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Introduction

Abigail Johnson sits in the conference room of Clerestory Adoptions, a 
private adoption agency offering a multitude of international and 
 domestic adoption programs.1 The room looks like any generic confer-

ence room, with a large oval table and several matching chairs around it. The 
office is by no means luxurious, but the room is tidy and professional. This 
could be any corporate office, but instead of forecasts of annual sales and 
profit margins, the charts on the wall detail a roster of adoption programs 
offered by Clerestory Adoptions and the number of parents currently en-
rolled. As this book shows, the numbers do not look good.

I am at the agency to interview Abigail, a relatively young social worker 
who got her start working in adoption right out of college. She is an earnest 
person, and her brown eyes are thoughtful when she pauses to answer my 
questions. As someone whose job it is to run information sessions describing 
the range of adoption programs her agency offers, Abigail is used to fielding 
inquiries from anxious prospective clients. But the questions I want to 
broach differ from those of would-be adoptive parents.

Whereas most people seeking out Clerestory Adoptions are looking for 
a way to expand their families, and therefore want to know pertinent infor-
mation like how long the adoption will take and how much it will cost, I am 
here to interview her about her thoughts and insights about whether and 
how private adoption operates as a marketplace and her role in it. Although 
the formal adoption of any child by American parents usually involves the 
irrevocable transfer of parental rights and responsibilities, private adoptions 
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via domestic and international placements distinctly differ from public fos-
ter care adoptions in that they operate on a fee-for-service model. This fiscal 
reality puts these adoption workers in the awkward position of having to 
generate sufficient revenue to cover their operating costs while still focusing 
on serving children and families.

Because adoption operates in a bureaucratized system overseen by a ma-
trix of laws regulating the exchange, to locate and legally transfer a child 
from one family to another, prospective adoptive parents must rely on third-
party facilitators. These adoption attorneys, counselors, and social workers 
are charged with administering the adoption process. In this sense, private 
adoption workers operate under a model of client services in which the rev-
enue that they take in from paying customers forms the foundation of their 
organization’s long-term solvency. Thus, adoption professionals take on the 
role as the de facto adoption sellers, who must promote their services to 
discerning customers. However, these social workers also have to live up to 
their roles as child welfare professionals, charged with advocating for the 
best interests of children. This dual mandate can pose a potential conflict of 
interest, since workers must simultaneously serve both adoptive parents and 
children, suggesting that workers sometimes have to compromise one prior-
ity to meet the other.

Although most adoption social workers espouse the view that the child 
should be the central client, this book shows that when adoption is pitched, 
the needs of the paying customer (i.e., the prospective adoptive parent) get 
elevated. If the parents are the clients, this means that the child, at least tem-
porarily, becomes the object of exchange. Recall the old adage that adopted 
children are “chosen children.”2 Under this purview, the child gets posi-
tioned as something to be selected, or in other words, he or she embodies a 
dual role as subject and object.3 As subjects, they are the recipients of vital 
social services geared toward placing them in permanent families. But these 
children also take on an objectified role because to be chosen, it inevitably 
means that another child gets passed over. This selection process is counter 
to the idea that children are supposed to be universally priceless, but as I 
detail, some children embody a greater market value than others.4 Thus, the 
process of choosing and being chosen is one of consumption. Prospective 
parents can choose their children, but some parents have more limited 
choices in terms of what is available to them.

Knowing full well that some prospective parents face curtailed market 
options and that some children are in greater demand than others, adoption 
workers face the task of making families while also keeping the interests of 
the agency at the forefront. Describing this quandary, Abigail details how 
these logistical considerations shape which children get served and why. She 
says, “I think that some programs are easier than others. Not only because 
there is a need, but it is not the scariest place to go work. We just started up 
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our Chad program.5 You have to look at which places you are able to work 
in. There are tons of kids in need of homes in places where social workers 
don’t want to go work in or where it is going to be too expensive because you 
have to pay off too many people.” In other words, helping needy children 
becomes somewhat of a numbers game, and if a region is too “scary” or in-
volves paying off “too many people,” the program is abandoned in favor of 
an easier place to set up shop.

International adoption is not the only segment of the adoption market-
place touched by these issues. In private domestic adoption—that is, the 
adoption of an American child who has never been in the foster care sys-
tem—the influence of the market is palpable. Like international providers, 
domestic adoption agencies have to recruit sufficient numbers of customers 
whose fees keep the agency afloat. But there is a key difference, because in 
private domestic adoption, they must also enroll sufficient numbers of preg-
nant women wanting to make adoption plans. Keeping up a “supply” can be 
difficult, considering that there are more people hoping to adopt babies than 
there are expectant women wanting to relinquish them. So adoption agen-
cies often struggle to refill the pipeline. Given this market imbalance, many 
providers have to devote a considerable proportion of their revenue to adver-
tising and outreach. For example, the annual report from one adoption 
agency discloses that it spent almost 20 percent of its $3.78 million budget 
on advertising. This figure brings into stark relief the paradox of private 
adoption: it is a profession devoted to child welfare but sustained by advertis-
ing for children and customers.

As Abigail attests, her agency has to balance competing priorities, and 
they are often pulled between fiscal and family considerations. First and 
foremost, their mission is to serve kids in need of a home. However, other 
factors about a country must be considered, such as the perceived safety of 
the country and the economic sustainability of running an adoption pro-
gram there. They do not need to make a profit from a program, but they  
have to make enough money to pay the bills. Abigail reveals how the bottom 
line affects the decision-making process, stating, “We are opening and clos-
ing programs to see which ones we can afford. It is an industry at the end  
of the day, I suppose.” Once the words were out of her mouth, Abigail stops 
abruptly, realizing that she may have crossed a line. Next she ruefully utters, 
“I am totally going to get fired for this conversation.”

Her blunt assessment that adoption “is an industry” further underscores 
the paradox of private adoption. It is a practice devoted to child welfare, but 
to serve children, adoption workers have to take into account market factors 
such as supply and demand to determine which programs stay open. I begin 
with Abigail’s quote because it illustrates that despite the reluctance to talk 
about money and markets in adoption, they matter—a lot. She worries that 
by calling adoption an industry she has somehow crossed a line, illustrating 
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the hesitancy some workers feel when talking about child welfare in such 
crass terms.

During the course of my research, I learned that many dedicated adop-
tion workers, like Abigail, were drawn to adoption because they possessed a 
deep commitment to child welfare. They were less interested in the financial 
considerations involved in sustaining a small business. This quixotic ap-
proach to private adoption was all right when business was booming, be-
cause these workers did not have to worry about paying the rent or making 
payroll. Perhaps secure in their solvency, it was easier to focus solely on the 
child welfare aspects of their profession. However, over the course of the last 
decade, there has been a shift in the adoption industry as workers have been 
faced with new regulations and a decreasing supply of young and healthy 
children. These babies and toddlers were once the mainstay of private adop-
tion, but the number of children available—especially overseas—trickled to 
a halt. Hence the market changed, and the business aspects of adoption 
began to take precedence as providers struggled to adjust to these new condi-
tions. One social worker I spoke with summarizes this new era, stating, 
“This is a business, and we have to make business decisions.”

The goal of this book is to provide a closer analysis of these business deci-
sions by analyzing the uncomfortable spaces where love and markets inter-
mingle. In doing so, I argue that private adoption offers a window into the 
social construction of racial boundaries and the meaning of family. In the 
broadest terms, I aim to answer two questions: What does privatized adop-
tion teach us about kinship, and what does it teach us about race? To answer 
these questions, I focus on adoption providers and the markets in which they 
operate. I illustrate how these workers are sellers of kinship, tasked with 
pitching the idea of transracial adoption to their mostly White clientele.

Once establishing the utility of the market framework, I push forth two 
arguments. The first is that most prospective parents come to private adop-
tion hoping to replicate as many aspects of biological reproduction as pos-
sible. Put another way, applicants who are willing to pay the higher costs 
associated with private adoption are often hoping to locate the youngest and 
healthiest child possible. Indeed this was the rationale that helped catapult 
intercountry adoption to its heightened popularity. Even though there are 
still plenty of parents who are willing to endure the long waits and high fees 
associated with private adoption, the supply of young and healthy children 
is diminishing. Thus, prospective adoptive parents have fewer options. Cog-
nizant of these constraints, adoption providers have had to adjust their sales 
pitch when promoting their services. With fewer desirable children to go 
around, many social workers advise their clients to take on a consumer men-
tality and rank their priorities. By detailing how adoption providers frame 
these decisions, I show that adoption providers promote and sell transracial 
adoption as a means to maximize other market variables. Whereas transra-
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cial adoption often gets idealistically depicted as a family form where “love 
sees no color,” the goal of this book is to complicate this assessment: it is not 
that color does not matter; rather, color indeed does matter, but how it mat-
ters depends on how race commingles with other market variables.

This brings me to my second argument: that transracial adoption serves 
as a powerful indicator of racial boundaries. When White parents choose the 
race of the child they are willing to adopt, they are literally marking their 
own version of the color line, delineating who they could accept as a son or 
daughter, and conversely who they could not. Thus, my goal is to mount the 
argument that the racialized practices in private adoption serve as a power-
ful reflection of race in America. I aim to illustrate that not only do adoption 
agencies’ practices mirror the racial divide, but these policies are complicit 
in redefining the racial boundary, essentially reconfiguring a delineation 
that positions monoracial native-born African Americans on one side and 
other minority children on the opposite side.

One contribution of the book is that my research captures how adoption 
providers respond to the downturn in international adoption. Adoption de-
mographer Peter Selman calls this period “the ‘beginning of the end’ of 
wide-scale intercountry adoption.”6 During this era, private adoption under-
went a massive transformation since there were fewer Asian and Hispanic 
babies available for adoption. This shortage meant that adoption providers 
had to rethink how they sold transracial adoption, putting more emphasis 
on the placement of foreign-born African children and U.S.-born biracial 
(i.e., part White) Black children. I am able to show how the market shift 
helped reformulate the racial boundary, effectively expanding it to include 
these children. Adoption workers played up these distinctions by differen-
tially pricing, labeling, and allocating biracial Black children. Likewise, 
adoption agencies also perpetuated the idea that the placement of foreign-
born Black children would be different from adopting a native-born Black 
child, permitting White parents to characterize their African children as 
“not Black.” Taken together, these racialized policies and practices actively 
bolstered the delineation between children who are full African American 
and those who are not.

Having built the argument that it is vital to take into account the shrink-
ing marketplace to explain the increase in transracial adoption, this book 
moves to its final goal: to identify the implications of this practice. I am 
particularly interested in how this customer-centric approach can poten-
tially undermine adoption workers’ authority to prepare adoptive parents for 
the responsibilities and complexities of adopting across race. If adoption 
providers are concerned about maintaining market share and do not want 
to lose potential customers to competitors who offer an easier and less inva-
sive process, it becomes more challenging to maintain the standards that 
adoption social work was built on.
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Although there has been a growing consensus among adoption scholars 
that the market framework provides a fruitful tool for analysis,7 this ap-
proach is often decried by adoptive parents. Such pushback against the 
 market metaphor makes sense given the stigma that still surrounds adop-
tion.8 These parents and their children are vulnerable to intrusive questions 
such as “How much did he cost?” The unacceptableness of bringing up 
money in adoption is so high that there are several posts on popular adop-
tion blogs advising adoptive parents how to respond to this inquiry and 
other “stupid things people say about adoption.”9 As one blogger writes, 
“What an awful question to ask someone. We are talking about a child. She 
cost nothing. Do I ask you how much your biological child cost, with her 
hospital fees, doctor visits, shots? Yes, we had adoption fees and travel costs, 
but ‘she’ did not cost anything. She is a child, just like my biological child.”10

Notice how the author adamantly argues against the market framework 
and redirects the narrative by equivocating the costs incurred via adoption 
as similar to the financial outlay biological parents pay for prenatal care and 
delivery. This rhetorical strategy reinforces the predominance of what Judith 
Modell calls the “as if begotten” model in adoption.11 Under this practice, 
once legally adopted, the son or daughter becomes de facto biological kin 
such that “the adopted child is granted an entirely new birth certificate, with 
the names of his or her adoptive parents on the document and the name of 
the birth parent nowhere in sight.”12 By rewriting the birth certificate, adop-
tive kinship is likened to biological kinship and the adopted child is seen as 
“just like my biological child.”

The message equating adoption to biological kinship emerges early in the 
adoption process. For example, at preadoption conferences geared toward 
audiences of prospective adoptive parents, it is common to see vendors sell-
ing T-shirts with catchphrases like “adoption is the new pregnant” or “preg-
nant on paper.”13 Although it is understandable why a prospective adoptive 
parent would want to celebrate the formation of her family through a visible 
declaration of impending maternity, the reliance on a pregnancy discourse 
has troubling implications. The blogger who insists that adoption fees are 
like delivery fees implicitly puts forth the argument that a child’s existence 
begins at adoption, instead of at birth. The adoption fee does not bring the 
baby to fruition; the birth mother (sometimes called first mother) already 
devoted the time, energy, and labor to bring about this occurrence.

Perhaps one reason for the overreliance on the adoption-as-birth meta-
phor is that the alternative—the market metaphor—is untenable. Even 
though private adoption routinely requires the transfer of thousands of dol-
lars from one party to another, any allusion to private adoption as baby buy-
ing threatens what sociologist Viviana Zelizer calls “the exaltation of 
children’s sentimental worth.”14 However, as Zelizer shows in her landmark 
study tracing the desirability of babies put up for adoption throughout the 
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twentieth century, private adoption has always been a marketplace where 
some children were in greater demand than others. Whereas in the 1900s, 
would-be adoptive parents sought out older children who could contribute 
to the upkeep of the household, in contemporary adoption it is the babies 
who are the most valuable. Zelizer argues that this change catalyzed a new 
demand for babies and “stimulated a new kind of baby market.”15

Of course, in the legal adoption marketplace children are not purchased 
outright. Instead, it is useful to conceptualize the adoption marketplace as a 
socially constructed arena that is necessary to facilitate the exchange of a 
child. Within this arena, adoption becomes both child welfare and child 
commodification. As Margaret Radin and Madhavi Sunder write, “Market 
relations reflect, create, and reinforce social relations. But they are not the 
whole of those relations.”16 In this regard private adoption is a peculiar mar-
ketplace, where parents are not reducible to pure consumers and children are 
not merely objects. But the paradox is that to transfer children from one 
family to another, supposedly priceless children are inevitably marketed and 
priced. One could argue that there has to be a price associated with adoption 
because how else could one pay for the costs associated with this circulation? 
This explanation rings true, but it is only part of the story. If it were the case 
that all children were equally priceless, then the total cost for an adoption 
would be the same regardless of the child. But that is rarely the case, and as 
this book details, in private domestic adoption children are differentially 
priced according to their market value.

Several scholars have noted that race plays a key role in determining a 
child’s market value, with Black babies garnering a lower fee than White 
babies.17 This practice has been well known among adoption practitioners, 
but it was rarely, if ever, discussed among the general public. This changed 
in 2013 when National Public Radio launched the Race Card Project, asking 
listeners to weigh in on race and cultural identity in six words or less. An 
uproar occurred after a woman submitted the phrase “Black babies cost less 
to adopt,” effectively outing this fairly common custom.18 The reporter cov-
ering the issue spoke with adoption workers about the rationale behind this 
two-tiered pricing structure. The brief news story details how many social 
workers viewed the fee differential as a child welfare tactic that increased the 
likelihood of placing Black children in permanent families. Despite being 
founded on good intentions, many workers were clearly distressed with the 
scrutiny it garnered. No adoption worker would go on record about the prac-
tice, leading the reporter to conclude, “No one is comfortable about this.”19

As debates surrounding transracial adoption and the marketplace swirl, 
the voices of adoption workers have been largely absent from the discourse. 
There is a plethora of blogs written by members of the adoption triad with 
adoptive parents, adopted persons, and birth mothers (and to a lesser extent 
fathers) weighing in on their experiences.20 Yet there are few, if any, blogs 
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written by adoption social workers. Granted, many probably do not actively 
publish via this medium since they have to uphold the confidentiality of 
their clients. But the lack of input from adoption providers is also mirrored 
in the research literature. Despite the fact that adoption workers could pre-
sumably be afforded a layer of protection as confidential informants, there 
are few studies leveraging their expertise.

This book is unique because it is one of the only studies to explicitly focus 
on adoption providers. Instead of their voices being a side note, I argue that 
hearing from these workers provides a rich opportunity to plumb sociologi-
cal questions about the intersections between markets, kinship, and race. By 
highlighting the perspectives of adoption workers, I am able to uncover the 
ambivalence many feel about their seemingly contradictory roles as child 
welfare advocates and client services personnel. These workers view private 
adoption as an integral component of social service work. Yet many of these 
women also feel conflicted, citing concerns about the ethics of treating child 
adoption as an “industry.” Although members of this profession may be re-
luctant to risk their jobs by going publicly on record, once guaranteed a 
confidential space where their names and identifying information would not 
be revealed, these workers had a lot to say.

After Abigail voiced her concern that her comments would ultimately get 
her fired, I offered to omit that portion from the transcript. But she de-
murred, saying, “No, no. I think that it is very important to discuss. It is 
important for the fact that when these kids are like fifteen, sixteen, seventeen 
years old, you know that it is going through their minds. Or when they are 
thinking about building their own families. We can frame it in all of the 
positive language in the world, but kids are smart.”

As Abigail alludes to, in contemporary practice there has been what the 
sociologist Pamela Anne Quiroz calls “a shift in the discursive practices of 
adoption to broaden the acceptance of adoptive families. Old terminology 
(e.g., blue-ribbon babies, natural parents, illegitimate, unadoptable, feeble-
minded) has given way to a set of kinder, more inclusive terms.”21 With this 
softer language, the adoption narrative gets reformulated such that a first 
mother gets recast as a birth mother, not the “real” or “natural” mother. 
These expectant women are said to make an adoption plan, not “give up their 
child” for adoption. And subsequently, the children brokered in adoption get 
referred to as in need of care, not “available” for adoption.

But despite these efforts to reframe private adoption as an empowered 
and altruistic decision made by an autonomous birth mother, the market 
aspects are still unavoidable. Although Abigail is adamant that “you’re not 
buying a child; it is not like that,” private adoption is a form of social service 
where the parent paying the bills becomes the de facto client. Some critics 
of adoption refer to this business model as finding children for families, 
rather than the child welfare model of finding families for children.22 
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The former positions the child as the object, while the latter frames the child 
as the  client.

This distinction resonates with Michele, another social worker I inter-
viewed. Unlike Abigail, who is relatively new to the field, Michele has been 
working in adoption for more than twenty years at a large full-service  agency 
that offers a plethora of international programs as well as private domes-
tic adoptions. Michele sees her adoption agency as one of the good ones, 
 separating her practices from that of other agencies that “are not operating 
aboveboard.” Michele surmises, “There are agencies that basically find chil-
dren for parents. Our agency finds parents for children.”

Although the differences between these two phrases are subtle, the stakes 
are high, especially since children are seen as priceless, and thus attaching 
price tags to them is discomforting, to say the least. According to Zelizer, the 
allusion to child markets is so fraught because, as critics argue, “Some goods 
and services should never be sold, and . . . some market arrangements are 
inherently pernicious.”23 Maintaining the distinction between a commercial 
enterprise and an altruistic one is essential, since these approaches occupy 
what Zelizer calls “hostile spheres.”24 Any overlap between the two is risky 
because it threatens the sacredness of children. Thus, any baby market is 
seen as a dangerous “black market” rather than a socially sanctioned arena 
of exchange.

For adoption stakeholders, the very idea of combining the terms “mar-
ket” and “baby” is rife with controversy because the idea of commodifying 
children threatens the underlying foundation of the adoptive family. As 
Debora Spar notes, “The debates in this field are passionate, with adoptive 
families and adoption agencies pitted against those who condemn the pro-
cess.”25 She identifies one side of the debate as “those who see adoption as a 
purely social interaction: it is about building families and rescuing children 
and assuaging the pain of missing people.” In contrast, critics of adoption 
argue that “adoption is not only a market but indeed a market of the worst 
possible sort” that commodifies innocent children by putting a price on their 
heads.26

Of course, it is folly to create a forced choice either extolling private adop-
tion as an altruistic child welfare practice or condemning it as baby sell-
ing. As Joan Williams and Viviana Zelizer argue, the questions of whether 
the commodification of children exists and whether commodification is 
good or bad are oversimplified. They contend, “Economic sociology shows 
that we need to steer away from the question of ‘to commodify or not to 
 commodify,’ and appreciate instead that people strive to define the moral life 
in a wide variety of social contexts that involve both economic and socio-
emotional relationships.”27

Notably, adoption is not the only transaction where markets and altru-
ism intersect in a bureaucratized system. In his research on organ donation, 
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sociologist Kieran Healy emphasizes the value of acknowledging the eco-
nomic and social aspects of the exchange. He probes how organ donation 
agencies create what he calls the “cultural account of donation,” or in other 
words, “sets of ideas and stories, meant for public consumption, about the 
nature and meaning of what they are doing.”28 Since the message of organ 
donation grows out of an altruistic framework (e.g., providing the gift of life), 
workers are especially wary of sullying the narrative with allusions to the 
business of donation. But Healy reminds us that there can be no organ dona-
tion without a “procurement organization” that oversees the logistics of the 
transfer. These operational aspects tend to be ignored, since the few extant 
studies tend to focus on organ donors and the recipients.29 Likewise, adop-
tion research tends to focus on adopted children and parents and not on the 
organizations that bring these parties together. These workers serve as mid-
dlemen (and women) charged with facilitating the placement.

Like Healy’s work, this book is built on the idea that an industry can be 
both altruistic and transactional. Thus, in the adoption marketplace, child 
commodification and child welfare can both occur. With these caveats in 
mind, my aim is to push forward the conversation by examining how a so-
ciologically informed market lens help us further understand where adop-
tion, race, and kinship intersect. Williams and Zelizer remind us that the 
market framework is particularly useful for this type of inquiry, since “mar-
kets often work too well: among the many things they deliver efficiently are 
race, gender, and class privilege.”30

These privileges are especially apparent when considering the circum-
stances that lead children to be placed in the adoption pipeline in the first 
place. In countries where there is a wider social safety net and greater access 
to contraception and abortion, very few women voluntarily relinquish chil-
dren for adoption. For example, domestic adoptions in Sweden are quite 
rare: according to the last available data, only forty-one couples were able to 
adopt domestically in 2016.31 Barbara Katz Rothman writes of this improb-
ably small count, reflecting that few “Swedish women found themselves in a 
situation where placing their babies out for adoption was their best option. 
When you take away most of the social forces operating upstream that put 
women in that awful position, you are left largely with personal idiosyncrasy, 
personal reasons.”32

Unlike in Sweden, where a minute proportion of newborns are placed for 
adoption,33 the social issues operating upstream in countries such as Guate-
mala and China create a much larger supply of children. For example, de-
mographers estimate that at the height of Guatemala’s adoption trade, a 
staggering one out of one hundred live births resulted in a newborn sent to 
the United States for adoption. In China, the percentage is not as high, but 
the magnitude of the effect is significant, such that at its peak almost 14,500 
babies a year were sent abroad to a handful of “receiving” countries—more 
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than thirty-nine a day.34 Under these conditions, the factors leading tens of 
thousands of birth mothers to relinquish their children are not about choice; 
more accurately, they suggest a profound lack of choices for these disenfran-
chised women.

The popular adoption narrative focusing on the benefits bestowed to 
adoptive parents and children ignores those whom Rickie Solinger calls the 
“beggars” in adoption—that is, the women who relinquish children.35 
Solinger powerfully states that socioeconomic inequities are often obscured 
and replaced by the euphemistic narrative of choice, stating, “The argument 
that simple ‘choice’ actually underlies the very popular (though much de-
nied) idea that motherhood should be a class privilege in the United States—
a privilege only appropriate for women who can afford it.”36

Writing from the perspective of a sociologist and adoptive mother, Roth-
man expounds on this idea:

Those of us who adopt, and the culture of adoption that supports us, 
like to think that birth mothers act out of choice, that—especially in 
contemporary, more open adoptions—we are the “chosen people” of 
those birth mothers. It begs the whole question of what “choice” 
means, where individual agency comes into play. It’s hard to imagine 
a woman who “chose” to place her child for adoption in the same  
way I “chose” to adopt: out of no need but her own desire to do so. 
True enough, once pregnant, once well on the way to a motherhood 
that she does not want, adoption may be only one of a woman’s op-
tions, and any given adoptive family only one of her choices. But 
even under these most ideal of circumstances (not faced with a 
strong desire for sons in a country with a one-child-only policy, not 
faced with war and famine and heartbreak of all kinds), it’s hard to 
imagine a woman choosing to become a birth mother without the 
circumstances pushing hard in that direction.37

Like Rothman, historian Laura Briggs recognizes that choice is often a 
misnomer in adoption and argues for “a history of adoption that pays as 
much attention to the position of those who lose children in adoption as to 
those who receive them.”38 Her work offers a context to help us understand 
the political backdrop that pushes women into adoption. Briggs advocates, 
“We need to widen our lens beyond the largely White and middle-class 
women who are the subject of that primary narrative and pay attention to 
how Black and Native women in the United States, and those outside the 
United States, came to give their children up for adoption, or lose them in-
voluntarily.”39

One goal of this book is to pick up where other scholars left off by 
 drawing attention to other voices that are usually sidelined in adoption. By 
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focusing on adoption workers—that is, those who work in the marketplace—
I am able to paint a more thorough picture of how the market operates. I am 
particularly interested in the boundary of race and how the color line plays 
into what races prospective parents are willing to adopt. There is an old say-
ing advising prospective parents that if they would not marry someone of a 
certain race, then they should not adopt a child of that race either. Nora, 
another social worker I interviewed,40 brings up this point: “The rule of 
adoption is you don’t adopt a child of another race unless you like the grown-
ups. Your kids are going to grow up and be one of those grown-ups. Do you 
eat in those restaurants? Do you mingle in those neighborhoods? Do you 
shop in those stores? If you don’t like the grown-ups, don’t adopt one of their 
children.” Likewise, Gretchen states, “There is that old joke about, if you 
wouldn’t marry one, don’t adopt one.” She admits, “Of course, that is a very 
crass comment, but I think it really holds true in a lot of ways.”

