They may not know where the line between being racist and celebrating diversity
is, and may have no immediately available resources to gain a better understanding. Any of these
scenarios and countless other compositions of particularities can lead parents either consciously or
unconsciously not to acknowledge the ethnicity, adopted status, race or culture of their adopted
child. Itis for this reason that | join adoptees in recommending the inclusion of anti-racist
programming and multicultural education for prospective adoptive parents. There are a myriad of
corresponding issues that could be addressed in this section, but they will be left for future
research.

| want to make one closing point. Families of colour do not necessarily devote time

specifically to addressing the impacts of racism and discrimination in their lives, let alone strategies
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to deal with them. In the course of other conversations, including those linked to research, | have
tatked with people of colour who have struggled deeply with the silence in their families
surrounding racism and discrimination. | appreciate that children in racially homogeneous families
are not necessarily growing up with a mode! of how to deal with racist and discriminatory realities.
A Latin child, brought up in a Latin family, who experiences a discriminatory incident might not
necessarily talk about it at home, or there may not be any overt action taken, as these experiences
are such common occurrences. On the other hand, that child may find comfort in knowing that her
family understands what this experience is, and that, as one friend said to me, it Sis not a battle that
I want to pick.” Knowing which to pick, having the support when you decide to fight and having the
resources to fight when the time come are often silently passed on through the example provided
by a family. |am aware of these conversations when | examine the many layers of difference that
TRAs experience, aware that it is this communication through family example that is absent in TRA
and why special attention is needed.

Identification with Role Modeis and Dominant Cuiture

Adoptees and parents both mentioned the importance role models can play for children in
general and for adoptees in particular. Some families cited the importance of older siblings, while
others talked about specific role models with whom adoptees connected (e.g., teachers, nannies,
family friends, etc.). In addressing what exactly identity is, Richards (1994) pointed out that part of
identity involves being different; it is being unique and distinct. But there is also the component of
sameness. Adoptees and parents spoke about the important relationship developed with siblings
or other adopted peers (cf., p. 92). They also mentioned the support that comes from a role model
outside of the family. Adoptees, however, made one adamant proviso. They felt that providing a
child with a diverse environment was important for adoptees so that the environment could provide
them with people with whom they could discuss their experiences of racism or other issues related

to the celebration of their cultures or ethnicities. Adoptees felt, however, that if role models were
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brought into their lives in an inauthentic manner, then it was not helpful and instead of creating an
environment of inclusion, it would emphasize the adoptees’ differentness. As one adoptee putit
“Like not saying, ‘well this is Bob and he’s gonna talk with you about Korea. . ." * Or as another
pointed out, not inviting someone to dinner ust so there’s a black person around table” as
opposed to inviting a friend to dinner who just happens to be black. Adoptees and parents alike
expressed concem about the role models that are chosen. One family had chosen a close friend
who had been adopted to be their children’s god-parent. The friend was, however, unable to
provide a positive discourse about adoption. In fact, this friend discouraged the family from
providing their children with information about their birth-families and from visiting their country of
origin.

It is also important to be cognizant of the images that the parents’ or dominant culture
present to children, for culture is full of signals that children pick up as models. One parent | spoke
with remembered riding with her seven year old daughter in a taxi cab. Her daughter tumed to her
mother and asked: “Why do all the taxi drivers have same skin as me?” Many researchers have
shown, those of us living in the West recognize from an early age that there are differences among
people (cf. p. 7, 46). Through cultural cues we find pattems in the differences and leam to label
some good and others bad. Those in the other or bad category then act as “containers” (Winnicott
1971; cited in Mattei, 1996), as “psychological pillows “ or “suitable targets of externalization”
(Volkan, 1988, p.31; cited in Mattei, 1996) for unconscious feelings that confiict with the individual’s
or community’s self-perception. All members of a society, in its spectrum from oppressor to
oppressed, are impacted by these cues. For example, some argue that Westem culture has
assigned badness and unconscious aggressive and sexual urges to the black body so that the
black individual becomes the very embodiment of danger for the oppressor or the privileged
(Fanon, 1967). Among the oppressed, first, there can be a negative identification with that other or

bad role, which is then confirmed by more cultural cues and by experiences. This phenomenon of
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identification is extensively explored in psychoanalysis and by cultural theorists such as Stuart Hall
and Franz Fanon. Identification regularly involves indiscriminate and even anomalous
appropriation, as when a litle girl identifies with her Dad or brother.

Fanon (1967) provides a striking exemplification of a second identification. He points to a
young black boy in colonized Africa (or North America) who grows up reading stories with a white
male hero that demonize the Other—think of cowboys and Indians, or even space invaders. The
little black boy grows up identifying with the hero, and this hero, in some way, becomes part of his
identity. But the boy is black. In those moments when he encounters this discontinuity, such as
coming face to face with social interpretations of race (e.g., racism), he will experience distress.
Now, one might counter that we have many heroes-of-colour in Westem culture. But black heroes,
for example, are still concentrated in very specific areas, such as sports. Fanon points out how
swiftly observers and sports commentators remark on how like a coltor a stallion or other animals
these athletes are. The sexualization of that animal seems never far behind—what bearing does
this have for adoptees acting out sexually? One analogy frequently made, and championed by one
such hero Dennis Rodman, is that basketball is just a bunch of biack ho’s being handled by white
pimps. Such images of black heroes possibly confront the black child with a beast-like, native
identity, recycling, in effect, the imagery of the savage Other. There is too often an unsettiing
silence about the perspective of little girls, black and/or white, in these conversations as | see
gender as integral to the challenges in forming a racial/cultural identity. This will be kept for
another discussion.