The maxim comparing transracial adoption to interracial marriage 
makes sense considering that for years sociologists have looked to intermar-
riage as a gauge of softening racial and ethnic boundaries. First, intermar-
riage signals that the social distance between the White and non-White 
spouse has eroded enough for the couple to be able to marry.41 Second, inter-
marriage serves as a catalyst for generational assimilation for the children of 
intermarried couples.42 For subsequent generations, ethnic differences be-
come less salient in everyday life, and as the assimilation process occurs, 
ethnicity becomes less a master status and more a symbolic identity.43

This model is often referred to as “classic assimilation” as it was devel-
oped to characterize the experiences of White ethnic immigrants in the early 
1900s.44 One oft-cited example of this phenomenon is the test case about how 
the Irish became White.45 Whereas Irish immigrants once were “an interme-
diate race located socially between black and white” and were routinely dis-
criminated against in terms of employment and housing,46 after subsequent 
generations the “No Irish Need Apply” signs disappeared as these immi-
grants and their descendants assimilated into the American mainstream.47

Following this model, some contemporary racial scholars argue that a 
similar process is occurring for new waves of immigrants who came to the 
United States following the landmark Immigration Act of 1965.48 This legis-
lation was monumental since it opened the doors for Asian immigrants who 
had been largely banned since the Chinese Exclusion Act and greatly in-
creased the pathway for immigration from Latin America.49 Since its pas-
sage, the foreign-born population has steadily risen such that more than one 
in ten Americans is foreign-born.50

Yet there is a huge distinction between the cohorts of Italian, Irish, and 
Polish immigrants that composed the former wave of U.S. immigration and 
the cohorts of Asian and Hispanic immigrants who largely make up the lat-
ter. Namely, most of these post-1965 immigrants are not White. Based on 
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this crucial racial difference, many argue that these newcomers and their 
children cannot possibly follow the same path as the White immigrant fam-
ilies did before them.51 With this in mind, there is a fierce debate among 
immigration scholars regarding post-1965 immigrants’ trajectories of 
 assimilation and whether they will follow the classic path of upward assimi-
lation or whether the prospects for the second and third generations will be 
segmented or even downward.52

Since not enough time has elapsed for successive generations of post-
1965 immigrants to make their way through the assimilation process, it is 
impossible to know exactly what the assimilation process will look like for 
these relative newcomers.53 Part of the debate about assimilation rests on 
whether there is a changing conception of race in the United States. While 
the color line used to be roughly based on a White–non-White divide, many 
argue that this boundary is evolving toward a Black–non-Black one.54 If this 
is the case, this new demarcation will greatly shape the assimilation pros-
pects for Hispanic and Asian immigrants and their children.

The nuances of the assimilation debate go beyond the scope of this brief 
overview, but for our purposes it is important to pay attention to the under-
lying argument that there is greater latitude for Asians and Hispanics to 
assimilate than there is for Blacks. Drawing on evidence from surveys on 
racial attitudes and demographic data on housing patterns and interracial 
marriage, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues that East and South Asians, as well 
as light-skinned Hispanics, are becoming “honorary whites.”55 In other 
words, even though these racial minorities are not White, they occupy a 
more privileged position compared with dark-skinned Hispanic and Black 
Americans. Along the same line, George Yancey argues that even as Hispan-
ics and Asians become largely incorporated into the American mainstream, 
Blacks are further left behind: “Because nonblack racial groups can avoid the 
label of being ‘black,’ they can eventually be given a ‘white’ racial identity.”56 
Unlike these non-Black racial minorities, “African Americans are in a quasi-
caste system by which they occupy the lowest level of social prestige in the 
United States and it is in the social interest of all nonblack racial groups to 
keep them at the bottom.”57 Herbert Gans describes how this segregation is 
the foundation of what he labels African American exceptionalism. “Al-
though a significant number of African Americans have become middle 
class since the civil rights legislation of the 1960s,” Gans argues, “they still 
suffer from far harsher and more pervasive discrimination and segregation 
than nonwhite immigrants of equivalent class position. This not only keeps 
whites and blacks apart but prevents blacks from moving toward equal-
ity with whites.”58 Whereas the color line seems to be expanding to make 
room for most Asians and some Hispanics, African Americans remain the 
consistent exception to the assimilation narrative.59 In fact, the propor-
tion of White intermarriages with Asians outnumbers the proportion of 
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 White-Black intermarriages despite the fact that the Black population in the 
United States is more than double that of Asians.60

Evidence of this new racial division is especially apparent in rates of in-
termarriage. On the basis of an analysis of 1990 census data, Qian and Lich-
ter find that Blacks are among the least likely to marry Whites compared to 
Asians or Hispanics. Characterizing this trend, they conclude that “fair 
skinned minorities are more likely to marry Whites than darker skinned 
minorities.”61 Furthermore, in a study of 2005 American Community Survey 
data, Jeffrey Passel, Wendy Wang, and Paul Taylor find that among the newly 
married, Whites who intermarry tend to choose Hispanic and Asian part-
ners, and are the least likely to intermarry with Blacks.62

Although intermarriage among Whites has stood as the gold standard 
for evaluating racial boundaries, in some respects adoption may be a far 
more racially deliberative process. Certainly, research on assortative mar-
riage shows how variables like race and class shape who marries whom.63 But 
these patterns do not take into account the subjective elements of love and 
romance based on shared values and mutual attraction that also fuel roman-
tic pairings. These factors may soften the effect of racial difference. For ex-
ample, in her qualitative study on White-Black interracially married 
spouses, Heather Dalmage finds that some couples did not actively set out to 
form an interracial union, but they “fell in love and that was it.”64

Moreover, forming an engagement to marry requires the consent of both 
participants and therefore is more likely to reflect changing racial attitudes 
of the White and non-White person forming the union. On the other hand, 
transracial adoption is more one-sided. Unless the non-White child is old 
enough to consent to the adoption—a rarity in private adoption since the 
children tend to be quite young—the decision to adopt across race is initi-
ated by the White parent(s) and not the child.

The difference between intermarriage and transracial adoption is even 
more pronounced considering that romantic partnerships are largely based 
on mutual attraction and compatibility among couples. In contrast, in pri-
vate adoption prospective parents will often commit to a child—especially a 
young healthy child—without having met him or her first. Thus in private 
adoption, prospective parents usually are not choosing a child based on his 
or her personality. Extending the marriage market metaphor, if anything 
transracial adoption could be seen as an arranged marriage where one party 
is the chooser (the prospective parent) and the other is the proverbial chosen 
child. Based on this model, adoption workers act as matchmakers of sorts, 
helping their clients weigh variables of race, age, and health to identify the 
profile of the son or daughter they hope to adopt. Thus, when White parents 
adopt across race, they literally mark their delineation of the color line.

Recently scholars have examined how adoption serves as a window into 
the racial hierarchy and how Black children are relegated to the bottom of 
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the spectrum. Kazuyo Kubo summarizes a review of the literature, arguing, 
“The common discourse that is engendered from their stories is that the 
racial division between white and black is too wide to cross, in contrast to 
the differences between whites and Asians.”65 Similarly, Rothman concludes 
that cohorts of Chinese and Korean children may become “successfully 
moved into whiteness.”66 But in contrast, the color line does not yield as 
readily for African American children. She continues, “Children of African 
descent cannot cross racial lines. As long as the idea of race continues in 
America, black children will grow up to be black adults, no matter who 
 raises them or where.”67 Along the same line, Sara Dorow’s work contextual-
izes the surging interest in adoptions from China. She finds that White par-
ents adopting transnationally from China highlights the importance of 
racial boundaries in the decision-making process, finding that “blackness 
serves as a mediating backdrop” in White parents’ decisions.68

We see this grim hierarchy also play out at the national level. For ex-
ample, in Hiromi Ishizawa and colleagues’ research on intercountry adop-
tion using census data, they find that the majority of White parents adopted 
an Asian child, suggesting that this phenomenon is “rooted in the choice to 
adopt black versus nonblack where white parents feel Asian children are 
more assimilable to mainstream white culture than black children.”69 Simi-
larly, White transracial adoptive parents are three times more likely to adopt 
Asian and Hispanic children than Black children.70

These studies illustrate a remarkably consistent racial hierarchy that po-
sitions Whites at the top, Asians and Hispanics in the middle, and Black 
children at the bottom. With this in mind, Pamela Quiroz argues that pri-
vate adoption practices serve as a type of racial project that reproduces the 
color hierarchy.71 She attests, “Racial projects have found their way into the 
adoption arena affecting children of color” such that “private adoption prac-
tices provide a window into the shifting dynamics of race in the United 
States demonstrating that rather than moving towards a color-blind democ-
racy, we instead live in a context where race continues to matter substan-
tially.”72 This leads Quiroz to argue, “Nowhere is America’s schism with race 
more evident than in private domestic adoption.”73

Frontstage and Backstage Perspectives: Focusing  
on Adoption Workers
This schism with race became readily apparent when, several years ago, I 
interviewed Hannah, an adult Korean adoptee, about her experiences grow-
ing up with White parents. During the conversation I asked Hannah if her 
parents ever mentioned why they decided to adopt from Korea. Her response 
was quite candid as she disclosed that her parents told her they chose to 
adopt from Korea over Vietnam, another country where healthy infants were 
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available, because “Vietnamese children looked Mexican.”74 Not wanting a 
child who could be mistaken for Latina, Hannah’s parents pursed adopting 
from Korea. Although Hannah’s parents were surprisingly forthcoming 
about their racial preferences, prior research indicates that few adoptive par-
ents are willing to frame their decisions in such stark terms.

This reluctance makes sense, considering that in her study of White 
transracial adoptive parents Kathryn Sweeney finds, “Parents may be race 
conscious, yet struggle with explaining their choices within the confines of 
language that is considered non-racist and non-colorist.”75 Prior studies in-
dicate that rather than reduce their adoption journey to a series of rational 
calculations about skin shade and racial profiling, adoptive parents tend to 
draw on narratives of fate to explain how “the universe conspired” to bring 
them their son or daughter.76 Given the palpable hesitancy to explicitly own 
how racial hierarchies factor into the decision-making process, adoptive par-
ents may not make the best informants regarding this line of inquiry. For 
example, Patricia Jennings argues that most of the transracial adoptive 
mothers approach parenthood from a color-blind perspective, lamenting, 
“Only a small number of women in this study had a critical grasp of race 
relations.”77

With this in mind, my research follows a different path of data collec-
tion, focusing on adoption workers. Specifically, this book analyzes what 
sociologist Erving Goffman might call the frontstage and backstage of pri-
vate adoption. He argues that on the frontstage a public performance is en-
acted which is “molded and modified to fit the understanding and expectation 
of the society in which it is presented.”78 In the case of private adoption, the 
presentation of the adoption information session serves as a type of perfor-
mance where adoption professionals are tasked with marketing adoption to 
prospective customers. Yet, given the moral prohibition against the com-
modification of children, the actors must sell adoption while adhering to a 
more socially palatable script. This is easier said than done since the infor-
mation meeting is the time when private adoption veers to the commercial 
because adoption workers are tasked with selling adoption—describing the 
array of programs they offer, detailing the characteristics of the children 
placed, and discussing the associated fees.

Nora bluntly acknowledges the fine line that exists between an informa-
tion meeting and an infomercial, stating, “It is like a marketplace, abso-
lutely. But there is no way around that. Or else the adoptive parents wouldn’t 
come.” She continues, “Even one could argue that the photo listings are 
shopping, like a Sears and Roebuck catalog. It has to start like that. There is 
no other way to give people the information that they need.” Interestingly, 
Nora raises the question of what type of information is considered the most 
pertinent to convey during the initial meeting. Is the goal to educate pro-
spective parents about the complexities surrounding becoming an adoptive 
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family, or is the goal to inform prospective clients about their consumer 
options? Should social workers warn prospective parents of the challenges 
and responsibilities inherent when parenting across race, or should they 
table the discussion lest they scare away potential customers? These ques-
tions are important, especially since prospective adoptive parents often look 
to adoption workers to set the tone of the discourse.79

In her research on Korean adoption, Kristi Brian examines these issues 
through her analysis of adoption information sessions.80 She identifies how 
adoption facilitators tend to discuss adoption in terms of applicants’ con-
sumer options, writing, “I expected to find international adoption, in gen-
eral, promoted in a manner that appealed to prospective parents’ sense of 
altruism or international relief efforts. Much to my surprise, I found instead 
that adoption facilitators focused primarily on appeasing adoptive parents’ 
expectations in the area of customer service.”81 While her work is valuable in 
identifying the inherent tensions which portray international adoption as an 
altruistic but consumer-friendly process, since Brian analyzes only three 
adoption agencies specific to Korea, it is unclear whether and how the con-
sumer approach applies to other segments of the adoption marketplace.

In Dorow’s comprehensive ethnographic study of transnational adop-
tions from China, she includes a subset of interviews with adoption workers, 
examining the behind-the-scenes labor involved. She writes, “The work of 
facilitators begins in the pre-adoption phase of preparing and shepherding 
parents through the many steps of the process, in anticipation of crossing 
borders.”82 A crucial element of this work includes the “cultural training” 
geared to “prepare parents for transnational and transracial kinship.”83 As 
Dorow notes, these trainings often coalesce around the idea that adopted 
children should have some knowledge of their heritage, and White parents 
should be introduced to the idea that their Chinese children will experience 
racism. However, many of her respondents were wary of treading too deeply 
into the discourse of racial difference with their clients, since “none of them 
wanted to scare parents off with a lot of intervention.” She describes how 
“even those who were committed to thorough pre-adoptive training admit-
ted they were wary of doing ‘too much’ around race and culture issues.”84

Dorow’s informants frame their reticence to introduce tough conversa-
tions about race and adoption as a pedagogical strategy, rationalizing that it 
is usually after placement that parents are more “ready to hear it.”85 But the 
hesitancy to introduce uncomfortable topics also likely stems from a desire 
to placate the parent-customer who may already be reeling from the seem-
ingly unending bureaucratic steps that an overseas adoption mandates. Since 
agencies compete to recruit applicants who can likely choose among several 
organizations offering adoptions from China, few agencies would want to 
impose additional hoops, especially if they believe that “the other stuff is 
almost more immediate.”86 Dorow highlights a conversation with Carrie, an 
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adoption social worker, who frankly discusses this conundrum: “My salary, 
and Norma’s salary, is paid by a secondary client, whose goodwill we must 
maintain.”87

Dorow’s findings raise fascinating questions about the role of adoption 
facilitators as the arbiters of transracial adoption. Fueled by a belief and per-
haps a business strategy that pushes difficult discussions about race down 
the road, Dorow argues that there is “the professionalized emphasis on find-
ing the ‘right’ level of Chinese culture.”88 Notably, her informants espouse 
the idea that some White parents can do “too much,” whether that be move 
to a more Chinese neighborhood or enroll their family in Mandarin classes. 
For example, Carrie declares, “I have concerns about the families who be-
come totally Asian. . . . [D]on’t they have any self respect about their own 
background?”89 The idea that parents should do something with Chinese 
culture but not too much reinforces what Dorow calls the “tacit normalcy” 
of Whiteness that often operates in the background of discussions on racial 
socialization among social workers facilitating Chinese adoptions.90

Notably, Dorow conducted her research during a time when transna-
tional adoptions from China were booming. The pace of business was so fast 
that one social worker she interviewed ruefully referred to her agency as 
“China-R-Us.”91 This book serves to juxtapose how the slowdown magnifies 
this consumer mentality, raising new questions as to whether a discussion of 
race at the preadopt stage will go even further underground as social workers 
have greater incentive to cater to the needs of the paying clients and not scare 
off potential customers before they are “ready to hear.” Thus, this book con-
tributes to the existing literature by describing how adoption workers pro-
mote transracial adoption during a market downturn as opposed to during 
the boom years.

Beyond Brian and Dorow’s work, Quiroz’s study of adoption agency 
websites is one of the few other systematic studies of private adoption institu-
tions addressing issues of race and the color line.92 Based on a sample of 
private adoption agencies’ websites, she positions these texts as racial proj-
ects and analyzes how Black children are segregated into lower-tier pro-
grams. Describing this separation, Quiroz writes, “Regardless of the 
functional, benign, or even altruistic motives claimed by adoption agencies, 
racial distinctions are perpetuated and the color line protected when African 
American and biracial children are separated from virtually everyone else 
in adoption programs.”93 Although Quiroz’s research was instrumental in 
establishing how racial hierarchies infiltrate adoption, her research is also 
limited since it is based on content analyses of polished and vetted text.

Only a handful of studies explicitly focus on adoption social workers’ 
attitudes, usually investigating best practices in the wake of new policy ini-
tiatives such as the Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA) and the Interethnic 
Placement Act (IEP). These two pieces of legislation prohibited adoption 
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 providers from taking race into account when making adoption placements 
for taxpayer-funded adoptions, such as through foster care.94 In response to 
these new regulations, Jan Carter-Black interviews ten African American 
social workers working in foster care and finds “overall, a concern for the 
potential harm of MEPA-IEP.”95 However, the sample only includes social 
workers who facilitate foster care adoptions, since private adoption tends fall 
outside MEPA’s purview.

Similarly, in response to the ratification of the Hague Convention on 
Intercountry Adoption, a treaty that set uniform ethical standards for cross-
national placements, Jo Bailey interviewed thirteen international adoption 
workers asking how the new requirements would impact the industry.96 The 
new rules stipulated that, to receive Hague accreditation, agencies must have 
a governing board, possess two months cash reserves, and carry a minimum 
threshold of liability insurance commensurate with the size of the agency.97 
The workers Bailey interviewed presciently predicted that smaller agencies 
will be adversely affected by these regulations and may say, “We’re done, 
we’re finished, or we’re gearing down to close our doors.”98 But since Bailey 
conducted her interviews in 2007, well before the downturn in international 
adoption hit a crisis point, for some agencies it would be several more years 
until the threat of bankruptcy really set in.

In addition to interviewing adoption social workers about their views on 
specific policies, other studies have sampled social workers about their opin-
ions on transracial adoption. Derek Kirton examines British social work 
students’ opinions on transracial adoption, finding that support for cross-
race adoption is generally strong but even stronger among White students.99 
A more recent study of U.S. social work students echoed a similar trend, 
suggesting that support for transracial adoption is a shared philosophy, es-
pecially among White social workers.100 While these two studies identify 
consistent support for transracial adoptive placements among White social 
work students, it is unclear how many sampled students actually go on to 
administer transracial adoptions.

Missing from the analysis is a multifaceted analysis of the frontstage and 
backstage of private transracial adoption. The aim of this book is to bridge 
this gap in the literature by illustrating the reach of the market. I show how 
the business of adoption permeates the way that adoption professionals talk 
about their work when backstage and how it shapes their actions when they 
are pitching their services to potential clients frontstage.

To study the frontstage, I acted as a participant observer at information 
sessions and preadoption conferences geared toward audiences of prospec-
tive adoptive parents. Over the course of two years, I attended forty of these 
presentations, sitting in the audience among prospective adoptive parents 
who, like me, were frantically taking notes and trying to discern how 
 adoption works. Considering that the average age of parents using private 
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adoption is forty years old,101 as a graduate student in my early thirties, I was 
only a few years younger than many of the audience members, who were just 
starting their potentially multiple-year journey toward adoptive parenthood. 
Since adoption is a largely female-driven process, I did not look out of place 
as a lone woman. But given that more than four out of five private adoptive 
parents are White,102 I may have stood out as one of the few women of color 
in the audience. Had I disclosed my social location as a mother of a child 
born to me, I likely would have stood out all the more, since the vast major-
ity of applicants pursue private adoption only after facing significant barriers 
to biological reproduction.

Another aspect of my social location that is important for readers to 
know is that I am a Korean adoptee. Born in Korea but raised by White par-
ents in the United States, I am one of the two hundred thousand children 
sent abroad to the United States and Western European countries in the 
post-Korean Conflict period.103 Long before “rainbow families” were in 
vogue, I grew up in a transracial family with a White mother and father, a 
White sister who is my parents’ biological child, and a brother adopted from 
India. Thus, I come to this project with somewhat of an insider status, since 
my social location as a Korean adoptee shapes how I think about race and 
adoption.104 But I am also an outsider, since I am not a social worker and have 
never worked in adoption. Although my position as an insider-outsider may 
be of interest to readers, I want to stress that I write from the perspective of 
a race and family sociologist as much as, and probably more than, from the 
perspective of an adult adoptee.

As Paul Hodkinson writes, “Holding a degree of insider status clearly 
can have implications for the achievement of successful and productive in-
teractions with participants.”105 One aspect I noticed throughout my field-
work was that my status as a transracial Korean adoptee likely gave me 
additional “backstage” access to respondents who may have been otherwise 
reticent to discuss their work. Goffman characterizes the backstage as a 
space where one can let one’s guard down. He gives the example of the cor-
porate executive whose office provides a space to “take his jacket off, loosen 
his tie.”106 Moreover, the backstage is a space where performers can go “off 
script” and deviate from the dominant narrative. Even though I identified 
myself as a sociologist and researcher, because of my social location as a 
Korean adoptee, I had the sense that adoption professionals saw me as one 
of them. In other words, I was a potential colleague who had a deep under-
standing of the adoption process. As someone who grew up in an adoptive 
family, I did not have to be convinced that adoptive families were just as le-
gitimate as biologically related families. I could attest that love was thicker 
than blood.

The data from backstage derives from interviews with twenty-five adop-
tion providers from seventeen different adoption organizations. I use the 
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umbrella term “adoption providers” because their jobs span a breadth of 
responsibilities including writing home studies so clients can be approved to 
adopt by family court, answering phone calls from people initially reaching 
out to the agency, and coordinating domestic adoption programs. I was also 
able to speak to adoption professionals who occupy a management role, in-
cluding executive directors of adoption agencies and independent attorneys 
who built their practice around guiding parents through the independent 
domestic adoption process. Whereas most of my in-person interviews took 
place on the East Coast, I was able to supplement my data collection through 
phone interviews with adoption workers in the Midwest, the South, and the 
West Coast. Like social service in general, women make up the vast  majority 
of the adoption work force, a trend that is reflected in my all-female  sample. 
Additionally, all but two of the women I interviewed were White. While it 
would be interesting to note when women of color voiced different opinions 
regarding their work, since there are so few minority women working in 
adoption I do not make any further distinctions in order to not jeopardize 
their anonymity. For all of my respondents, all identifying information has 
been changed.

It is important to underscore that I take a somewhat liberal interpreta-
tion of the term “backstage.” Through my interviews, I am able to access 
adoption workers’ thoughts and insights that they normally would not pub-
licize during a frontstage information meeting. Yet my research methods did 
not enable me to go fully backstage and observe adoption workers in 
 conversation with each other, carrying out their everyday responsibilities. 
Despite this limitation, this work is the only monograph that analyzes both 
international and domestic adoptions from the perspective of adoption prac-
titioners. It captures a unique point in adoption history when workers are 
struggling to adapt to a shrinking market and tightening restrictions.

In 2009–2010, when I was conducting my research, it had been five years 
since the number of international adoptions hit their peak. At this time, in 
the United States there were still 150 Hague-accredited adoption agencies in 
operation. But it became apparent in my research that international adoption 
workers knew the tide was turning. There were tightened restrictions across 
several major sending countries as popular programs either limited the 
number of healthy infants sent abroad or closed down entirely. For example, 
China—a program known for sending more than five thousand infant and 
toddler girls to the United States a year—curtailed the number of these 
placements, and Guatemala and Vietnam closed their adoption programs 
entirely. Ethiopia was one of the few remaining countries sending infants. 
But by 2010, even Ethiopia was slowing down. At its peak, the country sent 
2,511 children to the United States, with 61 percent of the children younger 
than two years at the time of placement. In other words, one of the last coun-
tries supplying infants and toddlers was drying up.
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One question that logically emerges is whether readers can be confident 
that I actually got backstage access and was not just given a reiteration of the 
frontstage party line? Here it is useful to go back to Abigail, the social  worker 
featured in the opening quote. The first time I met Abigail was not during 
our interview but at an adoption information session where I sat in the 
 audience as an observer. During this two-hour presentation, she and her 
colleague delivered a comprehensive overview of their many programs. Not 
once throughout the information session did she discuss with the audience 
how Clerestory Adoptions was struggling to find an economically viable in-
ternational adoption program that did not require paying off too many 
 people or liken the practice to an industry. Instead, she stuck to the script 
detailing their long history of serving adoptive families and their commit-
ment to child welfare. Yet during the backstage interview, she let down her 
guard to the extent that she worries, “I’m totally going to get fired for this 
conversation.”

Other women I interviewed expressed similar sentiments and shared 
their ambivalence about their work and their roles in perpetuating an indus-
try. Even though my focus is on the market aspects of adoption, my hope is 
that my interviewees will see that the intent is not to vilify their choices or 
private adoption in general. If anything, I left each interview with a deep 
respect for my respondents, many of whom were grappling with similar 
questions. These women took time out of their busy schedules to talk to me 
and they were forthcoming even when the questions might have made them 
uncomfortable. I recall the end of my interview with another respondent, 
Amanda. We had already touched on controversial subjects such as charging 
less for Black babies, supply and demand in adoption, and whether she 
thought it was acceptable to allow White parents to specify that they would 
be willing to adopt a biracial Black child but not a monoracial Black child. 
She gamely answered my inquiries, even though she was clearly curious 
about my intent, commenting, “I’d be curious to see where this [project] 
goes.” My research led me to some conclusions that adoption workers may 
not necessarily agree with, especially in regard to social workers’ ability to 
adequately prepare White parents adopting across race. Even though some 
may disagree with my findings, I want it to be clear that I remain incredibly 
grateful to these professionals for their honest appraisals of their joys and 
frustrations working in this field.

For example, I spent an hour and a half talking with Erin, a bright and 
dedicated social worker who came to adoption work because she wanted to 
work in child welfare in developing countries. Although her livelihood 
 depends on making adoptive placements, Erin strongly advocates that the 
best child welfare model would be to keep kids in their biological families. 
She states:
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And my frustration with adoption agencies—not so specifically this 
agency to this degree—[has to do with] really balancing our adop-
tion work with our responsibility to do humanitarian aid work or 
any kinds of programs that can help keep kids in families. At the 
other agency I worked for, we did do more, and I felt better about that 
in a lot of ways, just because that is a better longer-term solution. 
Obviously, I wouldn’t be working in adoption if I didn’t support it, 
but there are definitely times when I think there are some gray areas 
where I am not comfortable.

Notice how Erin’s words echo Zelizer’s theory of the hostile spheres of com-
merce and love, where on one side of the equation adoption exists as hu-
manitarian child welfare, and on the other side it is a commodified mar-
ketplace for children. In private adoption, Erin’s job mandates working in 
the liminal space between these spheres. It is in those “gray areas” that we 
can learn the most about race and family.

Previous Research on Kinship Marketplaces
Sociologists have accumulated a substantial body of research illustrating 
how market aspects permeate everyday life and, in turn, how those market-
places are socially constructed and reproduced. William Julius Wilson’s 
work on marriage markets is particularly instructive, as he was one of the 
first to contextualize family formation in economic terms. He posits that the 
low rates of marriage among African American women are partially due to 
the high rate of underemployment and incarceration among African Amer-
ican men, which led to a shortage of suitable marriage partners.107 Since 
 Wilson, sociologists of the family have routinely applied market principles 
in their analyses of dating, mating, and childbirth.108

Landes and Posner applied this market framework to adoption, arguing 
that the practice should operate as a free market exchange.109 In their infa-
mous paper, they propose setting differential prices for adoptable children, 
citing the immense waiting times to adopt a healthy White infant contrasted 
with the “glut” of children in foster care. They compare the large number of 
children in foster care awaiting adoption as “comparable to unsold  inventory 
in a warehouse.”110 Since the demand for these children was so low, they 
argue, their price should be too. Unsurprisingly, casting adoption as the sale 
of children in such stark rational terms provoked numerous outraged re-
sponses.111

Much in terms of family building has changed since the publication of 
Landes and Posner’s work. Most significant is the explosion of assisted- 
reproduction technologies (ART) that have altered the market options for 
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adoptive parents. At the national level, researchers have identified a signifi-
cant overlap between ART users and adoptive parents. Using data from the 
1988 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), researchers once character-
ized adoption seeking as “primarily a function of the desire to have children 
coupled with inability or difficulty in having them.”112 A follow-up study 
from the 2002 NSFG reiterates the strong association between infertility and 
adoption, showing that women who have used infertility services are ten 
times more likely to have adopted than women who have not.113

Because of the inexorable link between infertility and adoption, Rene 
Almeling’s work on the market for human gametes is particularly relevant 
as it lays the groundwork for a sociologically informed discussion of pricing 
babies.114 She uncovers how the market value of eggs and sperm is based on 
the supply of each as well as the status of the donor. Since sperm is easier to 
obtain, it effectively drives down the price, and the male donors are treated 
as replaceable workers. On the other hand, egg retrieval requires a surgical 
procedure so the supply is harder to harvest, enabling women to command 
a higher price for their donation.

Another important insight from Almeling’s research is that markets are 
shaped by social constructs such as gender. She argues that the discourse 
surrounding egg donation is deeply feminized, such that egg donors are 
characterized as altruistic women more interested in helping people become 
parents than rational laborers selling their eggs for thousands of dollars. The 
moral policing against donating solely for profit is so strong that fertility 
workers are quick to scorn “girls who just want to lay their eggs for some 
quick cash.”115

If the moral stakes are tenuous in assisted reproductive technologies 
where workers only trade in human gametes, they are even higher in sur-
rogacy where a woman is paid to gestate and give birth to someone else’s 
baby. Take, for example, the case of Baby M, an infant born to a paid 
 surrogate who refused to relinquish custody. The resulting custody battle 
was the first to test whether a surrogate was a mother or a contract worker. 
 Although the paid surrogate eventually won partial custody of her daughter, 
her case is unusual because she was both the biological and gestating 
 mother.116

Nowadays fertility specialists seek to limit a surrogate’s claim on a baby 
by separating the egg donor and the gestational surrogate such that one 
woman provides the genetic material and the other the womb.117 In this new 
frontier of assisted reproductive technology, it is possible that there are four 
or five parents—the sperm donor, the egg donor, the gestational surrogate, 
and the intended parent(s) who procure and pay for the services creating 
their son or daughter.118

Although much has been written on the ethics surrounding surrogacy, 
especially transnational surrogacy, in which intended parents outsource the 
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gestation and labor to poorer women in developing countries,119 for our pur-
poses the most applicable research is on the experience of the surrogates 
themselves. Amrita Pande’s work interviewing gestational surrogates in 
India shows how workers validate their labor, conceptualizing themselves as 
respectable workers despite the public shame they endure for taking part in 
something seen as akin to sex work.120 Even though these women at times 
see themselves as workers, many view their labor as an altruistic journey that 
provides the gift of life for parents longing for a baby.121 Some anticipate and 
perhaps naively hope for an extended relationship with the intended parents 
after the birth.122 Yet as Zsuzsa Berend depicts in her analysis of American 
surrogate chat rooms, the relationship with the intended parents quickly 
fades after the birth of the baby.123 Likening it to a “romance,” she shows how 
surrogates are often showered with attention while pregnant, but once the 
surrogate completes her contract and the transactional payment occurs, the 
relationship dissipates and disappoints.

Whereas human gamete donors and gestational surrogates can claim 
identities as workers who are engaged in creating a baby for another party, 
birth mothers do not have that option. Unlike surrogates or egg donors, the 
law prohibits birth mothers from making money from the placement of the 
baby. The approbation against the appearance of baby buying is so strong 
that many states have regulations specifically detailing how much money 
can be spent to support the pregnancy of a woman making an adoption 
plan.124

In contrast to the recent explosion of studies on gestational surrogates, 
there is a notable absence of literature on the experience of birth mothers. 
One reason is likely that the shame and stigma that surrounded the decision 
to place makes birth mothers a difficult population to identify and study.125 
The few studies that exist find that the grief and loss is palpable but may fade 
over time, especially given the trend in the United States toward open adop-
tions where there is some expectation of ongoing contact and the exchange 
of photos and letters between the birth and adoptive families.126

Perhaps because there are so few studies highlighting the voices of birth 
mothers, the prevailing narrative surrounding adoption tends to focus on 
the gift exchange rather than on loss or commodification. As Appurdai 
writes, “Gifts, and the spirit of reciprocity, sociability, and spontaneity in 
which they are typically exchanged, usually are starkly opposed to the prof-
it-oriented, self-centered, and calculated spirit that fires the circulation of 
commodities.”127 The altruistic message embedded in the gift exchange does 
the emotional work of smoothing over the birth mothers’ losses as well as the 
commodified nature of the transaction by anchoring it in more comfortable 
territory. Barbara Yngvesson describes this phenomenon, arguing, “In spite 
of efforts to reconceptualize the physical movement of a child between 
 persons or nations as placement rather than gift, the gift child remains a 
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powerful and persistent image in adoption discourse.”128 Additionally, 
Dorow’s work on transnational adoption from China provides further in-
sight into why the gift narrative prevails. She argues, “The gift further serves 
to offset the discourse of the client, that is the ‘placement’ practices of the 
adoption profession and, more important, the commodified nature of the 
contractual market.”129

But at closer analysis the gift metaphor falls short when describing these 
transactions. In Marcel Mauss’s model, a gift is exchanged between two par-
ties and there is an anticipation of reciprocity where the gift giver will later 
receive something of equal or greater value in return.130 Donors of eggs and 
sperm sell their gametes; they do not give them away hoping that the recipi-
ent will later return the gesture. Surrogates trade their literal labor for wages; 
they do not give the baby away hoping to receive one down the road. In 
contrast, adoption is an unequal exchange, the transaction or placement of 
a child from a disenfranchised parent without the resources to care for the 
child to a more privileged parent who can not only afford to raise a child but 
also pay thousands of dollars to procure one.

The market aspect of adoption is even more apparent when considering 
the costs associated with different types of adoption. According to results 
from the National Survey of Adoptive Parents, more than nine out of ten 
parents utilizing international adoption report that the total cost exceeded 
$10,000 (Vandivere, Malm, and Radel 2009). However, the true cost of adopt-
ing internationally was likely much higher. According to the latest report 
issued by the U.S. Department of State, the median cost of an international 
adoption was $31,120131—which is more than half the median household in-
come.132

Data for private domestic adoptions are harder to come by, but the total 
cash outlay tends to vary widely. Results from the National Survey of Adop-
tive Parents show that only one-third of parents report that their domestic 
adoptions cost more than $10,000.133 Notably, adopting from foster care re-
quired the smallest expenditure with more than half (56 percent) of foster 
care adoptive parents responding that the adoption occurred with no net 
cash outlay.134

Despite the significant differences in costs between foster care, private 
domestic, and international adoptions, it is clear that the fee may not be the 
most significant variable since prospective parents could pay very little (if 
any) money to adopt from foster care. Considering that parents pursuing 
private adoption are willing to wait years for a baby, while 23,000 children 
“age out” of the U.S. foster care system every year without being adopted, it 
is clear that foster care is not seen by many as a desirable market alterna-
tive.135 According to Fiona, another social worker I interviewed, clients pur-
suing private adoption have emphatically ruled out foster care. She describes 
their rationale, stating that she has heard many clients say, “It is harder for 
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me to adopt from the U.S. because those kids come with so much baggage; 
that’s why they are in foster care.”

While there may not be a lot of crossover between private and publicly 
funded adoptions, it is important to recognize that parents do adopt from 
foster care. In fact, about one-third (37 percent) of adoptive parents choose 
to adopt via foster care, approximately equal to the percentage of parents 
utilizing private domestic adoptions. However, foster care adoptive parents 
fit a very different demographic profile than those who pursue private do-
mestic and international adoptions. Analyzing data from the National Sur-
vey of Adoptive Parents, Ishizawa and Kubo find that these foster care 
adoptive parents are more likely to be lower-income and have families blend-
ing biological and adopted children.136 The latter suggests that infertility may 
not be a driving factor, and indeed, foster adoptive parents are the least 
likely to say that infertility was a motivation for adoption.137

Early in my data collection, I made a conscious decision to focus on pri-
vate international and domestic adoption. My reasoning was threefold. First, 
there is a far more established canon of research on foster care than private 
adoption. Because the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services man-
dates data reporting, there is a long history of social and behavioral research 
on foster care adoptions.138 However, there is less extant research on private 
adoption, especially domestic transracial adoption. Second, the market par-
adigm is completely different in foster care adoptions that occur at little to 
no cost. In fact, 93 percent of foster care adoptive parents continue to receive 
monthly adoption subsidies even after the adoption is finalized.139 These pay-
ments lower the net cost for foster parents who would have had to forgo the 
monthly payments associated with child expenses if they adopted the child 
in their care.140 Third, there tends to be little institutional overlap between 
private and public adoption agencies. Whereas it is common for private 
agencies to offer an array of domestic and international programs, few of-
fered choices across foster care, domestic, and international programs, 
 starkly illustrating how adoption operates as a segmented marketplace.141 For 
example, the presenter at Forever Family crisply informs her audience, “We 
do not deal with foster care.”

Having decided to purposely restrict my sampling frame to private adop-
tion, I did not seek out any foster care adoption workers. Nora, a social 
 worker featured earlier in the chapter, was one of the rare adoption providers 
simultaneously working across the three market segments. She describes her 
frustration with foster care’s diminished reputation: “There is a bias in our 
society against adoption. There is a quadruple bias against foster care. . . . 
Foster parents are seen as the low end, and foster kids are seen as children of 
the lower class.” Penelope, another private adoption social worker, voices 
similar concerns about the characterization of children available via foster 
care, lamenting, “Then there’s that whole thing with kids in the foster kid 
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system: they are free, and they are so cheap and how that aligns with them 
being damaged, and damaged goods on sale.”

These assessments closely echo prior findings that children eligible for 
adoption from foster care are more likely to be seen as having “problems” 
compared with children available via international adoption. Sociologists 
Yuanting Zhang and Gary Lee argue that the “characteristics of minority 
children available for adoption in the United States are phrased in terms of 
social problems such as possible parental drug addiction and adverse neigh-
borhood influences on child development.”142 According to Nora, it is not 
just the parents who hold these views; private adoption agencies also impart 
this message. She attests, “There is an incredible social bias [against foster 
care]—way, way more than adoption. And the agencies perpetuate it.”

The message that foster care adoptions are subpar did at times emerge 
during the information sessions I visited. Even though most of the providers 
facilitated only private adoption, the specter of foster care enshrouded these 
conversations. The option of foster care was often brought up and then 
quickly dismissed as an unviable alternative. For example, at a conference 
designed for prospective adoptive parents, the executive director of one of 
the sponsoring agencies welcomes her audience during the opening remarks. 
She explains the origins of her agency and how she came to specialize in 
private adoption. She describes how “the foster care system was failing” and 
how her clients “could not find the types of children they were hoping to 
adopt.”143 The message is clear: foster care offers lower-tier children that au-
dience members probably are not looking for. She offers private adoption as 
a salvo, depicting her agency as an entity that can help parents “adopt the 
child that you want.”

One reason for this mismatch between the supply of foster care children 
and the demands of adoptive parents may be the age and race of children 
available through foster care. Parents hoping to adopt a baby would have a 
difficult time finding an infant via foster care adoption, as the median age of 
children adopted via foster care is five years old. Black children are also over-
represented among the foster care waiting child population. Twenty-four 
percent of the one hundred thousand children waiting to be adopted are 
Black, whereas only 15 percent of the population of children in the United 
States are Black. In stark contrast, the number of Asian children waiting to 
be adopted from foster care is so minuscule that they make up less than one 
percent of the population of children waiting to be adopted.144 Once in foster 
care, Black children—even relatively young infants—are less likely to be 
 adopted into permanent families than older White children.145

The fact that foster care children did not fit the description of the child 
“that you want” became even more apparent during my interview with Lind-
say, a veteran adoption social worker. I asked her how many of her clients 
were considering foster care. She responds that she had “very few from foster 
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care,” adding that this breakdown was “for a number of reasons, and a num-
ber of valid reasons.” Lindsay explains, “If you are single, you are not going 
to get a child who is under five, or six, or seven.” Meeting an older child’s 
needs is difficult, especially “if you are a single working parent.” Lindsay is 
honest about the commitment it entails, elaborating, “To take on an older 
child with special needs is not something that I would really encourage un-
less you are really wealthy and have all of the social supports.” Dismissing 
foster care as a viable option, she bluntly states, “I don’t think it is that real-
istic.”

As Lindsay deftly points out, parents have valid reasons for choosing the 
pathway of private adoption. This assessment rings true considering that 
most prospective adoptive parents do not deliberately set out to make a state-
ment about the nature of kinship and the hierarchy of race and the color line. 
Rather, they are trying to become parents—usually after facing significant 
barriers to this goal. Private adoptive parents want to become parents so 
badly that they are willing to undergo a tremendous invasion of privacy, pay 
thousands of dollars, and endure uncertain and excruciating waits. My in-
tent is not to judge their choices. It is worth repeating that as a mother to a 
child born to me, I had the privilege of sidestepping these thorny issues and 
did not have to negotiate tenuous questions about kinship and racial bound-
aries as I was forming my family. For others who do not have this privilege, 
I imagine that this book could feel like a personal attack.

As adoptive father and adoption advocate Adam Pertman argues, “I 
don’t believe we should second guess how people choose to adopt any more 
than it’s our business to tell someone to parent a child from foster care  rather 
than have another fertility treatment.”146 And at the individual level, of 
course, this is true. The point of this book is not to second-guess people’s 
choices, especially families who are conspicuous and at times vulnerable. I 
am not interested in critiquing an individual’s journey to adoption. Nor am 
I interested in judging how White parents go about raising their non-White 
children. I have witnessed firsthand, not only from my own upbringing but 
now from dear friends who are transracial adoptive parents, that the major-
ity of White transracial adoptive parents deeply and unconditionally love 
their children. I hope that these readers can see that my intent is not to judge 
their actions or their families.

However, I strongly believe that it is fruitful to go up a unit of analysis to 
understand how the idea of transracial adoption is promoted and sold to 
prospective parents. To do so, we need to hear directly from adoption profes-
sionals—that is, those tasked with putting the adoptive family together. 
From these providers, we can learn how markets, race, and family intersect. 
But to adequately talk about markets, it is vital that we are able to talk about 
adoption in terms of supply and demand—a framework that, admittedly, 
does not always sound right.
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Supply and Demand: “It Doesn’t Sound Right”
Alyssa Hollis is the director of True Heart Adoptions, a domestic adoption 
agency whose organization is a branch of a larger social service agency. She 
has been working in adoption for thirteen years. Before the start of her adop-
tion career, she served as a counselor for teen parents who were struggling 
to get by. “I became so struck that over the years women were not consider-
ing the option of adoption,” Alyssa recounts. “It was quite apparent [that] 
they were all living in crisis mode: Do I have enough to eat? Do I have enough 
to feed my kid? But they were all parenting. So I would eventually ask them, 
‘So why did you choose to parent?’ and all of them had an answer that had 
something to do with abortion. Either I was too late for an abortion or I 
didn’t know where to get one or I didn’t want one. And then they were all 
parenting by default. And then I just started to think, ‘Well what happened 
to adoption?’ and learned more about it on my own and got really into it and 
have been doing it exclusively.”

Her agency is small by design, keeping a waiting list of only about  twenty 
families. Because Alyssa can fall back on the umbrella organization for 
 additional financial support, she does not have to rely solely on application 
and placement fees from adoptive parents to meet her expenses. With this 
safety net, Alyssa indicates that her organization has the “luxury” of keeping 
only a small pool of waiting families so that she and her colleagues can focus 
on the needs of women and children, rather than waiting parents. “Since we 
are supported by a larger agency,” she states, “we have the luxury [that] if we 
can’t pay our bills this month, it is okay. And the other places that have sixty 
families, they don’t have that luxury.” Alyssa continues, “We don’t want to 
be placement-oriented. We want to be about the baby and helping a woman 
make the best choice for her baby and for herself. And if it is adoption, great. 
But if not, okay. So we don’t want the pressure of sixty families waiting to be 
parents.”

Despite the fact that Alyssa’s parent organization provides a fiscal safety 
net, she still recognizes that her agency has to manage its revenue. She re-
lents, “You know, it is a business. We provide a fabulous service, but at the 
end of the day, we are a business. Which I would never want you to quote, 
since it doesn’t sound right.” This raises the question: Why does it not sound 
right to call adoption a business? How does framing the placement of chil-
dren in terms of supply and demand, or inventory and revenue, violate the 
moral boundary between child commodification and child welfare? If this 
type of language is supposed to be off-limits, what strategies do adoption 
workers use when maneuvering across this morally ambiguous terrain?

I spoke with Heather about this issue. She is a social worker in her mid-
thirties who has predominantly worked in private international adoption. 
She got her start at the agency right out of college and then stayed on in a 



Introduction 31

variety of different roles. “Adoption work kind of grabs hold of you,” she says, 
explaining how she has worked at her agency for twelve years. Professionally 
speaking, Heather states, “I kind of grew up here,” relating how she started 
working here right out of college and then got an MSW along the way.

Near the end of the interview, I asked her what she thought of using 
market vocabulary to describe adoption trends. Heather responds that she is 
reluctant to characterize adoption this way, stating, “My gut reaction to all 
that is very negative, the supply and demand. I don’t hear a lot about the 
marketplace kind of approach, but you definitely hear the supply and de-
mand language—usually in the periphery—and it is very uncomfortable.” 
Following up, I asked what made her uncomfortable about the market meta-
phor and she responded, “I find it disturbing that people are being reduced 
to commodities, and it disregards the issues in adoption. But I think that my 
initial gut reaction is these are humans, and we don’t talk that way about 
humans.”

Despite her hesitancy to use this terminology, she relates how some of 
her clients have referred to adoption in this way. Heather continues, “But I 
also can see how it gets reduced to that, and it would come up some time in 
China. A family would inquire why the wait was getting so long, and I would 
say that there was a backlog of families who were waiting for young chil-
dren, and they would say, ‘Oh, so you say that the demand exceeds the sup-
ply.’” The notion of referring to adoption in market terms is so fraught that 
 Heather calls this approach a form of ignorance, stating, “I think that peo-
ple aren’t sensitive to these issues. If you are a businessman, that is how  
your mind works. So part of what we have to do is educate people not to say 
things like that. I have heard that from ignorant people, let’s say.”

Heather’s quote brings up a key issue about how to talk about private 
adoption. Notice that she is not taking umbrage with the fact that the wait-
ing times skyrocketed for China’s “traditional” program that routinely 
placed healthy infant girls. Rather her issue is that framing this trend in 
terms of supply and demand violates an unspoken rule of referring to adop-
tion as a market. This transgression threatens the foundational premise that 
transnational and transracial adoption is purely about child welfare.

But what words should people use to describe this phenomenon in a 
more palatable way? Here it is helpful to return to Abigail’s thoughts. Recall 
how she called adoption an industry and then worried that she had crossed 
a line by referring to it this way. Even though she admits, “It is an industry 
at the end of the day,” she still makes an effort to eschew market language, 
especially when talking with clients. “In terms of client demands,” she states, 
“we frame everything as there is more of a need in this country. I am trying 
really hard to get away from the words ‘available for adoption.’ I know a lot 
of people say that. We try to keep it as kids who are in need of homes, parents 
who want to be parents to a child internationally.”
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Although Abigail describes strategies of moral and linguistic maneuver-
ings to cast adoption in a positive light, Joanna, another interviewee, con-
cedes that the market language can be useful shorthand, but only with the 
stipulation that it is in the service of helping children. “We view it as child 
welfare,” she explains, “and it is about children in need, and going from 
there. But, honestly, if we are in a group of like-minded peers, we do use 
terms like that, as long as it is a group of like-minded peers and there isn’t 
that risk of misinterpretation. But the business terminology is helpful, even 
if you are talking about it very differently. But it is helpful.”

Although the mission is child welfare, Joanna goes on to discuss how it 
is becoming harder for them to do their work, since countries are limiting 
the supply of young children released for adoption. She details, “There is a 
supply and demand issue in many ways that families—although there has 
been a shift in flexibility, there are still more families who want a young child 
as healthy as possible, than there are children necessarily available who need 
placement. So we do use those terms, but again always making sure that it is 
within a group of colleagues who know that it is within the short form. Ob-
viously, our goal at the end of the day is to change the population of families 
to meet the needs of the kids.”

As Joanna suggests, her organization was at a crossroads. Families were 
still interested in adoption, and there was still a demand for a young child as 
healthy as possible. Yet there was a downturn in the supply as country pro-
grams closed or significantly curtailed the number of healthy infants they 
were willing to place. Joanna attests that the child welfare goal is to recruit 
prospective parents who can meet the needs of older children facing medical 
issues. And there are parents out there who eagerly sign up to parent chil-
dren with these challenges. Yet these parents may be more likely to pursue 
foster care adoptions because the fees are lower, leaving more money to de-
vote to acquiring services for the child. Although this trend toward foster 
care adoption is a good thing for U.S. foster care children waiting for 
 permanent placements, it does not necessarily bode well for private adoption 
agencies specializing in transnational adoption. As the next chapter shows, 
the downturn in international adoption brought many agencies to a crisis 
point, making it all the more difficult to stay afloat.

Overview of the Book
To summarize, the main goals of this book are to identify and analyze what 
private transracial adoption can teach us about family and the demarcation 
of the color line. To unpack these questions, I identify and address several 
interrelated lines of inquiry. First, how does the downturn in the private 
marketplace affect child welfare practice? Second, in light of this downturn, 
how does the market framework inform how adoption providers sell 
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 transracial adoption to prospective parents? Third, how does the tightening 
privatized adoption marketplace complicate the idea of transracial adoption, 
especially for Black children?

My aim is to answer these questions by building a successive argument 
that unfolds over five chapters. Chapter 1 establishes the basis for my argu-
ment as to why private adoption can be viewed as a marketplace. In this 
chapter, I introduce readers to how adoption providers both embrace and 
reject the market framework. I put the voices of adoption workers front and 
center, detailing their struggle to keep their focus on the child welfare mis-
sion of finding families for children. Centering my analysis on international 
adoptions, I examine how the declining supply of babies threatens the liveli-
hood of transnational adoption agencies, leading workers to make trade-offs 
to “keep their doors open.” I pay particular attention to the exponential 
growth of adoptions from Ethiopia, describing how this emerging market 
was gold to struggling agencies that otherwise would have declared bank-
ruptcy. Then I explore how adoption workers feel about the commodification 
of children and the use of market vocabulary to describe their business, de-
tailing how some feel some ambivalence about their work.

After describing how the marketplace operates via the backstage, in 
Chapter 2 I turn my attention to the frontstage of adoption. Broadly, I ask 
how adoption providers sell adoption to prospective clients. I begin by pro-
viding an in-depth description of the typical adoption information session, 
emphasizing how adoption professionals face the ironic and complex task of 
assuring prospective parents that adoption is not a marketplace for children 
while marketing adoption. To navigate through this potential minefield, I 
argue that adoption practitioners rely on a form of emotion work that eases 
parents into a consumer mind-set without blatantly overstepping the line 
between child welfare and child commodification. By examining attorney-
led and agency domestic adoptions, as well as international placements, I 
show how adoption facilitators try to navigate between these so-called hos-
tile spheres of social service and customer service.

In Chapter 3, I leverage workers’ expertise to describe how most pursuers 
of private adoption only “come to adoption” after facing some sort of barrier 
to biological reproduction. At this tender juncture, adoption workers must 
tread carefully as they ask potential clients to articulate the type of child they 
want to adopt. I show how adoption workers often cast this decision in mar-
ket terms, often urging clients to make the “age-race-health comparison.” 
However, since many international programs have strict eligibility require-
ments, adoption workers must also convey the difficult information that not 
all prospective parents will have equal access to all children in the pool.

In Chapter 4, I extend my market analysis of transracial adoption. In the 
first section, I detail how adoption workers categorically de-emphasize race 
when talking about the transracial placement of Hispanic and Asian  children 
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such that they are seen as “less of a transracial adoption.” Whereas much of 
the literature on transracial adoption frames the decision in terms of White 
parents adopting Black children,147 in this chapter I also tease out how the 
adoption industry differentiates among Black children available for adop-
tion. I show how the practice of charging lower fees for Black children com-
pared to non-Black children reinforces the demarcation of the Black–non-Black 
divide. However, there are also important exceptions to this delineation. I 
examine two case studies complicating our understanding of the Black side 
of this divide. First, I examine the racialization of Black biracial children, 
detailing how part-White Black children occupy a higher status than 
monoracial African American children. I then investigate the rising popu-
larity of African intercountry adoptions. If Black children supposedly em-
body the lowest stratum on the color line, how do we explain the exponential 
growth of adoptions from Africa, particularly Ethiopia? Based on these data, 
I argue that the tightening adoption marketplace is helping reconfigure the 
color line, drawing it between those who are monoracial native-born African 
American and those who are not.

In Chapter 5, I delve deeper into how adoption providers sell transracial 
adoption to prospective clients. I show how market concerns lead adoption 
social workers to downplay the significance of race, often conflating discus-
sions of racial power and privilege with more palatable discussions of mul-
ticulturalism. I describe how many White social workers, who are the 
arbiters of transracial adoptive placements, are reluctant to engage in discus-
sions about race. When adoption social workers do bring up race, I detail 
how they tend to minimize the commitment that transracial adoption en-
tails, often positioning it as one step above travel and budget considerations. 
There is one important exception to this general disapproval of talking about 
race. In contrast to this race-evasive dialogue, adoption workers invoke ra-
cially explicit descriptions of children, often warning prospective parents 
that “some children are darker than you would expect.” This approach has 
troubling implications because adoption social workers fail to take advan-
tage of valuable teachable moments to help prepare their clients for the chal-
lenges and responsibilities of adopting across race.

In the Conclusion, I reiterate the scope of the book and briefly summa-
rize my research questions and findings. I end the book by tackling the ques-
tion so what? Why does it matter that private adoption operates as a 
marketplace where parents are turned into clients and children into objects? 
I emphasize that analyzing adoption through a market framework provides 
an important piece of the sociological puzzle because it helps us understand 
why some children are in greater demand than others. What makes some 
children available for adoption more likely to be “chosen,” and how do these 
decisions help us understand norms about racial boundaries and kinship? I 
end with a discussion of the implications of the market approach, especially 
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in terms of the best interests of children. I argue that since the goal of adop-
tion information sessions is to recruit potential clients, not scare them away, 
social workers often gloss over the complexities and responsibilities of be-
coming transracial adoptive families. Because prospective adoptive parents 
look to social workers to set the tone of the discourse on transracial adop-
tion, these are missed opportunities to better prepare White parents to adopt 
across race.
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Staying Afloat in a Perfect Storm

Danielle got her start in social work right out of college in an entry-level 
position for Child Protective Services. Her caseload consisted of some 
pretty troubled families, and she quickly became immersed in issues 

surrounding child abuse and neglect, foster care, and the termination of 
parental rights. “It was some of the most intense social work I’ve ever done,” 
she reflects. Although the work was draining, she loved it and a few years 
later pursued a master of social work (MSW) degree. “Really it was an epiph-
any for me that I was supposed to be a social worker,” she recalls. Although 
Danielle knew her calling was in social work, she explains wryly, “I didn’t 
know I was . . . going to work in adoption.”