An appreciation of the cultural cues and representations of racial and cultural categories and
how they are experienced seems to me crucially important both for representation and for
intervention. This is where multicultural education can make a large and important contribution to a
parenting program. Hall points out that there is a way of thinking about a cultural identity “ in terms

of one, shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one true self’, hiding inside the many others, more
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sophisticated or artificially imposed ‘selves”.” (1990, p.223). If | am part of the diaspora, then | must
go back and excavate and discover this true identity. But time layers and reworks experience for
both the émigré and the original community. What implications does this have for an intemationally
adopted child who is trying to reintegrate his selves? This might be an identity-search that drives
an adoptee to retumn to the country of their origin. There is, however, a second way of thinking
about identity. Hall writes: “. . . we should think . . .of identity as a ‘production’ within, not outside,
representation® (1990, p. 222). “Every regime of representation is a regime of power formed, as
Foucault reminds us, by the fatal couplet, ‘power/knowledge’ * (1990, pp. 225-226). By
reconsidering the relationships that have a history of oppression and prejudice, we can better
understand the subjective experience of the shadow of power. The child who asked her parent:
“Why do all the taxi drivers have the same skin as me?” is facing this relationship. This identity
could find an adoptee exploring the history of colonialism, identity theory, and politics, or even
writing a Masters thesis on transracial adoption. It is work towards identity that encourages us to
find ourselves where we are, and to take steps to understanding how we arrived there.
Proposed Program Qutfine

Based on this research | recommend a parenting program specifically developed to help
parents support their children develop positive ethnoracial identities. | have created an outline for
such a program. It distails into dominant themes the main issues identified in the results. They are

schematized as follows:
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Each theme comprises a session in the parenting program, for parents either about to adopt, or
who have adopted, transracially. | have constructed a logic model outlining the elements brought to
my attention from this research, as well as from the subsequent feedback of adoptees, parents and
service providers. For each theme | have outfined implementation objectives as well as short term
and long term objectives. | have then examined the evolution of group process and arranged the
sessions in an order | felt was sensitive to this process. For instance, issues of parents’ emotions
are not broached in the initial sessions, as a level of trust is required for this discussion to be
honest and effective. The logic model provides the outline for a four-month weekly program. Each

group will ideally be comprised of no more than sixteen participants. The group must be lead by a
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fwﬂitatoerisﬁahedndehgmupmooessameseﬂhg.Mweﬂmmdhadopﬁon,
identity, developmental and anti-oppression theory and practice as well. Multicultural education
training is an additional asset.
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TRA 143

The program is developed both to educate parents and to create a potential base for
support groups that can be independently run after the program is completed. The program is
based on the research presented here, as well as on a group conducted in 2001 with multiracial
families (transracially adoptive and biracial families) at Lakeshore Area Multi-Service Project
(LAMP), a community health centre in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

Implications for Future Research and Interventions

My first recommendation is that the program presented above should be put through a pilot
run. It should be evaluated for the usefullness of its material, the order of sessions, the balance
between theory and skill-development, etc. Evaluation should also consider if there are
particularities of experience that can and should be grouped or taken into consideration. For
example, are there specific experiences differentiating gender, country of origin, as well as
experiences of violence, sexual intederence/abuse. level of trauma, poverty or neglect experienced
by adoptees. Issues relating to parents’ experiences (e.g., class, education, adoption histories,
etc.) should also be looked out for in terms of needing specific attention. The work started in this
thesis should and will be continued in the form of not only running the program, but further
developing interventions and programming for transracial adoptees and their families. Age, phase
of development and popular culture will also need to be taken into consideration to create effective,
sensitive and engaging initiatives. As transracial adoption becomes more known in popular culture,
the more discourse and awareness will be accessible to adoptive families about the issues that
their children may face. This has increased special considerations transracially adoptive parents
have given to ethnicity, race and culture. Feedback from adoptees and parents must continue to be

the guiding force behind this work.
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Seoondly,lamawareofmpbsofenommssig\iﬁwwemwhichlcouldgivemly bmited
aftention in the discussion: topics such as adoptee sorrow and the development of the faise self.
Adoptee sorrow obviously trenches upon the experiences of grieving and loss. I further suggest
that this information should be collected through qualitative means, since this kind of dynamic and
experiential data is, to my mind, beyond the scope of what quantitative research can provide.
Third, | would like to see some investigation of simitar programming for both adoptees and their
siblings. This work would need to take into consideration the same long list of variables that |
mentioned above: development, popular culture, pre-adoption history, age of adoption, etc. Finally,
| recommend that adoption agencies give consideration to the complexity of the issues others and |
have shown light on surrounding this issue when considering prospective adoptive parents. If, for
example, agencies initiate mandatory anti-racism training for prospective parents, and they show

resistance, this should be seriously taken into consideration before being granted a child.
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