She goes on to describe how she left Child Protective Services when her 
partner relocated out of state for a different job. Danielle learned about an 
open position at an agency conducting home studies for parents going 
through the private adoption process. Many of the agency’s clients were 
White parents applying to adopt transracially, and given that Danielle grew 
up with a transracially adopted cousin, the job seemed like a good fit. Over 
the years, she has stayed with the same organization, and her role has evolved 
from conducting home studies and trainings for adoptive parents to more a 
supervisory position. Most recently, she has taken on the responsibility of 
working with parents seeking to adopt through her agency’s programs in 
Africa. All told, Danielle has been at the agency for fifteen years. Counting 
her previous work in Child Protective Services, she summarizes, “It turns 
out that adoption has been my career for twenty years.”
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Near the end of the interview, Danielle gets quiet, reflecting about her 
career choices. She confides, “I have some ambivalence about this being my 
life’s work. Taking kids from poor countries and giving them to richer coun-
tries. Taking kids of color and placing them largely [in White families].” She 
goes on, stating that while not all the parents she works with are White, the 
majority are: “In [the] Africa [program], a portion of our parents are African 
American, but it is still small.”

Even though Danielle has helped facilitate hundreds of adoptions, she 
still worries about the larger implications of her actions, admitting, “It is not 
necessarily how I think the world should operate. I think that all kids should 
have a home, but I don’t think that poorer people in poor countries should 
have to give their children to people in richer countries. That is not correc-
tive in any way.” Her misgivings are so strong that she repeats, “I think I have 
some ambivalence about this being my life’s work.”

Danielle was not alone in her ambivalence about the implications of 
adoption. Like Danielle, Abigail raised similar questions about adoption. I 
asked her what she would like to see different in adoption, and from her re-
sponse, it was clear that she had given the question some thought:

You are probably not talking to the right person, because I have 
strong feelings. But all of the money that people are spending on 
adopting, [I wish] that they would just donate it to the country so 
that the children could stay there in foster homes, and then [the 
 donors] would adopt domestically through foster care. The idea of 
international adoption is wonderful, and I support it. These kids 
need families, but it is putting a Band-Aid on a giant problem, 
which is poverty; lack of women’s rights; lack of access to health 
care, which is causing premature death; AIDS. These kids are in 
orphanages, and then they are being adopted by wealthy people 
from other countries. International adoption is not a sustainable 
solution.

Her response is telling for several reasons. First, even though Abigail is 
directly involved in facilitating the transfer of children from poor families 
to wealthy families, she is able to vocalize her misgivings about the 
 macro-level implications of the practice. Second, she draws an important 
distinction between private international adoption and public foster care 
adoptions, elevating the latter as a more virtuous pathway to parenthood. 
Third, she brings up the issue of money, raising the question of whether the 
high fees associated with international adoption might be better spent in 
implementing programs to keep children in their countries of birth. Such a 
disclosure is noteworthy because if hopeful parents were no longer paying 
fees to private adoption agencies, Abigail would be out of a job.
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Having concluded her appraisal, she immediately concedes the futility 
of these lofty goals, stating, “That’s not going to happen, obviously; there is 
no way.” Brought back down to Earth, she acknowledges that most of her 
clients do not want to adopt from foster care, and indeed they seek out pri-
vate adoption to avoid using the publicly funded market segment. “These 
parents want to be parents, and they want to be parents in a way that feels 
comfortable to them,” Abigail states. “And these kids don’t have homes, and 
they are getting way less than adequate care. It makes sense for the two to 
meet and for us to put the supports in place so they can have a fabulous life 
together. International adoption is obviously filling a need.”

Abigail’s characterization of her work reminds us that the adoption mar-
ketplace is not a singular entity. Rather, the arena can be more aptly  described 
as an umbrella term for three distinct segments of child placement—private 
domestic, transnational, and foster care. As described in the Introduction, 
this book is primarily focused on private domestic and intercountry adop-
tions. I exclude the publicly funded foster care system because, as one social 
worker describes it, foster care is “a whole ’nother ballgame.” Although 
 private domestic and private international adoption use vastly different pro-
cesses to connect parents and children, what they have in common is that 
prospective adoptive parents are willing to pay thousands of dollars to pro-
cure a child who “feels comfortable to them.” The role of the social worker is 
to “put the supports in place,” with the hope that these families will “have a 
fabulous life together.”

Despite their instrumental role, before this book there was very little 
research regarding how adoption professionals approach their work. Dani-
elle’s and Abigail’s disclosures that they are ambivalent about their careers 
raises some tantalizing threads to be further pursued. These questions in-
clude: How do adoption professionals react to the use of the market meta-
phor? Do they see it as a justifiable framework? Understanding the range of 
responses is important, considering that as these interviews were being con-
ducted, many workers were reeling from the market downturn that put their 
livelihoods in jeopardy. This raised new questions as adoption professionals 
reappraised their professional standards while struggling to keep their em-
ployers afloat.

Historical Research on Adoption Practitioners
Since there is relatively little current sociological research examining adop-
tion practitioners, studies that elucidate the historical foundations of the 
adoption market provide much-needed contextualization for  understanding 
these contemporary conundrums. From prior research, it is evident that 
concerns about the overlapping spheres of child welfare and child commod-
ification have deeply shaped adoption from the start. In her historical analy-
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sis of adoption in the United States between 1851 and 1950, Julie Berebitsky 
details how adoption was not initially part of the canon of social workers’ 
expertise, arguing, “Social workers came slowly to adoption.”1 Part of this 
reticence could be attributed to the fact that up until the 1930s, the prevail-
ing wisdom was that unwed mothers should keep their infants. But as the 
demand for adoption grew, social workers endeavored to pull adoption away 
from the purview of well-to-do philanthropic women and bring it under 
their jurisdiction.2 As adoption workers began to professionalize, this raised 
questions as to whether and how much to charge for their services.3

Even then, social workers feared that the exchange of cash would sully 
adoption, turning it into a transaction that veered too much toward com-
modification. Thus, some workers argued for the separation of the opposing 
spheres of child welfare and markets. Wanting to avoid any hint of being 
tainted by the market, adoption agencies initially only accepted gratitude 
donations from clients.4 Yet this practice evolved as social workers increas-
ingly exerted their roles as experts in the field. Berebitsky states that many 
social workers argued that “they were providing a professional service like 
any other; lawyers charged fees (even when they lost the case), so why 
shouldn’t trained social workers?”5

With the exchange of money becoming standard practice, adoption 
workers justified their salaries by emphasizing the competencies they 
brought to child placement, matching families “so seamlessly that adoptive 
families did not appear to be designed at all.”6 Fundamental to these place-
ments was the reliance on the idea that the best adoptive families did not 
reveal their adoptive status, since the “notion that resemblance expedited 
love and difference spelled trouble was accepted by adopters and social work-
ers alike.”7 Ellen Herman calls this ultracurated approach “kinship by de-
sign,” detailing how adoption professionals pushed forward the idea that 
“adoption could be governed and safeguarded through documentation, in-
vestigation, and oversight by trained professionals.”8

Standardization of these policies became known as sound adoption 
practice as social workers endeavored to thoroughly vet all members of the 
adoption triad before signing off on the match. This entailed an investigation 
into the potential genetic and moral deficiencies of the birth parents and a 
forensic probe of prospective adoptive parents’ medical and financial histo-
ries. To maximize the likelihood of a well-designed placement, children were 
also scrutinized. Writing a history of the transnational adoption of infants 
between the United States and Canada, Karen Balcom details how “newborn 
children were also investigated before they were judged ‘adoptable’ and 
placed with new families. These children were carefully observed, given 
thorough medical exams, and tested against ‘normal’ physical and mental 
development in hope of identifying obvious physiological or neurological 
defects.”9 This practice could routinely take months to complete, meaning 
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that despite the demand for newborns, it was rare for children to be placed 
before four months of age, since that threshold was seen “as the minimum 
age below which it was impossible to determine whether or not the child 
showed signs of normal mental development.”10

Yet the development and enactment of sound adoption practice had to 
be tempered by the market realities and the increased demand for even 
younger infants. Adoption social workers not only had to contend with 
matching children and parents but also had to determine whom to deny. 
Berebitsky writes, “Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, the demand for 
children greatly exceeded the supply of adoptable infants. And, without a 
doubt, social workers felt immense pressure to meet the desires of desperate, 
young childless couples.”11 These gatekeepers enacted policies that gave pref-
erence to those they believed were the most deserving parents—married, 
heterosexual couples suffering from infertility. In aggregate such practices 
“privileged the model of the as if begotten nuclear family” by excluding older 
couples and those with biological children.12

These historical studies are most notable for demonstrating that adop-
tion as consumption and the professionalization of adoption practice were 
highly intertwined. From the 1940s onward, there was concern among adop-
tion practitioners as to how to balance the needs of paying clients and the 
needs of children. As Berebitsky presciently details, “A couple paying a fee 
acquired the power of the consumer, which enabled them to demand better 
service from the agency.”13 In other words, although adoption social workers 
may have embraced the quixotic idea of adoption uncontaminated by market 
realities, this utopia never existed. Herman argues, “Practices associated 
with the commercial, consumption-oriented culture of a modern market 
society suggested that adopters had the right to shop for exactly the sort of 
children they most desired.”14 Moreover, there was competition between bro-
kers and agencies, and between agencies themselves, and professionals real-
ized that to “compete effectively, agencies had to deliver more of what 
adopters wanted—healthy white infants.”15

As this market summary indicates, not all children were considered 
adoptable. Racial minority children and those who did not pass these rigid 
inspections because of mental and developmental delays were often turned 
away. This was standard practice, writes Herman, detailing, “Until the 1950s 
these children were more likely to be institutionalized than treated as can-
didates for family placement.” But things changed with what Herman calls 
“the special-needs revolution,” which “expanded the terms of adoptability 
and posited belonging as a vital resource for all children in need of parents, 
including children of color.”16 However, these early placements were still 
founded on the edict of curated kinship and race matching.

Social workers’ initial forays into placing Black, and mixed-race Black 
and White children followed the edict of the as-if-begotten model, meaning 
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that these children were usually placed in Black families. However, Bere-
bitsky contends that the shortage of White babies, coupled with the diffi-
culty of recruiting Black families, paved the way for domestic transracial 
adoption: “Efforts in the 1950s and 1960s to recruit African Americans as 
adoptive parents had some success but still fell short of meeting the needs of 
black children. As the shortage of white babies continued, agencies began to 
place black children with white families.”17

The implications of these transracial placements and how they help recon-
figure the color line are further discussed later in this book. But for now, the 
main takeaways include three ideas that inform the book’s discussion. First, 
a historical examination of adoption underscores the instrumental role social 
workers play. As the purveyors of adoption, these workers professionalized the 
standards of what was considered sound practice, determining the eligibility 
criteria that made parents and children suitable. Second, the  private adoption 
of infants was never divorced from child commodification and always occu-
pied a liminal space between social service and customer service. Although 
social workers embraced the mandate to work toward a child-centered ap-
proach to adoption, there was always concern about losing market share, es-
pecially to the lawyers facilitating private placements.18 And third, race 
remains an integral variable in private adoption. Whereas transracial adop-
tion was an almost unheard-of violation of the dictates of kinship by design, 
as times changed and the market evolved, these placements gained traction.

While there is more latitude to explore the circulation of children from 
a historical standpoint, framing contemporary adoption as a market practice 
engenders great discomfort because any critical analyses of the effects of the 
marketplace can be interpreted as an assault on the adoptive family. The 
stakes are even higher in transracial adoption, in which the family’s adoptive 
status is rendered visible by racial difference, making these families easily 
identifiable and at times targeted. Thus, the dominant narrative tends to veer 
toward celebrating adoption and emphasizing the stories of adoptive parents 
who welcome children into their homes.19 While this story is important to 
communicate, it tends to ignore the inequities embedded in adoption in 
favor of framing it as a mutually beneficial policy that leads to happy endings 
for parents and children. On the basis of these messages, Kim Park Nelson 
argues that there is a widely held belief “that adoption is a ‘win-win-win’ 
situation in which adoptive parents get the children they want, unwanted 
children find families, and birth families are relieved of the burden of un-
wanted children.”20

Adapting to a Down Market
Throughout my interviews, it was clear that respondents were questioning 
whether adoption was truly a “win-win.” Danielle’s disclosure about her 
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 ambivalence working in adoption cuts to the heart of the deficiencies of the 
win-win paradigm. She acknowledges that adoption—especially transna-
tional and transracial adoption—is often portrayed as the panacea for child 
welfare ills and a beautiful exemplification of how familial bonds can defy 
boundaries of blood, race, and nation. Yet she takes issue with this oversim-
plified characterization, passionately stating, “It is not a way to change the 
world, international adoption. In fact, it is a testament to how terrible the 
world is in some ways.”

She goes on to discuss how in Ethiopia most of the women relinquishing 
children face the terrible decision of sending them away or letting them 
starve. She considers facing this dire predicament, imagining “that I was in 
Ethiopia and had my children, and I was not able to feed them and had to 
give them to somebody else. That your choice is keeping your child and not 
being able to feed them or give them to somebody else. And that is a horrible 
choice.” From her perspective as a social worker, Danielle wants her clients 
to understand these broader contexts to recognize that international adop-
tion involves losses as well as gains. “I try to be really clear about that with 
people,” Danielle asserts. “This is not just a beautiful, wonderful thing. This 
is a difficult thing, and I think that adoptive parents and adoption profes-
sionals should struggle with that.”

While Danielle hopes that her fellow adoption professionals will grapple 
with these issues and work to engage prospective adoptive parents in these 
macro-level discussions, in reality there is little allowance for these conversa-
tions. Instead, day-to-day issues take precedence, especially as it gets harder 
to keep a business going. Heather describes this trade-off between wanting 
to live up to her ideal of what an adoption social worker should do and just 
keeping up their operations: “Most licensed agencies are operating in ways 
that are aboveboard. . . . There is another reality where international adop-
tion agencies are having a really hard time right now, and having a hard time 
staying in business.” Realizing that she has just crossed a moral line by liken-
ing adoption to a business venture, Heather quickly qualifies her statement, 
rushing to add, “And we don’t like to think of this as a business. And it is not 
a business, and we are certainly not for profit, any of these organizations. But 
lots of agencies have had to close their doors. So it is possible that people are 
resorting to tactics that they maybe wouldn’t have five to seven years ago. But 
it is different now.”

As Heather succinctly states, the downturn in the adoption marketplace 
catalyzed a paradigm shift in which workers had to “resort” to new tactics. 
To learn how international adoption providers were adjusting to the crisis, I 
had the opportunity to sit in on a webinar called “Updates on International 
Adoption” hosted by a large adoption agency offering professional develop-
ment credits for adoption social workers throughout the country. This was a 
unique experience because it provided a rare window into how adoption 
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social workers talked with each other. The tone of the presentation was in-
formative but foreboding, as the speaker characterized the state of the indus-
try as filled with “bad news.” She began by providing a brief historical 
overview of trends in international adoption, describing how “when we 
moved into the eighties, we saw younger kids become eligible for interna-
tional adoption—infants.” She went on to describe how they hit their zenith 
with record numbers of placements and since then how the market has 
 slowly declined: “It basically grew. . . . We were peaking [with] large numbers 
of families adopting primarily infant-age children.” The speaker went on to 
say that recently there has been a decline, since “guidelines are more restric-
tive, [there are] fewer opportunities for singles, and the Hague process can 
be cumbersome.” The slowdown has forced workers to do more with less. She 
summarized by saying, “As agencies, we are providing services for a longer 
period of time. What used to take a year and a half as far as processing is 
taking two, three, or in the case of China, years and years to process. We 
have also seen countries that have closed—lots of bad news, I know.”

Tellingly, as the supply of infants made available through international 
adoption diminished, interest in domestic adoption seemed to expand. In-
tercountry providers got further squeezed as the market shifted toward do-
mestic adoption and fewer applicants signed on to work with them. Many of 
these hopeful parents may have voted with their feet and made the switch to 
domestic adoption. During one information session hosted by Babytalk, 
Nina, a new adoptive mother, spoke of this calculus. She described how she 
and her husband had been “leaning toward international adoption” and had 
“looked into it for about eight months” before settling on domestic adoption. 
Although one or two defectors might not have made a difference, in aggre-
gate the lack of new customers, coupled with a declining supply of eligible 
infants, made it harder for overseas adoption agencies to stay in business. 
Lindsay, a domestic adoption social worker I interviewed, reflects on this 
change, stating, “I think that it is inevitable that more people will do domes-
tic as international becomes more complicated.”

As the number of prospective adoptive parents considering private do-
mestic adoption grew, there is anecdotal evidence that the supply of children 
grew alongside it. Although there is not a central clearinghouse reporting 
the annual number of domestic adoptions, I heard several stories from do-
mestic adoption providers about the uptick in interest among women con-
sidering making adoption plans. Many adoption workers attributed their 
increased caseload to the aftermath of the Great Recession, reporting that 
impoverished mothers struggling to feed their children were attempting to 
place their toddlers for private adoption, rather than have the state take them 
away and put them in foster care for neglect. Although these placements 
were still a minority of their caseload, many social workers mentioned the 
rising number of toddler placements. At a preadoption conference, one 
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 attorney discussed this trend: “They [birth mothers] can’t afford to have fos-
ter care come in and take custody of their children. So they want to make a 
plan for their children, because they think it is a better plan than to have 
them in foster care. So it is happening more. I had done one such placement 
in eight years. I have done four this year.” Similarly, at an adoption informa-
tion meeting, a social worker also reports an acceleration in these place-
ments: “I have had three cases this year. . . . One of my families was placing 
siblings—while she was placing a one-year-old, she was also placing a two-
year-old son. It is happening more now because of the bad economy.”

As the international market retracted, some adoption providers were 
prescient enough to develop their domestic programs and were thus able to 
keep their agencies competitive. For example, I attended an information ses-
sion sponsored by a domestic adoption agency. Early in her presentation, the 
social worker, Tracy, offered some history of her agency, describing how they 
“used to focus on international adoption, but the new director came in with 
a focus on domestic adoption.” She characterized this decision as a strategic 
business move, disclosing that they “needed something to keep the adoption 
program up and going.”

Cognizant of how these market swings can affect one’s livelihood, Tracy 
described how her agency was one of the lucky ones that ended up on the 
right side of the business equation. She recounted, “When we first started the 
agency, the focus was domestic. When the swing of adoption went interna-
tional, we obviously went with that swing.” Although her agency did offer 
some international programs, it became harder for them to operate after the 
ratification of the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption, which man-
dated that agencies go through additional steps to be Hague-accredited. 
These regulations led them to give up their international programs and offer 
only domestic adoptions. “So we just decided, let’s see where we go with just 
domestic and see where it takes us,” Tracy recalled. This business strategy 
paid off: “So far we have been really successful at it. If the trend starts to go 
back international, I am sure we will follow it, but right now we are just do-
mestic.” While it may have seemed risky to specialize in only one adoption 
segment, their timing was right as they stopped offering international pro-
grams ahead of the slowdown. “Those that closed, they were purely interna-
tional and didn’t do domestic at all,” Tracy commented wryly. “And they’ve 
now closed and shut their doors.”

Whereas not going bankrupt was a persistent theme that emerged from 
my interviews with transnational adoption professionals, none of the domes-
tic adoption employees or attorneys worried about losing their jobs or their 
agencies going under. Although Alyssa, the executive director of a domestic 
adoption agency profiled in the Introduction, worries about paying her util-
ity bills, there was not nearly the same sense of foreboding as was captured 
in the interviews with those primarily doing international adoptions. Be-
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cause there was a significant contrast in the tone of the interviews between 
domestic and international adoption workers, the bulk of the rest of this 
chapter focuses on how intercountry adoption social workers balanced the 
needs of children with the needs of their agencies.

A Perfect Storm
Christian World Adoptions (CWA), a long-standing international adoption 
agency founded in 1991, shut down operations in 2013. On the front page of 
its website, it announced the closure, attributing its insolvency to a perfect 
storm of events:

Today international adoption—adoption agencies in general and 
CWA in particular—face a “perfect storm” of circumstances that has 
made it difficult and in some cases impossible to continue. Many 
adoption agencies have closed their doors in recent years. Russia’s 
recent ban on adoptions to Americans, the U.S. State Department’s 
decision not to open adoptions from Cambodia, vastly longer adop-
tion wait times in China, and longer adoption times and fewer refer-
rals in Ethiopia have all had an adverse effect on CWA. UNICEF has 
waged an unrelenting campaign against international adoption for 
many years. Ongoing mandatory child care costs in Ethiopia despite 
slower adoptions has been a major drain on our finances. Children 
living in our partner orphanages have to be cared for, fed and kept 
healthy every day, even when adoption cases are not moving and the 
fees we collect do not entirely cover the cost of their care. Costs have 
been increasing all across the board, including the cost of accredita-
tion and licensing to remain in compliance with U.S. and foreign 
legal requirements, as well as the number of staff hours devoted to 
that compliance.21

Although CWA does not describe their collapse in explicit market terms, 
their missive essentially blames their downfall on the shrinking supply of 
children available for adoption. They list the negative effects of Russia’s ban 
on American adoptions, the slowdown in China, the U.S. government’s deci-
sion not to allow adoptions from Cambodia, and the decline of placements 
in Ethiopia. While one of these setbacks may have been manageable on its 
own, taken together the resulting plummeting supply of children made it 
impossible to continue operations.

According to CWA, it was not just the decreased availability of young 
healthy children—the mainstay of international adoptions—that impeded 
business. In addition, adoptions were taking longer to process as legal re-
quirements increased. They obliquely attribute some of these challenges to 
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the ratification of the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption, an in-
ternational treaty that mandated a set of common practices for countries 
partaking in international adoptions.22 Because the paperwork often took 
longer, agencies had more costs associated with taking care of the children 
in their adoption pipeline. Since the bulk of agencies’ revenue comes from 
placement fees, and fewer adoptions were being processed, operating ex-
penses kept going up without money coming in.

It is not surprising that CWA, among others, closed. If anything, it is 
notable that so many agencies hung on for so long considering that by 2015 
there were only 5,674 children sent to the United States to be adopted.23 This 
sum pales in comparison to a decade before when, at its peak, almost 23,000 
children were adopted by American families.24 Currently, not only are there 
fewer placements, but the profile of children vastly differs, since the major-
ity of available children tend to be older. Whereas in 2004, 83 percent of 
children placed via intercountry adoption were younger than two at the time 
of placement, by 2015 this percentage had decreased to only 28 percent.

Irene, an adoption attorney who provides consultations for prospective 
clients deciding between domestic and international adoption, describes this 
era of plentiful adoptions as the good old days. She states, “God, it used to be 
so easy in the old days. The old days were before China changed, before 
Guatemala changed. When singles could adopt. The age requirements were 
always there, but now there are more restrictions in terms of finances, body 
weight mass, this other crazy stuff.”

Irene goes on to explain that during that time, overseas adoptions were 
seen as more predictable compared with the uncertainties of attorney-led 
domestic adoptions, where adoption situations often fell through and the 
timeline and costs could wildly vary. “If they needed to know how much it 
would cost, with certainty,” says Irene, “I would tell them, though it could be 
more international, you would have more of a budget. The time frame—there 
used to be certainty on the time frame. . . . Some people just needed that type 
of certainty. So I might advise them that international would be a better 
choice for them.”

Countries like China and Guatemala were particularly attractive choices 
because these countries were known for placing relatively healthy non-Black 
infants and toddlers. In fact, 90 percent of the thousands of children placed 
from these countries were under two years old at the time of adoption.25 The 
timeline was relatively quick in that most placements occurred within a year. 
But as Irene mentions, things began to change when Guatemala suspended 
its adoption program and China significantly cut the number of referrals of 
healthy baby girls they sent abroad. During this time, Korea passed new 
legislation promoting domestic adoption within Korea.26 As these policies 
changed, agencies quickly felt the pinch. Adoption providers began to 
 migrate to other countries such as Ethiopia and Ukraine to open up new 
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programs.27 However, the number of children (especially young, healthy 
children) sent from these programs would never approach the same 
 magnitude.

I spoke with Amanda, a social worker who has been working in adoption 
for more than a decade. She describes how her organization tried to adjust 
to the change, stating, “A few years, maybe even as recently as two years ago, 
it really felt we were facing a dilemma. And I am sure other agencies would 
share the same story.” Amanda discusses how the downturn in infant place-
ments affected business, saying, “We were dealing with a high volume of 
families coming to us, but for an adoption process that existed five years ago 
. . . back in the time when there were several programs that placed a very 
high percentage of infants.” During this time, business was booming. “There 
were thousands of infants coming into this country through international 
adoption each year. China, Guatemala, Russia, Korea, all of these programs 
were thriving and placing many kids.”

But since 2004, the number of internationally adopted children has de-
clined each year. It often fell to Jennifer, an adoption social worker who an-
swered the intake phone lines, to relay these new realities to prospective 
clients. She describes how given the tremendous waiting times, stringent 
health and body mass index requirements, and new policies prohibiting 
single applicants, callers had to readjust their expectations. Jennifer states, 
“We are really kind of back to where we were when I first started back in the 
early eighties, and the age range and needs range of the children look a lot 
like we do now. The demographic of the child is extremely similar and the 
tight health requirements that prospective adopters need to meet.”

Absent blockbuster programs like China and Guatemala, Amanda de-
scribes this new era of intercountry adoption, predicting that there will be 
“fewer families in general. The trend is going to be a decreasing population 
of children available for international adoption, so [there will be] fewer fam-
ilies.” She continues that, on the bright side, the population of parents is 
becoming “a more diverse, more educated, more prepared, more flexible 
number of families,” but overall numbers are going down. Summarizing this 
trend, the speaker at the professional development webinar informed her 
colleagues, “As we look into the future, we are going to see smaller programs 
where we as an agency place ten to fifteen children a year. . . . The future—
rather than a program placing several thousand kids, there are going to be a 
lot of those small programs.”

I had a long conversation with Nicole about the effects of this downturn. 
As a social worker in her early thirties, Nicole had already been working in 
adoption for several years. Unlike some of the more veteran social workers 
with a familial connection to adoption, Nicole was a member of a new gen-
eration of social workers who viewed international adoption work as inti-
mately tied to public health and economic development. She describes how 



48 Chapter 1

a television story sparked her interest in the subject, detailing, “I was a psy-
chology major as an undergrad. I had heard about an adoption story on 
Oprah or something, and I remember thinking, ‘That is so fascinating.’ 
There were so many different angles to the story. . . . It was a really complex 
case, and I remember thinking it would be fascinating to work with these 
complex cases.”

Through some serendipitous connections, Nicole was put in touch with 
the director of an adoption agency and secured a position with them. “There 
was never a dull moment,” she recalls. “I liked working with the families and 
learning about different cultures and the political issues.” Continuing her 
work in this area, she transferred to a larger adoption agency known as a 
placement agency. These placement agencies had direct ties with orphanages 
in sending countries and used their established networks to work with 
smaller adoption agencies to place foreign-born children across the United 
States. While these regional affiliates were in charge of recruiting, certifying, 
and training prospective parents, the placement agency acted as the supplier 
of children, earning revenue from this service. Nicole’s role was to act as a 
liaison between her placement agency and the parents scattered throughout 
the country adopting through them.

As the official intermediary, Nicole started doing a lot of traveling for her 
organization to get the word out about the services they offered. Looking 
back, she states, “it was sort of like marketing, now that I think about it.” I 
followed up, asking to whom she was marketing, and Nicole clarifies: “Pro-
spective adoptive parents mostly, and sometimes conferences. And [I did] a 
lot of networking with other agencies that were just other home study pro-
grams and didn’t have the international programs that we have.”

Paradoxically, even though the goal of Nicole’s job was to drum up busi-
ness, she adamantly states that adoption agencies should focus on curtailing 
the need for adoption. She asserts, “I think that any good adoption agency, 
their goal is to put themselves out of business because the country doesn’t 
need us and they are closing the program down.” Likewise, Danielle is also 
a proponent of this goal, commenting, “One thing that I would like to see 
different, is that anyone who is doing international adoption should be pour-
ing resources back into that country to help make international adoption 
unnecessary.” Note that this ideology is not a sustainable business strategy, 
since closing down programs puts the survival of their agencies—and thus, 
Nicole and Danielle’s jobs—in jeopardy.

Even though these social workers theoretically support the idea that 
going out of business would be a positive sign that adoption was no longer 
necessary, in practice the market downturn generated a crisis. Nicole de-
scribes the conundrum that her agency faced when countries stopped releas-
ing babies, and subsequently money stopped coming in. Although 
prospective adoptive parents pay some fees up front during the initial ap-
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plication and the home study process, the bulk of the payment is transferred 
when parents accept the referral of a child who will eventually become their 
son or daughter. “We had all of these waiting families, so we were really busy 
with the waiting families,” she remembers. But even though they had full 
caseloads, Nicole continues, “We weren’t making referrals. And basically we 
have cash coming in when we make referrals because that is when we charge 
for all of our program services. So it is not like we weren’t busy; we just didn’t 
have any children to refer. So it was like, we need babies so we can make 
money, which is a horrible way to look at it, but that’s the reality of how you 
keep your doors open in adoption.”

Nicole was willing to be blunt about the realities of cash flow in adoption, 
but others were quite uncomfortable talking about the financial aspects of 
the transaction, especially to prospective clients. I spoke with Erin, a social 
worker who still considered herself fairly new to adoption, having only 
worked for six years in the field. She says, “I always have a lot of discomfort 
talking about fees and feeling the need to really explain what they are used 
for. And maybe it is my own sensitivity and anxiety about that part of the 
work, or the commercial aspect of it.”

Of my interviewees, Erin was especially conflicted, and it seemed that 
the day-to-day job responsibilities did not live up to her aspirations working 
in international child adoption. She describes how adoption “was not a de-
liberate career choice for me,” but with her background in international rela-
tions, she had wanted “to take the international relations work in the 
nonprofit world” and “adoption [as a career choice] just kind of happened in 
that way.” Throughout her tenure as an adoption professional, she has 
worked at multiple agencies in different capacities, since “adoption programs 
kind of change, and they slow down, and they close, so I got shifted around.”

Erin goes on to recount how she started working with the program in 
Ethiopia, which was formative because she was “able to work more directly 
with the families and really get to know some of the kids.” She explains 
how these experiences “ultimately spurred my decision to become a social 
 worker,” and after graduate school she “kind of ended up in adoption again.”

After earning her MSW, Erin took a job at a placement agency working 
with the China program. Her new job was challenging, since the country’s 
program had trickled to a halt, and children were no longer being referred 
for adoption. Had there been referrals, Erin would have been helping fami-
lies arrange travel, answering questions about what to pack, and relaying 
happy news and cute photos. Instead, her job was to be the messenger of bad 
news—or more specifically, no news—to exasperated prospective parents. 
“That’s been probably the biggest challenge coming in as a newish staff per-
son here and inheriting a pretty large caseload of families who are just wait-
ing,” Erin discloses. She explains, “A lot of them [parents] initially applied to 
the agency at a time when the program in China was moving a lot quicker, 
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and it has been really hard for them to adjust their expectations around that. 
It has gone from eight months, [from beginning the process] to a referral of 
a child, to . . . four years.”

Erin grows visibly upset when she discusses how stressful the work can 
be at times, stating, “It is sometimes hard when you are getting that initial 
reaction to bad news. And it is hard because there is not always a lot of 
 information. I have a lot of families, and sometimes there is nothing to up-
date them on. They’ll call and say, ‘What’s happening?’ and there is nothing 
to tell them. Nothing is happening, or I don’t have any updates. I think it is 
hard because I want to be able to give them something, and there is nothing 
to say.”

Later in the interview, I asked Erin whether she often got together with 
other adoption professionals to blow off steam or share best practices, and 
she responded that few had time for such luxuries. “I don’t know,” she says. 
“Just because international adoption agencies are struggling so much be-
cause there are fewer placements, it is harder for smaller agencies to keep 
afloat. So the struggle of trying to keep good practices while trying to keep 
the agency sustainable is probably the biggest challenge. And how much that 
is talked about between agencies I don’t know, but it is hard to keep things 
going without maybe having the luxury of discussing bigger issues.”

Another reason why Erin is reluctant to talk to colleagues may be that 
she was feeling somewhat pessimistic about her career. She relates, “A lot of 
times when I end up talking about my job, I feel like I end up sounding so 
negative.” Whereas laypersons tend to have overwhelming positive associa-
tions with adoption,28 it was evident that Erin felt more cynical about the 
practice. She elaborates, “People are like, ‘That’s wonderful,’ and I am like, 
‘It can be.’ But every time I engage in a serious conversation about it, I feel 
like my concerns definitely come up. I have a hard time stifling them, and 
there are things about adoption that I am definitely not comfortable with, 
and I have a hard time with them as a professional.”

Emerging Markets
As the formerly stalwart programs like Guatemala and China sent fewer 
children or shut down entirely, some agencies looked to emerging markets 
to try to stem their losses and generate more revenue. For example, the pre-
senter at Cornerstone told her audience, “We explore new countries all of the 
time.” But few sending countries offered the right mix of healthy young chil-
dren that could be adopted with minimal travel. The presenter went on to say 
that they “considered Kenya, but they have a six-month residency require-
ment,” making the country an unrealistic option.

When Nepal opened up, many hoped that this country could sustain the 
market. During a presentation offered by Harmony Services, the social 



Staying Afloat in a Perfect Storm 51

worker described how Vietnam has recently closed, but she glibly noted that 
prospective clients “will go to Nepal, and they will be fine.” However, this 
turned out not to be the case, since Nepal was allowing adoption only as a 
pilot program.29 At an information session hosted by Kid Connection, the 
presenter informed her audience that Nepal was not a realistic option, since 
the country was “only accepting a few families per agency.” The speaker at 
Coastal Adoptions reiterated this bad news, describing how the country was 
“full and not accepting new applications,” because it was “absolutely flooded 
with agencies wanting to work with [it].” However, she told her audience that 
they just opened up a program in Bulgaria. Realizing that parents may not 
be familiar with the country, she described it as “a small, picturesque  country 
approximately the size of Tennessee” and encouraged prospective applicants 
by telling them that “it looks like a promising program.”

Likewise, other emerging markets did not seem to be panning out as 
potential substitutes. The social worker at Harmony went on to describe how 
they were opening up a new program in Nicaragua, but “the children are not 
as young as [we had] hoped they would be.” India was a similar disappoint-
ment because the pace of referrals was “going slowly,” since the country “pre-
fers working with overseas Indian nationals.” Moreover, she lamented that 
the children did not fit the desired profile, since “most are older and waiting 
kids. No healthy children between zero and four.”

Despite the fact that agencies needed new programs with healthy infants, 
since “you need babies to make money,” many social workers were reluctant 
to think about their profession in such crass terms. For example, Heather 
responds, “My gut reaction to all that is very negative, the supply and de-
mand.” She continues, “I don’t know a lot about the marketplace kind of 
approach, but you definitely hear the supply and demand language, usually 
in the periphery, and it is very uncomfortable.”

Later in the interview, I asked Heather what had changed in  international 
adoption, and she jokingly answers, “Everything.” She then elaborates: 
“Practically speaking, it is so much more difficult.” She goes on to talk about 
her agency’s new program in Bulgaria. Whereas the presenter at Coastal 
Adoptions had no problem discussing the program in terms of its market 
promise, Heather was more reluctant to frame its newfound popularity in 
market terms. She states, “When I first started, we had a program in 
 Bulgaria, and we had no interest in the Bulgaria program because the kids 
were older—about two, and the wait was longer—about a year, and you 
had to make two trips, and people were like, this is such an outrageous 
 program.”

However, as China slowed down, the Bulgaria program gained favor. 
Although her agency’s decision to invest in the Bulgaria program would 
surely help its bottom line, Heather is quick to divorce the move to reopen 
the Bulgaria program from any sort of self-interest on the part of her 
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 employer. She explains, “We recently reopened our program,” couching the 
decision as good timing, “because they had things on hold on their end for 
a while.” Heather describes how relative to other options, Bulgaria was back 
in the running, since, “now people are like, ‘Oh I can request a child as young 
as two; that is great.’”

While expanding into new markets offered a lifeline to agencies that 
needed to develop other revenue streams, this strategy raised concerns 
among some social workers. I spoke with Kiera, an adoption social worker 
who specializes in placing children from Eastern Europe. She shares her ap-
prehension that agency representatives may just cut and run, so to speak, 
once adoption programs close. She avers, “I feel like agencies who are de-
voted to helping children in need should stay present in the country helping 
children in need. Not go to the country where they can have more adoptions 
in an easier way because that also helps the agency stay afloat.” Delineating 
these trends, she describes how she has “worked in adoption long enough to 
see that. Ethiopia was all the craze and then Kazakhstan.” Despite her reser-
vations about this rapid expansion, Kiera rationalizes that the ends can jus-
tify the means: “I can see how we pride ourselves on doing good work. And 
in order to continue to do good work, we have to stay afloat.”

Although intercountry adoption agencies looked to Eastern Europe, 
Asia, and Latin America to fill the gap, Heather contends that “the biggest 
recent change has been the shift to Africa,” particularly Ethiopia. Around 
the mid-2000s, the number of children sent from Ethiopia began to sky-
rocket, increasing exponentially from a low of 42 children in 1999 to a peak 
of 2,511 in 2010.30 Although part of the interest in adopting from Ethiopia 
was fueled by an Evangelical Christian movement drawing attention to the 
global orphan crisis, Ethiopia gained in popularity because it was one of the 
few international programs that placed babies and toddlers.31

The availability of adoptions from Ethiopia provided new opportunities 
for prospective adoptive parents, but many of the adoption workers I spoke 
with raised ethical concerns about the implications of the country’s rapid 
rise. Among my respondents, Beth was the most vocal. She runs her own 
adoption agency that has a long history of placing Ethiopian children. She 
was one of the first people working on the ground in Ethiopia during the 
early 2000s, back when Ethiopia was sending fewer than one hundred chil-
dren a year to the United States. From our conversation, it was clear that she 
had a deep knowledge of the country and the needs of the children.

Beth was deliberate in her decision to place mostly older children for 
whom she believed international adoption would truly be their best option. 
She passionately discusses the early years of her work, stating, “When I first 
started in Ethiopia, my heart was in it. I went in knowing the people in the 
group.” Because she had long-standing connections with Ethiopians, she pur-
posely did not set up programs in neighboring countries, and instead she 
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chose to focus her work in a single country. “Does it mean there aren’t other 
kids in other countries in need of help?” she rhetorically asks and then  answers, 
“Of course there are. Could I have branched off to other countries? Yes.”

Beth adamantly defends her decision to stay small, arguing that contin-
ued expansion does not serve the best interests of children. “I needed to 
make a conscious decision that was not based on economics, not based on 
my agency staying afloat. It should not be based on that. I think we are not 
doing a service to children if we base our adoption programs on the sur-
vival of our agency.”

While specializing in one country may have been good child welfare 
practice, it was risky business-wise as other placement agencies started 
opening up shop and pushing her out. “Families have a need for a certain 
kind of children,” she laments. “It all starts out really well. We have orphans, 
and they are really in need of families. Their parents have died of AIDS,” she 
relates. Someone on the ground in Ethiopia would then approach Beth, ask-
ing, “Could you guys [help us]? We are looking for adoptive families.” Beth 
says, “People are really attracted [to helping], and we start to place those 
kids.” Yet those are not the kids who keep an adoption agency afloat. Beth 
elaborates: “We also know that economically what makes an agency run and 
keeps you going is not your older children adoption; it is the babies.”

Recall Amanda’s statement about how her agency needed babies to make 
money because the revenue they generated enabled organizations to keep 
their doors open. When I followed up with her to ask whether and how they 
managed to find babies to make the money, she told me her agency went 
through a big round of layoffs. However, once Ethiopia opened, the country 
provided a lucrative stream of revenue, and they were able to remain open. 
Amanda recounted, “We laid off staff. I think it was just everywhere slowed 
down. And then Ethiopia took off, and Ethiopia was keeping us open. The 
Ethiopia team was gold because they were the ones paying our salaries.”

Even though the expansion of international adoption undoubtedly pro-
vided homes for children in need, Beth worries that emphasizing solvency 
can supersede concerns about child welfare. She herself admits to being 
tempted to start programs in neighboring countries so she can stay in busi-
ness, but she has resisted. “My biggest incentive was not to keep an agency 
going. My biggest incentive was to place children.” However, she wonders if 
other agencies have the wrong priorities, alleging, “I think for a lot of us, that 
has switched. When a country closes or a particular situation makes it im-
possible for a lot of us to make placements out of that country, then you start 
to look at other places.” With an ever-narrowing supply chain, Beth dis-
closes that she has thought about branching out, stating, “I did not anticipate 
I would be playing that game. But I’ve had to look at it.” Yet Beth worries that 
this rationalization prioritizes the needs of the business over the needs of 
children, musing, “But the thinking probably starts there. And I know that 
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there are agencies that justify their actions based on the fact that they are 
doing good work.”

Reflecting on these trade-offs, Erin describes how the market downturn 
has added a new dynamic to child welfare by creating “this gross kind of 
competition between agencies to get the best referrals.” The competition for 
children puts an interesting spin on the ideology that adoption finds families 
for children instead of children for families. Although many of these work-
ers may have started out with the best intentions, the incentive to find chil-
dren who fit the desired profile for exasperated waiting parents sometimes 
took precedence. As the next section details, to alleviate strain and expand 
the supply of adoptable children, some adoption agencies resorted to new 
strategies to pitch the adoption of waiting children.

Waiting Child Adoptions
The term “waiting child” is a euphemism that covers a spectrum of medical 
needs, from healthy children with minor correctable conditions (such as a 
missing digit) to those with life-threatening illnesses. Undoubtedly, there are 
some parents who come forward to adopt children with serious chronic 
medical issues requiring significant treatment and care. But altruistic inten-
tions alone cannot fully account for the rapid increase of these placements. 
Rather, promoting waiting child adoption offered an additional emerging 
market that adoption providers could suggest to would-be parents. Erin de-
scribes how some of her clients were amenable to this strategy, recounting 
that her clients were “visualizing the special needs program [as], ‘Well, 
maybe I can’t adopt a healthy infant, but I can adopt a child with a cleft lip 
and palate, and that seems manageable.’”

As the demand for children with cleft lips and palates rose, adoption 
agencies worked to try to locate more of these children to meet the needs of 
prospective parents. Erin contends, “Waiting kids are the only ones moving, 
and that is sadly how decisions are made within this agency, and I am sure 
within other agencies.” The interest in these children grew to such an extent 
that she acerbically characterizes the waiting child program as “the cleft lip 
and palate program because it is the only thing families come in thinking 
about and feeling comfortable with.”

Even in China, a country where there are thousands of waiting children 
identified in need of international adoption, there were not enough cleft lip 
and palate children to go around. To maximize their chance of getting these 
referrals, some agencies tried to leverage the system to find enough children 
for would-be parents. Whereas these days the China Center for Adoption 
Affairs (CCAA) informs placement agencies when they will be updating case 
files en masse, it used to be that waiting children were sporadically added to 
the list. With the time change between China and the United States, it often 
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meant that the most desirable children would get claimed by the most moti-
vated providers willing to log on from the United States in the middle of the 
night. Cognizant of the advantage to be gained, Erin details how her super-
visors approached her about it: “They were kind of proposing that I just look 
at any and all hours so I could look at the referrals.”

With her commitment to child welfare in mind, Erin scoffed at this sug-
gestion, characterizing it as a ploy that positioned children as objects to be 
found and reserved, rather than as clients to be advocated for and served. 
She bitterly states, “And I kind of felt that this is absurd. I am not going to 
seek out kids. I felt like that the whole premise made it that we are looking 
for a kid for this family, whereas our mission is to find families for kids who 
need families. It feels kind of counterintuitive to be looking for a specific kid 
for a family. So I had a lot of resistance to it.”

The demand for the most desirable children was rendered even more 
visible when the CCAA changed the system so that “now every agency can 
access this at the same time.” Under these new procedures, Erin describes 
the rush to reserve children as akin to a land grab, testifying that she wit-
nessed “this huge scramble to basically lock in the kids who are ‘easy to 
place.’” Or in other words, she says, “there is this big scramble for cleft lip 
and palate. As soon as those kids are posted [claps her hands for emphasis], 
you can see those agencies reserving those kids for their families.” She la-
ments that in the rush to claim the so-called best children, “there are like 
1,500 children—literally 1,500 children—on this website that aren’t even 
being looked at carefully because everyone is scrambling to place these kids 
that are thought to be easier to place.”

Two Clients
Although the adage that adoption finds families for children sits at the nu-
cleus of adoption agencies’ reason for being, the challenge of staying afloat 
in a down market inevitably bestows additional consumer power on the 
 prospective adoptive parents, the ones paying all the fees. In her ethnogra-
phy of transnational adoption from China, Sara Dorow explores this tension, 
describing how the social workers she profiles are often pulled between 
wanting to advocate for the child, who they see as their “primary” client, and 
appeasing the prospective parents, whose needs are supposed to be second-
ary. While this prioritization sounds good on paper, in practice these ideals 
are difficult to follow since the child embodies “the ideal phantom client,” 
while the needs and demands of the paying client are front and center. 
 Accordingly, Dorow argues, this puts adoption workers in an untenable po-
sition: “The (impossible) trick was to keep the child at the center of profes-
sional social work practice even as the parent, the ‘secondary client’ was the 
one directly paying for services.”32
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Because of the industry-wide standard of upholding the narrative of 
finding families for children, most of the women I spoke with tended to 
abide by this interpretation. Nora, the foster care social worker featured in 
the Introduction, was an interesting exception. She conveyed a no-nonsense 
way about her, bluntly describing herself as “a parent who learned” about 
adoption “on the job.” She got interested in adoption after having adopted 
once domestically and once internationally. Even though Nora pursued pri-
vate adoption, her professional mission was to place American children out 
of the U.S. foster care system.

In addition to placing children from foster care, Nora’s agency serves as 
a local affiliate conducting home studies and post-placement reports for 
families adopting transnationally. At the time of the interview, there was still 
a demand for this type of service. Nora had few qualms discussing how the 
fees from international adoptions helped her cash flow. For example, when I 
asked her how many adoptions they did a year, she responds, “Maybe five to 
ten [domestic] babies. Twenty foster kids, and we have at least three hundred 
international. And that’s what pays our rent. We do the home studies and the 
post-placement reports.”

Perhaps one reason why Nora is so amenable to discussing intercountry 
adoption in market terms is her willingness to differentiate between private 
adoption as a consumer enterprise and public foster care adoption as a more 
altruistic endeavor. I asked Nora whether she noticed a difference in the 
demographics of parents who pursue international adoptions versus foster 
care adoptions. She emphatically answers, “Yes, I am going to say mean stuff. 
People with more money tend to go international. People who have money 
will look for younger, healthier toddlers.” Referring to the recent downturn 
in intercountry adoption, she continues her train of thought, “China is—
was—Ethiopia now. People with means, people who are socially mobile, will 
do that more. People don’t go international for several reasons. They don’t go 
because they don’t have the money or because they really want to help an 
American kid.”

I highlight Nora’s testimony because it offers an interesting counternar-
rative to the voices of the other women I interviewed. Nora had no pangs 
about framing international adoption as a source of revenue. Perhaps be-
cause her focus was foster care, she was less interested in futilely trying to 
separate the hostile spheres where children and money overlap. She did not 
seem to mind giving the customers what they wanted.

For Erin, this rationalization was not as easy. She reports that she sought 
out social work to protect and advocate for children, and she resents how the 
demands of the parents can sometimes get in the way. Reflecting on this 
irony, she relates, “One of the biggest struggles for me as a professional is 
balancing the two clients, so to speak. Most people get into adoption—at 
least I got into this field—to focus on the child welfare piece and really focus-



Staying Afloat in a Perfect Storm 57

ing on the kids. But you also have these other clients who are the parents.” 
Alluding to the fact that many of the parents look to private adoption only 
after a struggle with infertility, Erin says that she tries to keep “understand-
ing where they are coming from. It’s for me easy to lose sight of the fact that 
they’ve had a long, however many years, [wait] that has led up to the fact of 
them getting here. And they want things to happen quickly.”

Pausing for a moment, Erin collects her thoughts on this issue. But as she 
resumes talking, her answer comes rushing out in a burst of pent-up testi-
mony. She shares, “In some ways I feel like adoption takes on, versus other 
social service fields, almost a customer service component. These families 
who want to adopt, they come here, and they want a baby, and they want 
[trails off ]. And they are paying fees for a variety of services. It almost be-
comes in a way an exchange, in a way that if you are just doing other kinds 
of social work, that doesn’t come up as much.”

Erin laments that private adoption was more transactional than other 
forms of social work. Instead of her hoped-for work as a child welfare 
 professional, she is tasked with being a customer service representative. The 
prospective adoptive parents become consumers with a desire for a baby and 
the means to pay a fee to procure one. Contemplating these dilemmas, Erin 
continues, “I am sort of rambling, but it is hard because clients have said 
things like, ‘This is what I am paying you for. And why can’t you make this 
happen?’ And the system is constructed in a way that makes it feel more like 
customer service.”

Erin was not the only adoption social worker to cite the difficulties in 
balancing the needs of the paying client with the child client. Michele also 
describes this negotiation, stating, “We live in a very consumer-oriented so-
ciety, and we have been dealing with the majority of families who are coming 
in based on infertility.” She conjectures that as fertility patients, prospective 
adoptive parents were accustomed to being courted by assisted reproductive 
technology providers and saw themselves as the patients and clients, elabo-
rating: “They have [had] a certain type of treatment when they are walking 
in the door. With that experience behind them—and they are also facing big 
fees ahead. So they have an expectation of the ways they are supposed to be 
treated, the services that they’ll get.” Michele continues, “I think it is a fine 
balance between—I feel that I have to focus on the best interest of the child 
but also realize that the adoptive parents [are] being customers of a certain 
type of service.” Reiterating this potential conflict of interests, she repeats, 
“It is a fine balance.”

To summarize, the goals of this chapter are twofold. The first goal is to 
delineate why it is appropriate to use the market metaphor in private adop-
tion. By highlighting the voices of adoption practitioners, my aim is to show 
the extent to which business decisions permeate adoption practice. Even 
though adoption providers are often attracted to the social work aspects of 
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adoption, the fiscal realities of running and maintaining a small business in 
a down market often take precedence. Second, this chapter demonstrates the 
futility of trying to separate the spheres of child welfare and child com-
modification. Although some respondents were clearly uncomfortable with 
(and occasionally disapproving of) the market metaphor, statements like 
“We need babies to make money” underscore how international adoption 
providers are simultaneously asked to be child protectors and child  providers.

Nicole echoes this sentiment, explaining how even some of the much-
touted humanitarian programs agencies sponsor are geared toward develop-
ing the adoption pipeline. She laments, “I think that adoptions should be 
about child welfare, but so often they are about child placement. So many 
agencies have these large humanitarian aid projects, but having the money 
tied to adoption, a lot of times it means that they are only doing projects in 
countries they are placing children from, and that is a way to keep the gov-
ernment in your favor.”

Despite her cynicism, it is important to emphasize that she remains a 
proponent of international adoption. When I asked her what she would like 
to see different in international adoption, she responds, “I guess just more 
awareness about adoptive families.” She mentions that she is wary of describ-
ing her work to critics who are quick to lambast intercountry adoption: “I 
guess sometimes I hesitate to tell people that I work in international adop-
tion because they want to get on their soapbox and tell me that all interna-
tional adoptions are corrupt.” While Nicole acknowledges, “I think that I am 
more cynical of international adoptions than most people who work in the 
field,” she defends the practice, continuing, “I don’t think that all interna-
tional adoptions should be banned. And I think that people have a hard time 
understanding that.”

The Shadow of the Black Market
During my interviews, I purposely avoided bringing up the subject of black 
market adoptions since the focus of my inquiry was on the intersection be-
tween child welfare and child commodification when everything appears to 
be aboveboard. Although there have been several documented incidents of 
corrupt practices,33 I deliberately eschewed questions regarding child 
 trafficking. Broaching the theme of adoption as a legitimate marketplace was 
controversial enough, and I did not want to turn off potential respondents 
by delving into the black market.

Again, it is useful to return to the historical literature on adoption to 
remind us that worries about corruption arose from the beginning of orga-
nized adoptions. Balcom traces what she calls “the traffic in babies” between 
the United States and Canada from the 1930s to the early 1970s, detailing 
how social workers on both sides of the border used high-profile stories of 
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baby smuggling to assert the need for their expertise in the first transna-
tional placements.34 As with international adoptions today, Balcom asserts 
that the act of crossing the border, with two different governments, child 
welfare organizations, and sometimes cultures and languages, created cha-
otic conditions under which corruption could bloom. “As babies crossed 
borders,” she argues, “they slipped between legal jurisdictions, and arenas of 
governmental responsibility.”35 She meticulously details that these were not 
isolated incidents, but rather, such placements were orchestrated by orga-
nized baby rings.

This was the case of the 1950s Montreal baby market serving predomi-
nately Jewish American parents who were searching for babies in Canada. 
These prospective parents looked to Canada since the prevailing wisdom of 
this era of “designed kinship” was to limit Jewish applicants to Jewish 
 babies—and there were not enough of these U.S. babies to go around. She 
details how baby-ring organizers were able to take advantage of the Quebe-
cois birth registration system that was solely under the jurisdiction of reli-
gious authorities. This aided the process of “laundering” a Catholic 
Canadian-born child into a Jewish American-born one: “Lawyers helped 
adoptive parents find rabbis who would register children presented to them 
as Jewish, or even ‘born to’ the adoptive parents.” By forging the birth cer-
tificate, this practice obliterated the existence of the birth mother, paving the 
way so “new parents could take their Jewish-American born-to-them infant 
home to the United States and show the false birth registration in the un-
likely event they were stopped at the border.”36

The adoption-social-workers-turned-reformers that Balcom chronicles 
saw it as advantageous to highlight unregulated and corruptible border 
crossings because it helped them reinforce their professional authority. In 
other words, the social workers viewed corruption as a consequence of a 
broken private market, and they viewed the development of regulated adop-
tion practice as the cure. In contrast, for contemporary social workers, con-
tending with the existence of corruption is more complicated since it would 
mean acknowledging that even with “sound” practice, the potential for un-
ethical behavior exists.

Perhaps because of these stakes, throughout my interviews few women 
raised the issue of corruption. Kiera did voice her concern about the high 
fees her agency (among others) charged for their services, wondering if it 
fueled unethical behavior. “The one thing that really bothers me is the 
amount of money exchanged,” she testifies. “I know that it is a bureaucratic 
system, and I know the amount of work that goes into it, but I am afraid on 
some level, how much of those expenses cover real services, and how much 
does it feed an industry?”

She then brings up the Hague Convention and how the legislation was 
supposed to curb unscrupulous behavior, stating, “I think that with the 
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Hague there are precautions taking place, but you think of small countries 
like Guatemala and how many kids are being placed.” She acknowledges that 
part of this trend has to do with the lack of social services in Guatemala, but 
on the other hand, Kiera worries that part of this surge is based on market 
factors: “True, there is no abortion—but with some countries, it is like de-
mand and supply. It makes me very uncomfortable. I hope that children find 
families because they really need families and not a way for their birth fam-
ilies to make a living.”

Kiera’s concern that the demand for babies creates an incentive for poor 
women to relinquish their children was echoed in Beth’s discussion of how 
some adoption facilitators take advantage of the system to make a profit by 
locating infants. “People are going out, not the agencies per se,” Beth relates, 
“but people who are realizing this is a lucrative business are going in the vil-
lages and offering money to birth mothers so a family can have a baby.”

Knowing this behavior is occurring, Beth describes the leap of faith she 
takes when “I take representatives and have them sign all of the documents 
that say they won’t traffic children or buy and sell. I think that everyone has 
been educated and whatever. [But] I don’t know that person.” And even 
though she is legally protected, she still struggles with knowing that “if they 
do something wrong, or even the next person they connect to does some-
thing unethical, that connects me to them. I am constantly struggling with 
that.”

Beth also worries that the potential for corruption can grow, especially 
as more agencies move in and begin placements. She cites an ethical quan-
dary where a government official asks for $20, likening these types of pay-
ments to a form of bribery. She asserts that this type of behavior often takes 
place, even by “good agencies with good intentions,” but is overlooked as 
adoption workers justify their actions in the name of child welfare. Beth 
agonizes over these payments, concerned that they fuel corruption, stating, 
“The other component is we don’t understand the culture on the other side. 
We think that if we give $20 to this official to get gas for a car that is a govern-
ment car, that we are not bribing, but we really are.”

In the context of the overall fees, $20 may seem like a small amount, but 
in poor countries like Ethiopia, where the per capita annual income is $590, 
this is not an insignificant sum.37 Moreover, Beth asserts that as more agen-
cies set up shop, “the ante keeps going up,” and the costs of doing business 
keep growing. Similarly, Abigail corroborates Beth’s concerns, averring that 
bribes are so commonplace in international adoption that the cost of these 
payouts factors into whether agencies can afford to open up programs in new 
sending countries. She divulges, “There is so much corruption, and people 
get paid off for every other thing when families are adopting abroad.”

Whereas these women were quite frank in their acknowledgment of 
 potential corruption, others were more hesitant, dismissing documented 
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cases of child trafficking as isolated incidents that are the inevitable and 
unfortunate fallout of intercountry adoptions. Heather described her work 
in the China adoption program, emphasizing its transparent process such 
that “people feel very confident that things are done aboveboard.” While she 
concedes that “there are always people who can abuse systems,” citing “sto-
ries where an orphanage director here [in China] took money,” Heather 
downplays such allegations while also confirming them, testifying, “That 
happens everywhere.”

She asserts that the potential for corruption in adoption is not limited to 
intercountry adoptions. Heather states matter-of-factly, “It happens in the 
United States,” continuing, “Unfortunately adoption is a system that can 
really bring corruption.” Even though she acknowledges the potential for 
bribery and corruption that can lead to child trafficking, she defends private 
international adoption, testifying, “I think that anyone would tell you that 
despite these anomalies, the Chinese really run a very efficient and trustwor-
thy program.”

During the information sessions, only occasionally did the topic of cor-
ruption come up. When speakers mentioned it, it would usually be to  dismiss 
its relevance to their field, framing it as a sporadic occurrence that had been 
blown out of proportion. In other words, corruption tended to be perceived 
as the unfortunate consequence of having a few bad apples that should not 
spoil the bunch. For example, at one conference I sat in on an update on 
international adoption sponsored by representatives from an adoption 
 advocacy group. During the presentation, the director provided a rundown 
of different sending countries, noting that Nepal suspended their pilot 
 program since finding irregularities “with fraud and child buying.” Despite 
these concerns, she hoped, “it will hopefully open again.” She detailed how 
Guatemala also faced “fraud and corruption,” but in response the country is 
trying out new DNA testing procedures. Although she warned us, “They are 
not trying to speculate about when it might reopen,” it is likely that it would 
never approach the same magnitude, since “if they reopen, they are using 
international adoption exclusively for children over age five and special 
needs.”

In spite of these documented cases of child trafficking, several presenters 
were quite vocal that adoption remained a human rights issue that gave chil-
dren access to permanent families.38 The director went on concede that there 
has been “commercialization of the process and corruption” but countered 
that “the response should not be to shut the whole thing down.” She later 
reemphasized this point, attesting, “We don’t pretend that corruption doesn’t 
happen, but we think that the response is inappropriate.”

At a different preadoption conference, another woman gave an update 
on international adoption, decrying Guatemala’s decision to shut down their 
adoption program. She likened closing the Guatemalan program to 



62 Chapter 1

“ throwing the baby out with the bathwater,” describing how the sending 
country ratified the Hague Convention without having systems in place to 
abide by it. Because the United States is also a signatory to the treaty, the 
United States had no choice but to halt processing adoption visas, lest it be 
seen as noncompliant. On the basis of these events, the presenter lamented 
that “Guatemala was available as an opportunity for children” and that the 
Hague Convention was “used as a Trojan horse to shut the system down.” 
She went on to underscore that “the vast majority of placements were highly 
ethical, but in any system that is private and individual, there is potential for 
activity to not be up to ethical standards.” While she admitted, “Some enti-
ties took advantage of the situation,” and she recognized that “we need to 
protect the rights of birth mothers and children,” she pointed out that clos-
ing the program puts children at risk.

The existence of a black market for children is the unfortunate corollary 
to a legal adoption marketplace. Although all the providers I spoke with 
insisted that these practices did not apply to their specific agencies, the fact 
that it exists at all was a source of deep unease for adoption social workers. 
Many of these women had devoted their lives to the welfare of children and 
families, choosing to work in careers where their salaries could hardly be the 
main draw. In spite of their commitment to the field, several had strong 
reservations about private international adoption, especially once taking 
into account the big-picture social issues relating to women’s rights and 
global poverty. These are smart and dedicated women who are trying their 
best to do good social work under conditions that keep getting harder. Given 
the market downturn, understandably, these workers were also worried 
about their jobs. By the time I spoke with them, it was clear that the interna-
tional market was drying up; many had already survived a round of layoffs. 
As fiscal realities crept up on their aspirations as social workers, they faced 
new dilemmas as they came to terms with the inextricable mix of social 
service and customer service expected in private adoption.

From Backstage to Frontstage
In sum, the goal of this chapter is to establish that the market metaphor is an 
appropriate lens through which to view private adoption. Although social 
workers may want to situate child adoption solely within the domain of child 
welfare, I show that it is unrealistic to expect that the economics of keeping 
an adoption agency afloat do not matter. This is especially the case for trans-
national adoption, in which workers have had to contend with massive con-
strictions of supply, frustrated customers, and industry-wide layoffs.

While these conditions have been fairly widespread across international 
adoption agencies, it is a rarity to hear adoption workers speak so bluntly 
about their ambivalence. Given that adoption is solely supposed to be a “win-
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win” that finds parents for children, any hint of the reverse can pose as a 
threat to the public narrative. Through my interviews, I was able to capture 
more of a backstage perspective where adoption professionals were free to go 
“off script.” Throughout the interviews, adoption workers detailed the draw-
backs of working in private adoption where clients’ needs can supersede 
children’s needs, making the profession feel “more like customer service” 
than social service. Although these conversations yield new insights into 
how adoption professionals characterize their roles, it is important to em-
phasize that my backstage is limited to adoption workers’ self-reports.

Despite this caveat, my methodological approach does allow me to com-
pare and contrast how adoption workers act in the frontstage versus how 
they talk about their profession when not trying to recruit paying customers. 
As Michele reports, “it is a fine balance” navigating between serving the 
needs of the child and parent clients. The next chapter further examines this 
tightrope, focusing on the frontstage of the adoption marketplace—that is, 
the arena where adoption workers market their services to prospective adop-
tive parents.



2

Uneasy Consumers

The Emotion Work of Marketing Adoption

W hen the elevator doors open at Kids Connection adoption agency, vis
itors are greeted by a friendly receptionist and framed profes sional 
photographs of smiling adoptive parents and their children. These 

photos are success stories, meant to reassure anxious prospective parents 
who have come to this place looking for a way to expand their family. Be
cause the practice of creating a family from social rather than biological 
bonds  remains outside the traditional practice of kinship,1 these images re
mind prospective applicants that adoption is a viable path to parenthood. 
Moving down the hallway past portraits of diverse families in every constel
lation, the attendees begin to arrive in a room set up with folding chairs and 
a screen that will later display a presentation describing the myriad of adop
tion programs Kids Connection offers.

The audience consists of mostly White couples, many of whom look to 
be in their late thirties and early forties. These demographics make sense 
since nationally, adoptive parents are more likely to be older and White com
pared with the population of parents who have children biologically.2 Sev
eral of the couples in attendance hold hands and murmur quietly to each 
other as they wait for the presentation to begin. Other attendees peck at their 
smartphones. One gets the sense that this is not the first waiting room they 
have been in and that prior to attending this meeting, like the majority of 
people who adopt, these hopeful parents have already sat in the waiting 
rooms of doctors and fertility specialists trying to conceive.3 In addition to 
the married heterogamous4 couples facing infertility, there are also a few 
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homogamous couples and single prospective adoptive parents who also face 
hurdles to biological reproduction.5 For these audience members adoption 
may be their best—or only—chance to have children.

While waiting for the presentation to begin, some of the attendees leaf 
through the pamphlets provided by Kids Connection. As Ward Gailey ar
gues, the content of these promotional materials communicates the message 
that prospective clients have an array of choices available to them. She states, 
“Web sites, brochures, and other advertising materials from a range of pri
vate agencies and independent adoption intermediaries reveal how much 
these agencies and brokers stress that such prospective parents have the 
‘right’ to ‘adopt the baby you want.’”6

Indeed, the message that private adoption could fulfill hopeful parents’ 
desires for a suitable child was literally front and center on Kid Connection’s 
brochure. At the top of the glossy pamphlet, above a picture of a White woman 
holding a racially ambiguous lightskinned infant, was the slogan “We De
liver.”7 Considering the costs associated with professionally printing these 
materials, the wording cannot be accidental. It may be a lessthansubtle nod 
to the fact that most clients who pursue private adoption face barriers to bio
logical reproduction and cannot conceive and carry a baby on their own. Read 
on a different level, the word “deliver” invokes a promise of convenience and 
customer satisfaction. This double entendre is likely deliberate because, from 
the outset, adoption providers face the task of reassuring prospective clients 
that their organization can locate a satisfactory child while providing a high 
level of service. Notice how these promotional materials position prospective 
adoptive parents as the main client. Whereas adoption social workers in 
Chapter 1 discussed their reservations compromising the edict that the child 
is the central client in adoption, in agencies’ marketing materials the message 
that the parents are the empowered consumer is unwavering.

To sell private adoption to prospective clients, providers rely on a num
ber of strategies to advertise and market their services. The website is often 
the first touch point as it provides an anonymous opportunity for curious 
parties to browse through an agency’s programs. As Pamela Quiroz argues, 
“Websites provide public representations of agencies’ practices, [and] they 
offer a window into adoption policy.”8 These sites do not just provide infor
mation but are designed in order to maximize the likelihood of attracting 
potential customers. She continues, “Agencies advertise and compete with 
each other for a limited population of adoptive clients. Presumably, these 
factors lead agencies to present themselves in the best possible way.”9

Adoption conferences are another pathway for adoption providers to 
market their services. These large regional conferences are similar to other 
types of commercial expos in that consumers pay a fee to register and spend 
the day wandering through the exhibition hall and attending sessions to 
learn more about their options. Although the sessions at these conferences 
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vary, they usually cover topics such as deciding between international and 
domestic adoptions and whether to use a domestic adoption agency or an 
attorney. Others included topics such as health concerns in international 
adoption and affordability concerns.

In the exhibition hall there are tables staffed by representatives from 
adoption agencies and independent adoption attorneys who are there to 
share information about their services. Some of these displays are more pol
ished than others. Many of the big name adoption agencies have largescale 
displays with professionally designed graphics, and others have a more 
handmade look. Regardless of the quality of the printing, the exhibitors 
come to these conferences to pitch their services and recruit potential clients 
who are considering embarking on a multithousanddollar journey into 
private adoption. For example, I spoke with one woman who told me she 
“had an exclusive” on an orphanage in China that had some of the best ba
bies. Another woman passed out business cards proudly proclaiming her 
status as the stork attorney. In addition, I passed by several tables advertising 
a cottage industry of adoption services, from those who promised to help 
create successful parent profiles to woo expectant women considering adop
tion, to others who specialized in identifying fruitful geographic market seg
ments to place classified advertisements soliciting potential birth mothers.

Having perused adoption providers’ websites or attended an adoption 
conference, prospective clients who want to move forward with adoption 
will often attend an information session hosted by a specific organization. 
These information sessions are offered for free and are open to the public. 
They serve as the first point of sustained professional contact between adop
tion providers and potential customers.

In Adoption Nation, adoption advocate and adoptive father Adam Pert
man describes his journey from infertility to adoption. Like many adoptive 
parents who faced barriers to biological reproduction, Pertman went through 
the process of “fertility drugs, invitro fertilization, donor eggs, the whole 
shebang.”10 Having sustained invasive treatments and ongoing disappoint
ment,11 Pertman positions himself as one of the thousands who left the fertil
ity clinic emptyhanded and “kept going right into the offices of adoption 
agencies and lawyers.”12 Although we know that there is a strong association 
between infertility and adoption,13 before this study we knew little about 
what occurs once prospective parents arrive at these purveyors of adoption.

Whereas the goal of Chapter 1 is to leverage the voices of adoption work
ers to show the futility of segregating the spheres of child welfare and child 
markets, in this chapter I deepen my analysis to detail how these discourses 
become enacted during the work of recruiting new applicants. In other 
words, in Chapter 1 I frame the adoption market as a noun, detailing  whether 
and how adoption professionals see their work as affected by business deci
sions. Having reported from the backstage, in this chapter I move to the 
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frontstage and subtly pivot my analysis to frame the word “market” as a verb. 
I examine how adoption providers promote their services, or how they 
 market themselves to potential clients. Specifically, I am interested in how 
adoption providers draw on and utilize messages about child welfare and 
child commodification as they make their pitch.

I argue that adoption providers must first remind their customer base—
and perhaps themselves—that private adoption is fundamentally about child 
welfare. This discursive strategy serves the purpose of alleviating the poten
tial guilt that could emerge when shifting gears and discussing adoption as 
a consumer practice. By establishing the caveat that, at its core, adoption is 
about child welfare, workers are exonerated and then free to subtly shift their 
marketing ploy toward a more consumerfriendly stance.

To thread the needle between social service and customer service, I 
argue that adoption practitioners rely on a form of emotion work that eases 
parents into a consumer mindset without blatantly overstepping the line 
between child welfare and child commodification. Coined by sociologist 
Arlie Hochschild, the term “emotional labor” broadly encompasses the 
 unwritten and often uncompensated work that is geared toward managing 
clients’ feelings.14 These jobs tend to disproportionately fall to those in the 
service sector—including social workers. “Daycare centers, nursing homes, 
hospitals, airports, stores, call centers, classrooms, social welfare offices, 
dental offices,” writes Hochschild, “in all these workplaces, gladly or reluc
tantly, brilliantly or poorly, employees do emotional labor.”15

Key aspects of this work include putting clients at ease, eliciting trust, 
and gaining business. Hochschild continues, “When an organization seeks 
to create demand for a service and then deliver it, it uses the smile and the 
soft questioning voice. Behind this delivery display, the organization’s 
 worker is asked to feel sympathy, trust, and good will.”16 Notably, this emo
tion work can be hard to recognize unless there is a “pinch” between “a real 
but disapproved feeling on one hand and an idealized one on the other.”17

For private adoption workers, the emotional labor revolves around man
aging the dissonance between adoption as consumerism and adoption as 
care, and the “pinch” can be felt as they try to find the balance between the 
two. In order to bridge these separate spheres, adoption social workers use 
what Hochschild calls “feeling rules” to set a script or a “moral stance” for 
how providers should navigate this terrain. The parameters of these feeling 
rules can be seen in the language adoption providers utilize during these 
information sessions. For example, one adoption social worker tells her audi
ence, “We come to work for the children.” Certainly, these dedicated child 
welfare professionals help find homes for thousands of children who need 
families. With that being said, the presenter is free to pivot her message, as 
she emphasizes they offer “a tremendous variety of opportunities” for pro
spective parents.
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The need for this type of emotional labor can be especially acute since 
prospective adoptive parents are often in a vulnerable state when they first 
attend an information meeting. Many may be reeling from miscarriages and 
failed infertility treatments, or they may be trying to come to terms with the 
idea that adoption could be the only viable path to parenthood. Certainly 
there are applicants who choose adoption as their primary method of be
coming mothers and fathers, but we know from prior research that those 
considering adoption are ten times more likely to have undergone infertility 
treatments.18 Some attendees may be feeling resigned to adoption as they 
psych themselves up to embark on a potentially expensive and lengthy pro
cess. At this tender juncture, applicants come through the door of adoption 
providers and once they arrive they are asked to reconsider their definitions 
of family.

Prospective adoptive parents are faced with questions such as, “Would 
you consider having an open adoption that entails contact with birth family 
members, parenting a child who does not share your racial background, or 
raising a child who was potentially exposed to alcohol or drugs in utero?” 
Biological parents usually have the privilege of maintaining control over 
these issues as they can choose the race of their coprogenitor, and pregnant 
women have control over what substances to consume during gestation. 
Moreover, biological parents can claim motherhood and fatherhood from 
conception and do not have to contend with the rights and feelings of a birth 
mother and/or birth father. But these issues are common in adoption. Even 
adoptive parents in closed adoptions where the birth parents’ identities are 
not known still have to make room for these shadowy figures in the child’s 
origin story. These questions can upend ideas of kinship, pushing prospec
tive adoptive parents to reconfigure notions of blood that are typically the 
bedrock of parenthood.

And finally, prospective adoptive parents are catapulted into a position 
where they have to articulate what characteristics they want (and conversely 
do not want) in a son or daughter. Sure, one could virtuously attest that she 
or he would be willing to parent a child who had a major noncorrectable 
health concern, was conceived via rape or incest, or has birth parents that 
regularly drank or consumed drugs. But in adoption, these choices are not 
theoretical; instead they have concrete implications. Since children fitting 
these profiles tend to be in greater supply than demand, indicating a willing
ness to parent a child with this background almost ensures being matched 
with a child who fits these characteristics. These can be heartwrenching 
decisions, especially considering that hopeful parents may have started out 
wanting what biological parents often get—a healthy newborn that racially 
resembles both parents. Armed with the knowledge that prospective adop
tive parents enter the adoption marketplace from a vulnerable position, 
adoption providers proceed carefully during these initial meetings.
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To understand how adoption workers navigate feeling rules when they 
sell adoption to prospective parents, I became a participantobserver, attend
ing over forty conference and information sessions.19 Although I was geo
graphically limited to the East Coast, I was able to personally attend 
twentyfive sessions scattered throughout the Northeast and MidAtlantic. 
To increase the range of my project, I also sat in on fifteen webinars offered 
by adoption agencies across the country. These webinars provide a low
stakes way for those considering adoption to learn more about a particular 
adoption agency. Of note, these webinars are not asynchronous prerecorded 
videos but live sessions featuring a dynamic interchange between presenters 
and audience members who can have their questions answered in real time. 
The sessions usually lasted about an hour and a half in person (although one 
lasted almost three hours) and were slightly shorter online.

I cultivated a sampling frame of adoption providers using a three
pronged approach. First, I used a master list of adoption agencies accredited 
by the Hague Convention on the Protection of Children, a multinational 
agreement designed to protect and streamline the movement of children 
across countries for the purpose of adoption.20 Agencies must be accredited 
to process international adoptions from one of the ninetyfive countries that 
have ratified this treaty.21 To receive accreditation, agencies must meet 
 minimum standards in terms of reporting adoption services and activities, 
satisfy educational requirements for supervisory staff, offer at least ten hours 
of training to adoptive parents, and carry a certain amount of liability insur
ance.22 Second, I identified agencies and information meetings from an 
 online resource called Building Your Family: Infertility and Adoption Guide, 
a goto resource that lists events hosted for prospective adoptive parents.23 
From this source, I was able to identify additional adoption agencies as well 
as individual private attorneys who solely provide domestic adoption ser
vices (and hence do not need Hague Accreditation) or provide international 
adoptions from countries that had not ratified the Hague Convention. Third, 
to ensure that I captured the full range of adoption agencies, I identified 
agencies that had been denied Hague Accreditation and included some of 
these organizations as well.24

It is important to acknowledge that there is a good deal of variation 
among the adoption agencies I visited in terms of size, religious affiliation, 
and geographic location. It would be interesting to delve deeper into how 
this variety shapes institutional practices. But since private adoption is a 
relatively small world, I chose to not paint detailed descriptions of agencies 
out of concern that they would become recognizable to those who are famil
iar with adoption. Along the same line, I purposely do not link the names of 
the women I interviewed with the agencies they worked for, out of concern 
that despite their pseudonyms the women could be identified given their 
institutional context.25
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During the time I conducted my fieldwork, it was not uncommon to see 
some of the same audience members as I made the circuit across informa
tion sessions offered by local providers. For example, I remember repeat
edly seeing an unmarried White woman in her late thirties who was trying 
to figure out whether adoption as a single applicant was going to be her path 
to motherhood. She was quite gregarious and would often engage other 
audience members, so I learned a little bit about her backstory. I first saw 
her at a conference geared toward prospective adoptive parents. There she 
attended the same session I did which detailed the differences between do
mestic and international adoption. Seeing her across multiple venues 
 underscored the fact that potential clients often do “shop around” before 
committing to a specific adoption agency or country program. She must 
have decided that international adoption was going to be a better fit because 
a few weeks later I saw her again at an information meeting specifically 
discussing transnational adoption. She and I crossed paths at yet another 
information meeting offered by a competing intercountry adoption agency. 
By the last session she proudly disclosed to the group that she had settled 
on adopting from Ethiopia and was going to officially start the paper 
 process.

I still remember her because she seemed so resolved and excited to move 
forward with adoption. The agency she selected was one of the few that was 
still accepting applications from single women hoping to adopt an Ethiopian 
child as young as possible. Years later, I wonder whether she was able to 
submit her dossier in time to be considered or whether the slowdown in 
Ethiopia meant that she was not able to adopt. Moreover, I wonder whether 
she fully understood the commitment she was making when she decided to 
become a transracial adoptive parent and whether her agency adequately 
prepared her for the challenges ahead.

Like myself, these prospective adoptive parents eventually reached what 
sociologists refer to as a “theoretical saturation,”26 when each additional in
formation session stopped yielding new insights. Since past research indi
cates that only a fraction of women considering adoption ever follow 
through,27 it is likely that some attendees decided not to move forward with 
the application process. Thus, presenters at these meetings have their work 
cut out for them in that they are trying to convince audience members to 
first consider adoption, and second to sign on with their specific services. As 
adoption ethicist Madelyn Freundlich argues, “The growing number of 
agency programs in these countries and others has led to increased competi
tion and the need for each agency to position itself as able to provide the 
most desirable children in the most expeditious manner.”28 This sense of 
competition among providers clearly resonated with one speaker who told 
her audience, “This whole presentation has to be about what separates us 
from other agencies.”
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Most adoption information sessions assume that audience members have 
no previous knowledge of adoption, and presenters often begin by describing 
the differences between domestic and international adoption.29 Next they go 
on to detail how in private domestic adoption, the pregnant woman consid
ering an adoption plan usually chooses the adoptive family among several 
different profiles. Although there are occasional exceptions, most of the chil
dren placed via private domestic adoptions are infants, usually newborns. 
Prospective parents have the choice of using a fullservice adoption agency 
or hiring an attorney who advises clients how to locate an expectant woman 
looking to place her child.

Presenters then explain that, in contrast, international adoption often 
entails the placement of a toddler or older child born overseas (recall from 
the previous chapter that infants are rarely available). If applicants are hop
ing for a child as young and healthy as possible, prospective parents sign up 
for one of the few countries placing these children and eventually are given 
a referral for a child meeting those qualifications. Internationally, adoptive 
parents who are willing to adopt an older child or one with a significant 
medical need often apply through a separate and oftenexpedited less 
expensive program for waiting children.

After ironing out these details, the speaker usually describes the general 
characteristics of the children available for adoption, such as their age, 
health, gender, and race. Following these descriptions, presenters discuss 
more of the “nuts and bolts” of the application procedure, explaining how 
long the application process takes and the many bureaucratic steps involved. 
Then they briefly touch on the associated fees and payment plans. After fin
ishing this overview, the facilitators open the floor to questions.

Early in the session, most presenters thanked the audience members for 
coming. They briefly acknowledged the significance of their attendance, es
pecially for audience members who had struggled with infertility. One pre
senter obliquely spoke of the “long road” many had likely traversed before 
getting to the session. At another meeting, the presenter cast herself as a 
sympathetic listener, empathizing that some applicants may feel “battered 
and bruised with what they’ve been through already.” A third presenter in
directly referred to applicants’ infertility struggles by stating, “We know that 
when families come to us, they have been on a rocky road.” Others were 
more candid about the fact that many audience members had likely already 
unsuccessfully tried to conceive via assisted reproductive technology (ART), 
making sure to drive home the point that adoption could deliver a child to 
them, even if ART had failed.

For example, I sat in the crowded ballroom of a conference center one 
Saturday morning and listened to the keynote speaker address an audience 
of mostly White women and men who were considering private adoption. 
The featured presenter was an adoption consultant who specialized in 



72 Chapter 2

 working with prospective adoptive parents with infertility problems. Her 
overall message to her rapt audience was that adoption works. She likened 
ART to being on a roller coaster ride of “hope, anxiety, waiting, and disap
pointment” over and over again. In contrast, she told her audience that adop
tion is like “crossing a bridge,” and “if you get on the bridge and have the 
fortitude to stick with adopting, the chance of success is 100 percent.” She 
reminded them, “That is not a statistic you’ve heard in a really long time.”

At another information session, the presenter touted a similar message 
that adoption successfully creates families when other attempts have yielded 
only disappointment. The social worker told her audience, “I have been 
doing this long enough to have seen families go through the process. I have 
seen families in info sessions bring children home.” Cognizant that her goal 
is to persuade people not only to choose adoption but also to sign on with 
her agency, she emphasized her organization’s success rate, stating, “This 
process really does work. Ninetyseven percent of those families who register 
with us bring children home.”

Additionally, many presenters identify themselves as having an insider 
status, usually as adoptive parents but occasionally as adult adoptees. This 
strategy helps speakers make a personal connection with audience members 
and offers prospective applicants hope that they too can successfully grow 
their families. One presenter played up her coworkers’ credentials as not just 
adoption professionals but also as adoptive parents, stating, “We don’t just 
talk the talk, but we walk the walk.” Another speaker mentioned that an 
adoptive parent founded her agency, stating that they “practice what they 
preach.” She continued that many of the staff are transnational adoptive par
ents, so at holiday parties, “It is like the United Nations.” Others mentioned 
how they also had adult adoptees working for them, with one stating, “Our 
team—we are all very family orientated. We have adult adoptees and adop
tive families with children adopted internationally.”

Placing adoptive parents as spokespersons for adoption agencies not only 
helps reassure prospective parents but also serves as a savvy business strat
egy. For example, at a conference panel focused on the future of interna
tional adoptions, one agency employee drew on her insider status as an 
international adoptive parent to try to convince prospective adoptive parents 
that despite the downturn, overseas adoption is still a viable pathway. She 
offered a cautionary tale about her own “failed” attorneyled adoption before 
she successfully adopted a child from Russia through her employer. The pre
senter detailed how she and her husband had contracted with a lawyer who 
told them that if an adoption did not go through, she would refund the 
money they had already paid. Yet because the presenter did not get the agree
ment in writing, by the time the pregnant woman changed her mind about 
the placement, all the money in escrow had already been billed, and the at
torney refused to honor their verbal agreement. With this experience in 
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mind, she advised her audience, “I think that it is safer to use an adoption 
agency.”

Beyond employee testimonials, some providers invite previous clients 
who adopted through their agency to address audience members’ questions. 
By sharing their journeys, these parents serve as the ultimate endorsement 
and reminder that the agency produces many satisfied customers. For exam
ple, at a meeting of a local adoption support group, the guest speaker was an 
adoption attorney who brought along one of her happy clients. The new adop
tive mother cradled her cooing baby and told the audience, “I was just like you 
a year ago . . . and without [name of the attorney], I wouldn’t be here today.” 
Inviting this mother accomplished a dual purpose as the attorney proved to 
the audience that first and foremost independent infant adoption does work. 
Second, by showcasing a White mother with a White baby, the attorney was 
able to subtly inform clients that despite the relative shortage of White infants, 
her client prevailed and was able to locate the baby of her dreams.

At a session for Cornerstone, the organizers invited a heterogamous 
married couple that had recently adopted a toddler from Russia. These par
ents heartily endorsed working with the agency, revealing that they had de
voted two years toward pursuing an attorneyled adoption and “had some 
heartbreaks” along the way. After these disappointments they wanted to 
adopt internationally because “we knew [that] could be successful.” They 
then went on to say that they chose Cornerstone because “you never felt like 
you were doing it alone,” and “the agency helps protect you.”

Similarly, at Baby Talk’s information session, Jessica, a new adoptive 
mom, gushed about her experience with the agency. She detailed, “We came 
to Baby Talk after trying fertility and that not working out for us. We didn’t 
know anyone in our family who had ever adopted. . . . I remember being at 
the general information meeting and thinking how excited I was. And I did 
have a lot of questions. Everything in our journey toward finally bringing 
home our son has been a fantastic experience.”

These newly minted parents provide a concrete depiction of an adoption 
success story offering a lifeline for uncertain folks trying to make up their 
minds about adoption. Even agencies that do not have guest speakers often 
try to assure prospective parents that they too can be adoptive parents. For 
example, at Loving Family, a domestic adoption agency, the social worker 
comforted audience members by conveying the message that they could suc
cessfully adopt a baby. She told them that adoptive parents come in all forms, 
stating, “Adoptive parents are in their late thirties, early forties. Sometimes 
secondary infertility problems, sometimes no infertility. There are interra
cial couples, samesex couples, white collar, blue collar. People who have a 
desire to expand their family through adoption. They are like you.”

With these assurances, the adoption information session enacts a  specific 
type of emotional labor, and providers tread softly over the topic of  infertility 
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and the expensive and arduous process ahead. Good presenters assuage par
ents’ fears on multiple levels. Although the type of emotion work varied by 
whether the audience was predominantly interested in domestic or interna
tional adoption, one thing that all sessions had in common was the strategy 
of assuring parents that adoption was an honorable practice firmly  grounded 
in its mission for child welfare. In order to move the conversation into the 
commercial domain, presenters had to unquestionably establish that adop
tion is first and foremost devoted to finding parents for children. In the 
 following section I detail how adoption workers convey this message.

Children as Clients
Perhaps because of the large sum of money changing hands or adoption 
workers’ own misgivings about the market aspects of adoption, the initial 
goal of the information session is to firmly ground the practice as child wel
fare. One social worker stated, “There are so many children in the world who 
need families. That’s why we exist. All of our practices are in the best interest 
of the child.” At another session, the presenter told her audience, “We come 
to work for the children.” Because the child is the central focus, many  blithely 
state that they wish that they could “work themselves out of business” be
cause it would mean that there was no longer a need for such services. At a 
conference for prospective parents, one social worker endorsed this party 
line, telling her audience, “We would love it if we could go out of business.”

Other representatives also worked to assure potential clients that they 
were not in it to make money. For example, one presenter stated, “I tell all of 
the families I work with, the important thing is this is not a business.” Simi
larly, a director of an adoption agency addressed her audience, “Adoption is 
about making a difference in a child’s life. This is not a product; this is a 
human life. . . . I am not a traditional CEO trying to make lots and lots of 
money.” In this regard adoption is positioned as distinct from the profit
maximizing model of the free market, with adoption professionals firmly 
grounding their work as social service.

The emphasis on child welfare was so strong that on several occasions 
adoption providers described instances when they deliberately persuaded 
applicants to drop out of the process. Under a purely profitmaximizing 
model, this behavior would not be rational, since turning away potential 
parents means turning down revenue. One social worker related how she 
tried to dissuade a potential client from moving forward: “One mother kept 
turning down referrals because she didn’t think the child was pretty enough. 
I told her that she had to go to counseling before she could move forward.” 
Another social worker spoke of denying an application from a sixtyfive
yearold woman who wanted to adopt a newborn. These stories are telling 
because they illustrate how many providers are willing to adhere to high 
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standards designed to serve in the best interests of children, even if it means 
losing business.

In another example, a social worker told her audience about a client who 
had very specific criteria for the child she hoped to adopt. This wouldbe 
mother wanted to adopt only a White Russian infant whose parents both went 
to college but died in a car accident. Although the social worker joked that she 
told the woman “to go away,” she elaborated that she persuaded the woman 
not to pursue adoption. During the same session, the presenter later men
tioned a case about a single woman who wanted to adopt a twelveyearold 
from Russia but was not prepared for the realities of adopting an older child 
who had spent years in institutional care. The social worker told her audience 
that she “gave her a list of things to do before she could adopt in order to slow 
things down,” hoping that the woman would drop out of the process.

The disapprobation against framing adoption in objectified terms is so 
strong that occasionally some adoption workers will police the language of 
their colleagues and publicly call them out should their terminology stray 
too far into market jargon. I witnessed this occurrence during one of the 
adoption conferences I visited. At a session on international adoption led by 
an adoption agency executive and a director of an adoption advocacy group, 
the adoption worker launched into her overview, providing an update on the 
demographics of children who would likely be available in the pipeline. Tak
ing umbrage at the term available, the other speaker interrupted the first, 
admonishing her, “Children are not available for adoption. They need a fam
ily, and [the question is] do they have access to a family through interna
tional adoption?” This critique spawned a moment of awkward silence across 
the room, as it was clear that the initial speaker was not expecting this re
buke. Despite this aspersion, the speaker managed to curtly acknowledge her 
colleague’s comment and continue the presentation.

As this interchange suggests, in private adoption the stakes are high, 
such that referring to children’s availability raises the ire of some advocates. 
Although there are internal debates about language, as these disclosures in
dicate, at their professional core adoption providers see themselves as social 
workers and child advocates actively working to find parents for children. 
The child is positioned as their reason for being, and adoption representa
tives feel it is their duty to remind potential applicants of their allegiances. 
As one social worker explained, “We are a childwelfare agency. That means 
our client is the children.” Another presenter emphasized her agency’s child
centric orientation, articulating, “We are a unique agency in that the focus 
is the child. We view the child as our client.” However, she amended her 
statement, qualifying, “Although obviously you are the client, and the birth 
parent is as well.” At yet another session, the presenter used a similar strat
egy to emphasize that the child is the central client while intimating that the 
parents’ needs would still be a priority. She asserted, “I just think that it’s 
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really important that we are viewing the child as our client.” But then she 
rushed to continue, “And of course we want to support you and offer the best 
possible resources that we can both during and after placement.”

Once providing the caveat that all of their policies are predicated on the 
child as the client, many presenters start to pivot their message, often paint
ing their childwelfare foci as a potential customer service benefit. For ex
ample, at Statewide’s information session, the presenter told her audience, 
“Statewide is considered one of the most experienced nonprofit interna tional 
adoption and child assistance agencies in the U.S. Not only should that pro
vide peace of mind to you as you begin your adoption process, but because 
of our history, you can trust that should any unexpected issues arise during 
your adoption, Statewide has likely handled these type of situations.” The 
focus continued to migrate toward the prospective parents, as the speaker 
asserted that these vast experiences ensured that the agency would “know 
who to go to and how to address your needs as quickly as possible.”

At China Heart, an agency solely facilitating international adoptions 
from China, the director was more blunt about what she called her “philoso
phy on customer service.” She underscored how her staff would “hold your 
hand” and provide “that catering service,” especially during the mandated 
overseas travel to meet one’s son or daughter. My “agency is not about serv
ing one family today,” she proclaimed. “We are thinking about serving one 
thousand families tomorrow.” Because the agency specializes in China adop
tion, she distinguished herself from her competitors, saying, “We do China 
only. China is our passion, focus, and specialty. We can keep the costs low, 
and our employees can give you our undivided attention.” She cautioned that 
some other agencies with a full slate of programs lack the ability to provide 
catered services, warning attendees, “Some organizations have no idea what 
they are doing.”

Whereas representatives from China Heart emphasized that their spe
cialized approach to adoption is a consumer benefit, in contrast, those offer
ing a multitude of programs framed their large roster as a positive for 
customers. As one speaker told her audience, “One of the reasons families 
choose our agency is we have been around a very long time, and we do have 
lots of different options.” At Family Union, the speaker also highlighted their 
vast array of adoption programs, framing the choices they offer as beneficial 
for consumers:

Many families choose to come to Family Union because of the wide 
variety of programs Family Union offers. We found over previous 
years a lot of adoption agencies specialized in working with one par
ticular country to place children from. What happens is when that 
country process slows down or closes, . . . families are in a place 
where they’re stuck. They have to choose another adoption agency or 
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start over in order to move forward with their adoption process. It’s 
helpful as country requirements change or as adoption processes or 
time frames change, families are able to look at other programs 
through Family Union, and if they feel it is appropriate for their fam
ily, they can switch to another program without having to  completely 
switch agencies.

The message in this statement serves a dual purpose. First, the tone un
derscores the consumerfriendly approach by emphasizing the many con
sumer choices this agency offers. Second, notice that the consumer option 
of switching programs is framed solely as a customer—not an agency—ben
efit. Yet as argued in Chapter 1, offering a myriad of country programs also 
helps protect the adoption agency, particularly when country programs 
close.

Parents as Clients
Framing private adoption as an altruistic service pursued in the best interest 
of children is instrumental to the next phase of casting prospective adoptive 
parents as the good guys who are helping to alleviate the plight of parentless 
children. For example, at one information session held by Loving Family, a 
domestic adoption agency, the social worker positioned domestic adoption 
as helping to reduce potential foster care cases. She explains that during a 
birth, if there are “red flags” such that a mandated reporter might have to call 
in a state’s child welfare officials, then these officials will “step out” if they 
know that the mother is making an adoption plan. According to the agency 
representative, these adoptions help prevent children from entering “the sys
tem” and “languishing in foster care.”30

This strategy of equating domestic infant adoption as saving children 
from foster care may help to absolve clients’ potential guilt over not choosing 
to adopt via the public foster care system in favor of adopting a child as 
young and as healthy as possible. Lindsay worked to ameliorate her clients’ 
guilt about these choices, advocating, “The starting point should be what you 
want.” Cognizant of these mixed emotions, at another information session 
the speaker acknowledged that private adoption is expensive, so parents 
should get their money’s worth. Notice how she gives them permission to 
think about what will be easiest for them as consumers, contending, “You 
have to pay money to adopt, and [some] don’t want to pay for a child with 
special needs that can be identified. Parents want something they feel will be 
easier, not a child with identified problems.” Another presenter encouraged 
her audience to be forthright about their desires by stating, “You need to live 
through this [process] so you can parent the child.” A third pronounced a 
blanket exemption, “There is no right or wrong. You are adopting a child who 
needs parents.”
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The message that there is no right or wrong gives prospective adoptive 
parents the permission to put their needs front and center. Emboldened by 
the assurance that they are partaking in an altruistic child welfare practice, 
they are relieved of the guilt associated with the inevitable winnowing pro
cess that adoption entails. True, adoptive parents are adopting a child who 
has been identified as needing parents. But in order to get to a desirable son 
or daughter, prospective parents have to bypass less desirable children also 
in need of parents. These are uneasy decisions, since they force applicants to 
grapple with whether they could handle adopting a racially different, older 
child with known medical issues. Since there is a relative shortage of healthy 
infants available for adoption, most of the children in need of families are 
likely to have some sort of special need. Conscious of the discomfort the 
process can generate, a presenter worked to relieve her audience members’ 
fears by stating, “No one is going to make you adopt a child you don’t want 
to adopt.”

Given their competing priorities, adoption providers try to strike a bal
ance between pitching adoption as social service and customer service. This 
balance requires a unique sort of emotion work that simultaneously dis
counts the idea that adoption has a commercial component while encourag
ing prospective parents to see themselves as consumers. For example, at a 
panel titled “International Adoption 101,” at an adoption conference geared 
to prospective adoptive parents, I sat in a crowded conference center ball
room filled with an audience of mostly White attendees who were  considering 
transnational and transracial adoptions. The presenter, a senior administra
tor at a large adoption agency, opened her presentation by directing the at
tendees to think of themselves as consumers but not necessarily as shoppers. 
She began, “Remember that you are a consumer. You are not a consumer of 
a product of a child, since children are not for sale. You’re not doing that. You 
are a consumer of services.”

This solicitation serves multiple purposes. First, the presenter assures 
audience members that children are not for sale, firmly situating adoption 
outside of the market realm. Many of these wouldbe adoptive parents were 
likely struggling to reconcile paying thousands of dollars in fees and were 
perhaps trying to figure out where the money was going. The statement ex
onerates these prospective clients, telling them they do not have to wonder 
whether they are engaging in some sort of commercial exchange. Second, the 
executive’s statement basically implores audience members to take on a con
sumer mentality. Since she was coming from a position of authority, this 
entreaty gives parents permission to think of themselves as the consumers 
and the adoption providers as the purveyors of goods.

I witnessed a similar form of emotion work at an adoption information 
session when the social worker struggled to describe how to peruse her agen
cy’s website, which provides photos of children available for international 
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adoption. When first introducing the topic, the speaker emphasized the 
consumerfriendly aspects of the process, encouraging attendees to go on
line to “click around and see the information available about the children.” 
Should visitors identify a child who is appealing, she recommended calling 
her agency so that “the child can be put on hold” for applicants while they 
get their paperwork in order. She acknowledged the commercial nature of 
the transaction by saying, “I know it sounds kind of weird, like you are shop
ping.” At this moment, the market metaphor seemed to go too far, and the 
audience bristled. The social worker then switched gears as the child advo
cacy role took over. She backtracked and commiserated with her audience: 
“I know. It doesn’t sound good. This is how it works. But it is all done on the 
upandup.” By acknowledging that the layaway metaphor “doesn’t sound 
good,” part of the social worker’s job is to move the conversation firmly back 
into the realm of child welfare by persuading audience members that the 
process is honorable. Armed with reassurances that “this is how it works” 
and that everything is “on the upandup,” applicants are given the implicit 
message that they can proceed with a consumer mentality.

The titles of some of sessions at adoption conferences underscore this 
parentcentered orientation. For example, I went to a presentation called 
“Deciding on the Type of Adoption That Works for You” and one called “Is 
Transracial Adoption Right for You?” Notice how these presentations frame 
the adoption decisionmaking process in terms of what works for the par
ents. Yet to uphold the discourse that adoption is solely about child welfare, 
adoption social workers cannot afford to crassly frame the decisionmaking 
process in terms of parents’ desires and market realities. Imagine going to 
information sessions with titles such as “White Parents: Who Would You 
Rather Adopt, a White Russian Child Who May Have Fetal Alcohol Affect 
or an Asian Child Who May Not?” or “Do You Want to Adopt a Black Baby 
in Half the Time at Potentially Half the Price?” Articulating the adoption 
decisionmaking process in this manner would be unconscionable, since it 
veers too close to a commodified and calculated view of adoption. So instead 
of verbalizing decisions in this manner, these choices are often cloaked 
under the auspices of doing what is right for the parents. Thus the emotion 
work entails rebranding the adoption winnowing process in terms of the 
euphemism of finding the right fit.

Finding the Right Fit
Repeatedly I heard presenters employ this strategy, urging parents to think 
about what “will be the right match for you and the right match for your 
family.” For example, the presenter at Forever Family, a domestic adoption 
agency, chronicled the process in a judgmentfree, neutral tone: “There are 
questionnaires that you are going to fill out about what type of child you are 
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requesting and how that is going to affect your family, and what does this all 
mean, and how you are going to feel with the outside world, how they’re 
going to view your family.”

In this narration, euphemisms abound, cloaking issues surrounding po
tentially controversial topics like transracial adoption, open adoption, and 
the adoption of children with special needs. Certainly, from a social work 
perspective, parents should not adopt a child they are not prepared to parent. 
However, by framing the decision to choose one type of child over another 
as a matter of idiosynchratic fit, adoption workers give parents permission 
to bypass acknowledging these issues. The customer is not made to feel un
comfortable with his or her consumer desires since the tone of the word “fit” 
implies an innocuous individualized preference. In addition, the word is free 
of judgment and blame. So when a social worker tells her audience, “There 
really is a program for everyone. You just have to think of a country that suits 
where you’re at,” she implicitly gives parents permission to cast their deci
sions in a neutral way and to prioritize whatever suits their needs.

So what happens when prospective adoptive parents want to turn down 
a child who is not the right fit? As I learned from attending these sessions, 
adoption workers often communicate to potential clients that they will have 
the leeway to turn down a specific child or “situation” if it turns out he or she 
does not meet their aforementioned criteria. Because the processes of reject
ing a child via domestic and international adoption are distinct, each of 
these practices is discussed separately.

Turning Down a Situation in Domestic Adoption
In private domestic adoption, prospective adopters have the option of using 
an adoption agency or a private adoption attorney.31 With an agency, the 
entire adoption process is curated by the organization. Agency  employees 
conduct the home study for parents and organize parent trainings. More
over, the institution recruits a pool of potential birth mothers and asks the 
pregnant women to choose among their registered clients. This takes the 
onus off of the prospective parents from having to continually place ad
vertisements and field inquiries. If the adoption is an open one, the  agency 
helps facilitate contact between the birth and adoptive parent(s) and han
dles the finalization of the adoption. In other words, the agency is more of  
a  fullservice model, whereas in independent attorney adoption the adop
tive parents piece together services from multiple venues. One attorney 
 glibly  described the difference as “onestop shopping” versus “ordering à la 
carte.”

With the à la carte approach, parents have more consumer leeway but 
also face more risks because clients shoulder the burden of arranging and 
paying for advertisements to solicit prospective birth mothers. In my 
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 interview with Irene, an adoption attorney, I asked her what the typical bud
get looked like, and she replied:

We’ve had clients who do it themselves and do it very minimally, 
maybe $300 to $400 a month. If you do it right, sometimes you can 
find all sorts of discounts, specials, and you know. So you can really 
put a lot of thought in how you spend your money, and you can re
ally make your money go. There are some advertising specialists who 
say we recommend a minimum budget of $1,000 a month or $2,000 
a month. There are some people who say, “You know, why are you 
going to do $1,000 a month and have to do it month after month. 
Why don’t you just spend $10,000 or $12,000 and place sixty ads at 
once?” For some people it works; that’s how you can have it that some 
people can have a placement immediately. If they are putting sixty 
ads in. But what if nothing happens? What I advise my clients is 
[that] you can spend that money, but you still have to have enough to 
do it again, and you still have to have enough to do an adoption.

While attorneyled adoption definitely has increased risks in terms of 
spending money without a guaranteed return, there are also benefits because 
the independent approach offers customers greater autonomy when recruit
ing and vetting potential birth mothers. At one adoption conference, the 
attorney was quite straightforward about these potential advantages, pro
claiming, “With an agency, you are being chosen. With independent, you 
choose your own child.”

Unlike adoption social workers who tend to eschew the shopping meta
phor, or use it and then assure clients that they are operating aboveboard, 
adoption attorneys showed far less reticence employing the market meta
phor. As Briggs’s historical analysis reminds us, from the 1970s onward, 
adoption “became increasingly like a consumer market” for parents and less 
like a solution for children in need, particularly among attorneys and private 
facilitators capitalizing on the “freewheeling, marketdriven private sys
tem.”32 Casting themselves as the antidote to a broken public child welfare 
system, independent adoption facilitators framed their services as offering 
“a more efficient route to a healthy white baby.”33

Emphasizing this consumer autonomy, at one information session a law
yer proclaimed, “When doing private you have a constituency of one.” An
other attorney spoke of the freedom prospective clients would have to 
continue infertility treatments (a practice that is often discouraged by adop
tion agencies) and still pursue domestic adoption. She said, “In private, you 
can do whatever you want. But agencies have different views about the prac
tice. In private, it is up to you.” In other words, independent private adoption 
attorneys frame their services through a freemarket model, underscoring 



82 Chapter 2

how a customer is always right approach may benefit prospective clients. As 
long as the courts certify that the parents have met the legal thresholds to 
adopt, the rest of the practice is “up to you.”

In independent adoption, there does not appear to be the same struggle 
between balancing the child and parent clients. In fact, at a conference panel 
titled “Successful Domestic Adoption,” one of the attorneys identified this 
singleminded focus as a benefit of independent adoption. She explained, 
“The agency represents the birth mother, the adopted child, and the adoptive 
parent,” but in contrast, “the attorney represents only you, so there is no 
conflict of interest.” She advised that if the prospective adoptive parents are 
the type of people who “know what we want, and we wanted it yesterday,” 
then she advises that attorneyled adoption may be a better path.

In line with this customercentric approach, several adoption attorneys 
emphasized the consumer latitude afforded by independent adoption. For 
example, during the questionandanswer session after a conference session 
on domestic adoption, one audience member asked whether the attorney had 
an age cutoff when taking on new clients. Recall how an adoption social 
worker disclosed that she turned down a sixtyfiveyearold woman who 
wanted to adopt an infant, out of concerns for the child. However, age was 
not a factor for the attorney who responded that it was “not a problem.” She 
then proudly spoke of helping a seventytwoyearold man partnered with a 
fortysevenyearold woman adopt a baby, continuing, “So if anyone is 
younger than seventytwo, it’s not a problem.”

Beyond assuring potential clients that age would not be an issue (at least 
for the attorney), during these sessions many underscored that in attorney
led adoption, prospective parents would be empowered to prioritize their 
wants. For example, several attorneys warned audience members that do
mestic adoption agencies often do not have an adequate supply of healthy 
White infants and that the waiting times can be excruciatingly long. In an
other session designed to explain the differences between independent and 
agency domestic adoptions, one attorney advised, “If you are working with 
an agency, it is important to find out: Do they place children that you are 
looking for? Do they place babies? Do they place White babies if that is what 
you are looking for?” Others emphasized that in attorneyled adoption there 
would be more latitude to turn down a birth mother situation. In contrast to 
the independent option in which the customer is always right, one attorney 
warned potential clients that they should learn an agency’s policies before 
signing on: “If you’re working with an agency, find out about their waiting 
list. Do you get put on the bottom if you turn down a situation?”

Imagine the following scenario when prospective parents might turn 
down a birth mother situation. A pregnant woman sees a classified ad in the 
newspaper placed by a wouldbe adoptive parent. The pregnant woman mus
ters up the courage to call the 1800 number listed on the advertisement. She 
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and the hopeful mother have a short but pleasant conversation, and the preg
nant woman decides that this is the family she would like to place with. Her 
heart becomes set on this family, and she starts to imagine her child growing 
up with them as parents. Later the attorney representing the prospective 
adoptive parents calls the woman and asks her to fill out an information 
sheet and sign the medical release forms. During the interchange with the 
lawyer, the pregnant woman discloses that she used heroin during the early 
stages of pregnancy before she knew she was pregnant. Knowing that this is 
a deal breaker for the adoptive parents, the lawyer tells the pregnant woman 
that the match will not work. The pregnant woman has to start over and 
reach out to another solicitation and risk being rejected again. The prospec
tive adoptive parents do not face any repercussions for their decision beyond 
getting billed for the attorney’s time, and they are free to wait for the next 
pregnant woman to respond to their ad.

Whereas adoption workers often try to juggle the multiple constituencies 
of children, birth mothers, and adoptive parents, the role of the adoption 
attorney is to solely represent the adoptive parents’ wishes. One forthright 
attorney stated, “We encourage you to turn down a situation that is not right 
for you.” Another cautioned that a downside of working with an adoption 
agency is that “some agencies think you should take whatever child is offered 
to you” and warned audience members that these agency representatives 
“may not do their due diligence, so to speak,” and may overlook some poten
tially serious issues with the child. Echoing this consumer choice, another 
lawyer advised her audience, “You can turn one [birth mother] down with
out institutional wrath.” One particularly vocal attorney reminded parents, 
“Remember, the agency works for the agency.”

I spoke with Christine, an adoption attorney, about this scenario, and 
what happens should her clients decide to back out because of concerns 
about the child’s medical profile. She describes how it is her job to call the 
expectant woman and decline the placement. She points out the irony that 
the clients who ask her to do this are often the same ones who will later 
“whine” to her and lament that they did not receive any responses from their 
advertisements. Christine elaborates:

Me: So medical issues are coming up more and more. Whose job is 
it to call the expectant woman and say, thanks but no thanks?

Christine: Mine.
Me: That must be a very hard conversation.
Christine: I hate it. The whining Ididn’tgetanycalls conversation 

is just distasteful. I really don’t like having to tell birth mothers, 
unless she has come to the table with dirty hands. I feel badly but 
not as badly, [if she says something like,] “Right, I forgot to tell 
you I have been using methamphetamines for months.” Unless 
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there has been a basis where she has been lying. What happens 
more often is that she has been really upfront and forthcoming, 
but then the adoptive parents freak out for some reason.

Even though private adoption attorneys are more likely than notfor
profit adoption agency employees to focus on clients’ autonomy as consum
ers, agency workers convey a similar, albeit slightly watered down, message 
regarding turning down a situation. One adoption agency employee de
scribed the early stages of the application process as “working with you to 
design parameters and comfort zones” so the agency can “identify children 
who meet that criteria.” Another social worker explained the process as, 
“You are going to talk with your counselor about what your comfort level is, 
and you are only going to be matched with children that match your situa
tion.” Likewise, at a third information session, the adoption professional also 
depicted the process in direct marketing terms. She emphasized that choos
ing her agency gives the parents access to their vast network, stating, “We 
can start marketing your profile to our network to locate birth mother situ
ations for you.” In this regard, adoption providers frame their roles not only 
as social workers but also as marketers and matchmakers who recruit ex
pectant women carrying desirable children.

Although domestic adoption agencies frame the process as a clientcen
tered and consumerfriendly process, prospective parents do not have the 
same leeway to turn down a referral as they would using a private attorney. 
But even using an adoption agency, prospective parents are assured that they 
will have some flexibility to decline a situation, especially if new medical 
information comes to light. During the questionandanswer session at an 
information session an audience member asked, “So say we are matched up 
with a birth mother and their family. And how do I say this? If they pick us, 
and we decide that they are not a good match for us, how does that work?”

The presenter responded:

It will depend on why you think she’s not a good match. [When you 
sign up,] you are telling us what you are willing to accept in a birth 
parent’s background. So when a birth mom picks you, all of those 
reasons should match up why she picked you. If you decide there is 
something there that she’s not—that you’re not connecting with, that 
is something that we address. But certainly as an agency we have a 
right to say, “You know what? It doesn’t seem like a good fit for our 
agency, and you can’t follow through with the adoption process any
more in general.”

Perhaps most notable about the presenter’s response is that she leaves 
open the possibility that the clients would no longer be eligible to adopt via 
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her organization. If private adoption was solely based on maximizing profits, 
agencies would work with applicants regardless. But in this case, social 
workers negotiate between the needs of the prospective parents and the birth 
parents.

Continuing with her answer, the presenter finished her response by reit
erating that applicants are given a good deal of choice at the start of the 
process, and these desires are honored, especially if new information comes 
to light. She continued, “If the birth mom [is] at the hospital, and it turns out 
that she smoked marijuana, and you were like, ‘Hey, we didn’t say that we 
would accept a birth mom who smoked marijuana,’ that’s a different sce
nario because it is not something that you agreed to in the beginning.” So 
rather than being able to do “whatever you want,” as in the case of private 
attorney adoption, adoption agencies provide a consumer guarantee such 
that prospective parents are given a great deal of consumer control at the 
beginning of the selection process, but once these parameters are set, parents 
are expected to abide by the initial specified criteria.

I want to emphasize that it is relatively rare for adoptive parents to walk 
away from a baby; it is far more common for a pregnant woman to change 
her mind once the baby is born. Since women cannot sign away their mater
nal rights until after the birth, there is the possibility that the adoption will 
fall through. In adoption circles, this is often called “a change of heart.” At 
one information meeting the social worker estimated that about 50 percent 
of the pregnant women who contact the agency decide to parent, character
izing this figure as “the reality of domestic adoption.” Because of the risks 
associated with a domestic adoption falling through, some prospective 
adopters lean toward international adoption. Cognizant of these concerns, 
some international adoption agencies play up the fact that children available 
via transnational adoption are legally free for adoption, meaning that the 
biological parents’ rights have already been severed. For example, I attended 
one information session at Global Rainbow that purported that one benefit 
of international adoption was “all of the children are orphans without par
ents.” A website of another Chinaspecific adoption agency proclaims “100% 
of the children adopted from China are abandoned,” and since “abandon
ment is illegal in China,” biological parents do not leave any identifying in
formation. The agency goes on to assure prospective parents that they will 
“acquire all legal rights for their child without worry that the birth parents 
will try to reclaim the child afterwards.”

Although this aspect of international adoption is framed as a positive 
consideration, there can be additional risks to this form of family building 
since oftentimes there is little available social and medical history about the 
children. These risks are increasing as the demographic profile of available 
children shifts from healthy infants to children with greater medical needs. 
Thus, a greater number of prospective parents may be concerned as to 



86 Chapter 2

whether they will be able to decline a referral. In the following section I de
scribe how adoption workers discuss turning down a child and how they 
enact this type of emotional labor.

Declining a Referral in International Adoption
In international adoption, rather than have a first mother/birth mother 
choose from a pool of parent profiles, parents and children are matched by 
a third party, either a government worker or an adoption agency employee. 
This process is advertised as being more fair and predictable since it is based 
on a queue, rather than the discretion of a woman making an adoption plan. 
One presenter emphasized the benefits of this morestandardized allocation 
process, describing the system as akin to standing in line at the deli counter. 
She said, “You get in a line, and when your number comes up, you go and get 
your child.” Another underscored the egalitarian approach, stating, “You put 
your time in, you wait, and a referral comes to you.” A third described it as 
“a matter of time before you’re first on the queue.”

When parents’ “number comes up,” they are usually given what is known 
as a referral. An adoption social worker explained what this entails: “In most 
countries, once a child has been matched with your family, you will receive 
what we call a referral for that child. And the amount of information you will 
receive about your matched child will really vary from program to program.” 
She continued, “In general you can expect to receive, at the very least, a pic
ture or two and recent medical records and just some basic information 
about your child’s background.”

Although the health information greatly varies depending on how much 
is known about the child’s background, it often includes basic measurements 
on head circumference, estimated age, and height and weight so that parents 
can have these data evaluated by pediatricians specializing in international 
adoption for clues about the child’s growth and development. Many interna
tional programs also test their children for HIV and Hepatitis B. The social 
worker assured her audience, “The testing is excellent. [We’ve] never had a 
child who is negative be positive.”

At the “International Adoption 101” conference session, the presenter 
advised her audience that it is “important to have an idea where countries 
are trending,” and she forewarned that for those interested in adopting a 
healthy infant girl from China, the wait time could now approach eight 
years. She then transitioned to talking about her organization’s specialneeds 
adoption programs by stating, “You are going to hear me talk a lot about 
older and waiting kids.” Another said, “We ask families at the start of the 
process to think about their ability to parent a waiting child.”

Often, adopting a waiting child is framed as a benefit to clients because 
they are able to adopt more quickly and sometimes for less money. A 
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 representative from Forever Family urged listeners to consider a waiting 
child, predominantly framing it as an expedient method of family building. 
She stated, “We really do encourage families to think about waiting children 
for several reasons. One is your own needs. If you want to become parents 
sooner rather than later, it is usually a much shorter process.” Although 
meeting the needs of the parentclient is positioned as the foremost consid
eration, the speaker secondarily mentions that “it is usually the waiting chil
dren who are the most in need of families.” Having grounded the issue as a 
childwelfare practice, she pivoted to reframe it in terms of the supply of 
children: “You just heard me talk about the very limited number of infants 
and toddlers in need of adoption. The need really is for older children, sibling 
groups, and children with a whole range of needs.”

Although adoption providers emphasize the potential benefits associated 
with adopting a waiting child, international adoption agencies minimize 
their liability by recommending that parents have referrals evaluated by pe
diatricians specializing in international adoption. In some regard, these phy
sicians perform a service that used to be left to the jurisdiction of adoption 
social workers who prided themselves on their ability to reduce the risk of 
an unsatisfactory placement by expertly designing kinship through testing 
and regulation.34 However, with the referral process largely in the hands of 
overseas officials, a cottage industry has emerged. Kristi Brian describes this 
reliance on medical specialists who, for a fee of up to $600, will read the 
medical charts and watch any accompanying videos of the child and provide 
an assessment of the accuracy of the provided health information.35 In this 
caveat emptor, adoptive parents are encouraged to see themselves as savvy 
consumers making informed consumer choices. For example, one presenter 
said, “You will have the opportunity to review all of the child’s social and 
medical information thoroughly before making a decision. We encourage 
you to have the information provided to you evaluated by a physician famil
iar with international adoption. For referrals of specialneeds children, we 
actually require this.”

Some adoption agency representatives assure prospective clients that 
they will be given more than enough time to consider the referral before 
making a decision, even for programs known for placing healthy children. 
As Sara Dorow describes in her study of transnational adoption from China, 
the referral of a specific child to waiting families is the moment that “makes 
the child real.”36 Receiving the referral also entails a decision: the prospective 
parents have to decide whether to commit to raising this specific child. This 
process can be understandably fraught, since “this often means scrutinizing 
the photo and the scant medical information for signs of trouble.”37 Dorow 
goes on to describe one couple, who after much agonizing, had turned down 
the first referral of a toddler whose head circumference was thought to be too 
small and was granted a second referral of a more acceptable child.
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Although it is difficult to know how often this happens, anecdotally I 
have heard several parents describe having to make these agonizing deci
sions. For example, I once met a White couple at a playground who had ad
opted from Korea. Since our children were about the same age, we started 
chatting, and in the course of our interchange I disclosed that I too had been 
adopted from Korea. Even from our brief interaction, it was evident how 
much he and his wife loved their son. Somewhere in the course of the con
versation we started talking about my research, which I broadly framed as 
the question, how are adoptive parents and children matched with each 
other? The father proceeded to tell me about how hard it was to qualify for 
the Korean program because of the country’s rigid health restrictions and 
how they were grateful that they were able to apply. Perhaps feeling reflective 
that his son on the playground could have gone to another family had he and 
his wife not qualified for the program, the father told me that they had al
most turned down the referral based on concerns about their son’s head 
circumference. Watching the little boy play with my daughter, I could not 
help thinking that the process of making a transnational adoptive family was 
a unique mixture of fate and bureaucracy,38 but the parent client ultimately 
has the final say as to whether to commit to the adoption.

Notably, during the information sessions, adoption workers affirm the 
mentality that prospective parents should feel free to prudently debate a re
ferral. For example, during a presentation for Kid Connection’s Ethiopia 
adoption program, the social worker promoted the country “as a great pro
gram in terms of the time and flexibility you have once you have been 
matched with a referral.” Then she attempted to balance the conflicting 
needs of children and parents, stating, “Certainly, we consider the process in 
terms of wanting to do what’s in the best interest of the child so having a 
family sit on a referral for four months while they consider whether that 
child is a good fit for their family is not in the best interest of the child.” But 
in the next breath she assured prospective parents that they would be given 
ample time to make a decision, continuing, “However, if you do need sev
eral weeks to talk with your doctor to ask some questions and to find out that 
information before moving forward, that we definitely can do.”

Although turning down a referral and essentially refusing to adopt a 
specific child can be an emotionally charged decision, social workers assure 
parents that it is an acceptable consumer choice. As Brian observed in her 
study of Korean adoptions, workers often assuaged prospective parents’ con
cerns, underscoring that the adoption agency would not judge clients should 
they decide to pass on multiple children “until they found the one that 
seemed ‘just right for them.’”39 For example, the presenter from Baby Talk 
told her audience, “If you get the file of a child that has been matched to you 
and for whatever reason you or your doctors review it and aren’t comfortable 
with something in the file, you are never required to accept the referral of a 
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child.” Similarly, the speaker at Synergy Adoption Services labored to shield 
attendees from any guilt associated with turning down a referral, comforting 
them by saying that should they have to refuse one child, in the end, “You 
get the child meant for you.”

In other words, despite the tension between serving the child and the 
parent clients, adoption social workers seem to prioritize the market realities 
by guaranteeing a level of consumer choice to prospective parents. The take
away is that clients signing on with their agency will be able to exercise a 
good deal of autonomy and will not be required to adopt a child they do not 
wish to. This “customer is always right” mentality is delivered in a supportive 
tone as social workers soothe the concerns of audience members. For ex
ample, I was one of maybe a dozen people in the room who had taken the 
time on a Saturday morning to attend an adoption information session. After 
going through the different country programs they offered, the social  worker 
discussed the referral process. She emphasized that, “For whatever reason, if 
it doesn’t feel like this is a good fit, then you can say no.” Her message was 
one of unconditional support as she managed the prospective parents’ fears 
about adoption. “As hard as it is, as sad as it is to walk away,” she continued, 
“if it doesn’t feel right, it doesn’t feel right. It is okay to say no. This is your 
life. This is your family. You have to decide if this is the child for you.”

Not only do adoption workers employ a strategy of exonerating prospec
tive parents of guilt should they decline a referral, but workers also stress that 
waiting clients will be unduly penalized. For example, one social worker said, 
“If your family chooses not to accept a referral, you will be placed back on the 
waiting list.” Another reassured potential customers, “You don’t go to the back 
of the line. You stay at the front of the line.” A third emphasized, “You can 
always turn that file back in and get back in the queue to wait for another child 
to be matched to you. And you don’t move to the end of the line; you go back 
to your place in line as far as waiting for that match.” She continued, “If you 
get a referral that you are not comfortable with, and you choose not to accept 
the child, can you go back and wait for another child? That is definitely a yes.” 
In other words, the presenters stress that even when turning down a child who 
is deemed unacceptable, prospective parents maintain their status as consum
ers who have the right to exercise a degree of autonomy without penalty.

The likelihood of turning down a referral was more prevalent for parents 
who were considering adopting from Russia and Eastern Europe.40 One rea
son for this trend may be that children adopted from these regions face 
greater developmental delays.41 Prospective adoptive parents and the physi
cians who evaluate the medical information in the adoption referral may be 
more aware of this phenomenon, potentially leading these parents to be 
more cautious and reject children that seem medically risky. Describing this 
situation, one agency social worker warned her audience, “Most of my Russia 
families turn down a couple of referrals. Some don’t . . . but it is very  common 
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to turn down referrals, which is very difficult.” A provider from a different 
adoption agency echoed this trend, stating, “Whoever is planning to adopt 
from Russia, be prepared that you may receive a referral that you have to 
decline. It doesn’t happen all of the time, but it does happen.” She continued 
by saying that should the prospective parents refuse to adopt the referred 
child, “You will simply wait for another referral.”

By positioning the process of choosing or declining a child as simply 
waiting for another referral, adoption providers send the message that in this 
consumer process an identified child can be passed over in favor of a child 
that better fits the parents’ criteria. One social worker even informed audi
ence members that should they travel to a country to meet with their referred 
child and have second thoughts, they could potentially pursue adopting a 
different child on the same trip. She detailed, “After referral, you can go to 
the country if you want to go see the child before you say yes. Spend some 
time together. Maybe you go to see the child and see [another] one that meets 
your eye. That could happen too.”

While some agencies have a more blasé approach to turning down refer
rals, other international adoption agency representatives clearly draw a line 
between acceptable and unacceptable reasons for doing so. For example, at 
one information meeting the presenter stated, “The only reason that you can 
decline a referral is for a medical reason. You can’t say that you wish that he 
had blond hair or that her eyes were blue.” Similarly, at another information 
session the social worker explained,

It really depends on why you turn down a referral. If you turn down 
a referral because your doctor says it looks like this child has fetal 
alcohol syndrome or a heart issue, I think that is very legitimate. If 
you turn down a child because his skin isn’t the right color or you 
just don’t like the looks of him, the placement agency wouldn’t be so 
happy. So as long as you have a real legitimate reason.

This explanation is telling for several reasons. First, notice how the pre
senter oscillates between the discourses of social service and customer ser
vice, explaining the differences between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” 
reasons for declining a referral. From a social service perspective, the pre
senter underscores that parents are not given absolute freedom to turn down 
a child. In other words, even though adoption providers frame the applica
tion process in terms of finding the right fit for parents, they also communi
cate they will impose limits on consumers’ choices should the need arise.

Money Matters
The moment when money changes hands can be particularly fraught with 
tension because it is during this instance that the line between child welfare 
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and child commodification is the most blurred. Rather than frame adoption 
as paying upwards of $20,000 for a child, presenters often couch the costs of 
adopting in terms of paying for services. In light of these significant fees, one 
organization warned audience members to be wary of competitors who 
promise low fees or wait times because these are often “too good to be true.” 
She assured prospective clients that their fees are “really in the mix of the rest 
of agencies.” Another agent went as far as to disclose to audience members 
that her organization does its own reconnaissance to guarantee customers 
that their fees are in line with those of its competitors. She stated, “Once a 
year we survey the top ten agencies in the United States and take a look at 
the fees that they charge for the country programs that they offer. We make 
sure that we stay within that middle or lower middle range for agency 
 adoptions.”

Many presenters used the strategy of couching pricing discussions in 
terms of paying for services, so there is no association with baby buying. In 
domestic adoption, for example, prospective adoptive parents often pay some 
of the fees associated with the expectant woman’s pregnancy, up to the lim
its allowed by law in the placing mother’s state of residence. These fees can 
include not only prenatal care and maternity clothes but also lost wages be
cause of pregnancy, rent, and groceries, adding upwards of several thousand 
dollars to the cost of the adoption.42

To prevent direct monetary exchanges between wouldbe birth mothers 
and adoptive parents, some agencies have parents pay into a general pool for 
the birth mother. One social worker explained this policy, stating, “You are 
not paying money directly to the birth parents. We feel that it is not a good 
thing to get money involved in that relationship.” Another facilitator de
scribed how the adoption agency acts as the middleman to allocate the 
funds, emphasizing, “[We] don’t want to appear to have a link between 
money and placement. No insinuations of baby buying. We want the agency 
to handle the disbursements.” Even though adoption agencies charge thou
sands of dollars for the services, it is ironic that when it comes to giving 
money directly to women relinquishing children, money is not supposed to 
change hands.

International adoption agencies employ a similar strategy, acting as the 
intermediaries and shielding adoptive parents from monetary transactions 
that have the potential to insinuate baby buying. For example, parents adopt
ing from China are required to make a $5,000 “donation” to the orphanage 
housing their child.43 Some agencies have parents carry the cash in $100 bills 
directly to the orphanage the day they meet their future daughters and sons, 
but other organizations tout their practice of collecting the money up front 
so parents do not have to travel with so much cash or take part in a crude 
exchange of “donating” cash for their child. Describing this practice, one 
presenter stated:
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With China there is a $5,000 donation fee. Whereas most families 
are required to bring that to China and carry that in cash on their 
person, we really think that makes families vulnerable. And we also 
don’t want that transaction to be taking place when you are meeting 
your child for the first time. So we transfer all of that money to our 
office in China and take care of paying all of these fees so your first 
focus is on meeting your child.

As I was conducting my fieldwork during the height of the recession, the 
high cost of private adoption was even more of a concern. For example, dur
ing an information session at Statewide, when it was time to discuss the 
 financial component, the social worker acknowledged that it is “no small 
section to go over.” She said that most adoptions cost between $15,000 and 
$30,000 and that “this is a real challenge for some people.” Another social 
worker attempted to soothe audience members’ indignation as to why adop
tion is so expensive. Notice how she works to ground the transaction in child 
welfare in stating, “Before I started working here, I wondered why it was so 
expensive to adopt because there are so many children who need good 
homes and good families.” She provided a breakdown of costs, making sure 
to frame the money spent in terms of the consumption of services, not the 
commodification of children. “I like this slide because it kind of breaks 
down all of these different areas of where you are paying. You are paying [for 
the] services of working with agencies, gathering information, mailing 
things to us.”

Despite her attempt to delineate costs, it was evident that prospective 
parents were unclear about the breakdown in fees and that this information 
would be an integral criterion in their decisionmaking process. For exam
ple, at one information session on transnational adoptions an audience 
member was trying to get a handle on the outofpocket costs and trying to 
discern what was included in the multithousanddollar program fee for each 
country versus additional travel costs. He inquired, “I am a little confused. 
I was looking on your website. The adoption from Uruguay44 says $14,000, 
but you said it can range to $35,000.” The social worker responds that the 
$14,000 is just the program cost that “goes for the program itself. Care in 
country, proper legal process.” The interlocutor followed up, “So in other 
words, we need to figure in for airfare for two of us to go over, three of us to 
go back, plus all lodging and etcetera in country.” One could almost see him 
doing the mental calculations in his head as he asked, “But the interpreter in 
the country is included in the international program costs?” At this point, 
the presenter was a bit flustered as she searched for the information but failed 
to find it in her notes. Before she could respond, another audience member 
piped up with an additional question: “We are going to adopt a waiting child. 
There is an additional donation to the orphanage. Does [the program cost] 
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include this as well?” A third chimed in, wondering whether a hypothetical 
child with a lazy eye “would be fast tracked.”

One thing that is so interesting about this exchange is that it shows that 
solely framing adoption costs in terms of a childwelfare process is an inad
equate marketing strategy. Prospective adoptive parents take the time to at
tend these sessions because they are seriously considering adoption, and they 
need all of the relevant information about characteristics of children, wait
ing times, and costs before they can select a provider and move forward. So 
when agency representatives are unprepared and uninformed, the strategy 
can backfire, as seemed to be the case when the speaker was caught off guard. 
She dodged these questions by saying, “That is one of the nice things about 
our agency. We are a pretty big agency, so we have staff members who spe
cialize in each area.”

These applicants are about to embark on an arduous and expensive pro
cess, and many audience members were clearly frustrated with such a non
committal response. It would have likely been a more effective marketing 
strategy to position these audience members as autonomous consumers and 
to arm them with the information they wanted. These prospective parents 
would then have had license to prioritize their needs and move forward with 
the decisionmaking process. Only at this juncture can wouldbe parents 
sort through their many options, weighing the age, race, and health charac
teristics of available children with concerns about costs, waiting times, and 
openness. As the next chapter details, these questions are not easy, and adop
tion providers recognize this. Rather than overwhelm potential paying cus
tomers on their first meeting, many spokespersons allude to these decisions 
in terms of “fit.” This euphemism does the emotion work of assuring would
be adoptive parents that their wishes will be respected and honored.

But what happens when prospective adoptive parents are encouraged to 
see themselves as consumers? How does this mindset shape how they ap
proach winnowing the field from all available children to a suitable son or 
daughter? As one social worker advised her audience, the chance of being 
successfully matched with a child in a timely manner depends on “how open 
you are to risk and race.” Another encouraged prospective parents to con
sider “what country is right for you,” elaborating that the decision often “de
pends on what you are looking for in a child. What you are looking for in a 
culture, in race, in the risks that we talked about.” The next chapter unpacks 
this connection between race and risk, arguing that adoption providers push 
White parents toward transracial adoption by framing it as a savvy market 
strategy.



3

Transracial Adoption as a Market Calculation

I am at an information meeting sponsored by Statewide Adoption  Agency, 
a large placement agency that facilitates domestic and international pro-
grams. Besides me, there are five people in attendance: two heterogamous 

couples and the single woman that I mention in Chapter 2. As is often the 
case, I am the only non-White person present. The social worker asks us to 
introduce ourselves and share whether we are leaning toward a particular 
adoption program. At the time of my fieldwork, Statewide offered nine 
 programs including Russia, Kazakhstan, Ethiopia, and a domestic infant 
program, so this information is helpful so that the presenter can cater her 
pitch to prospective clients.

One of the women, Lydia, introduces herself, saying that she and her 
male partner are “leaning toward Ethiopia.” However, she qualifies this 
statement, lamenting, “but our options are limited.” Later during the ques-
tion-and-answer session, I learn that Lydia is forty-seven years old, and she 
and her forty-six-year-old partner are long-term cohabitants but not legally 
married. They want to adopt internationally, but their relationship status 
makes it difficult, since many countries have marriage requirements. They 
disclose that they were advised by another adoption agency not to get mar-
ried, because some countries impose a minimum threshold for length of 
marriage before they can adopt, and they are likely to age out of eligibility if 
they wait that long. Since Russia and Kazakhstan were still accepting un-
married applicants, it is notable that they had ruled out these countries, even 
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though through these venues they could presumably find a White child who 
would racially match them both.

Lydia and her partner’s decision to “lean toward” Ethiopia brings up the 
question of why White parents adopt across race. Moreover, how do adop-
tion workers help prospective adoptive parents arrive at this decision? Trans-
racial adoption renders families’ adoptive status immediately visible and 
creates complex issues of racial identity and belonging.1 It would make sense 
that White prospective adoptive parents would want to avoid this public 
scrutiny and the additional responsibilities associated with raising children 
of color. From prior research, we know that few non-White adoptive parents 
cross the color line when adopting, and these parents instead opt to create 
same-race families.2 So why does the proportion of White transracial adop-
tive parents continue to grow and what is the role of the adoption worker in 
advocating for these types of placements?

Some attribute the rising number of transracial adoptive placements as 
evidence of altruistic benevolence on the part of White parents who were 
moved by the plight of orphaned children, beginning with transnational 
adoption from Korea. Anthropologist Eleana Kim argues that the circula-
tion of these children served as potent symbols of “depoliticized figures of 
humanitarianism,” noting that “Korean orphans provided opportunities for 
intimate diplomacy through international adoption.”3 Likewise, historian 
Arissa Oh traces the rise of intercountry adoption, outlining how Ameri-
cans’ enthusiasm for overseas adoption stemmed from a mix of idealistic and 
altruistic motivations. She writes, “Generally speaking, adoptive families 
adopted for religious or humanitarian reasons” and notes that Korean adop-
tion was seen as the embodiment of a virtuous practice and “an affirmation 
not only of the adoptive parents’ Christian goodness but also of their Amer-
icanness.”4

However, even with its humanitarian roots, Kim argues that “stratifica-
tions of race and gender are unmistakably reproduced in transnational 
adoption,” stating that adoptions from Korea grew in popularity because 
they filled a niche for racially flexible Asian children.5 Oh details how, as 
demand for overseas adoption grew, the success of the 1960s Korea program 
“provided a template of sort,” as adoption agencies “expanded their opera-
tions to other countries by replicating or adapting the methods they had 
devised there.”6 While Oh underscores that it is an oversimplification to say 
that Korean adoption “originated as a humanitarian movement and then 
transformed into a market,” she argues that, “by the 1970s, it had become an 
industry that had largely moved from supply-driven to demand-driven.”

Building on the previous chapters where I argue that private adoption 
serves as a type of marketplace where child welfare and child commodifica-
tion have an uneasy coexistence and that adoption social workers use 
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 strategies of emotion work to ease parents into a consumer mind-set, in this 
chapter I argue that the push for transracial adoption among workers can be 
better understood in the context of market demands. The chapter is orga-
nized around three central themes. The first section examines how adoption 
workers categorize their clients’ motivations for adopting. They detail how 
infertility and, more broadly, fertility barriers are the usual catalysts for 
adoption-seeking behavior. Considering that many applicants may have first 
tried to conceive a biological child, adoption workers recognize that many 
prospective clients start out wanting a baby.7 But since White babies are in 
limited supply,8 adoption workers must help guide prospective adopters 
through uncertain terrain, urging them to reconsider their priorities—and 
that they may have to give up some of them—to obtain a son or daughter.

The goal of the second section of the chapter is to deepen the nuance of 
the market metaphor by illustrating how the adoption market is an assorta-
tive process that ranks applicants by their family structure. Adoption 
 workers have the distressing assignment of communicating the bad news 
that not all applicants have the same choices available to them. Based on 
country-imposed restrictions, White heterogamous married couples tend to 
have the most options, but even these high-status adopters are further win-
nowed by their age and health.

While family structure is a key variable in terms of whether prospective 
parents even qualify for a program, as I learned from adoption workers, it is 
just one of the many other factors at hand in determining the eligibility and 
allure of an adoption pathway. Thus, the third part of the chapter identifies 
and details the other market variables that come into play. Adoption practi-
tioners “sell” or advocate for transracial placements because they see race as 
a variable to be ranked, prioritized, and f lexed. In terms of domestic 
 placements, adoption workers convey the message that transracial adoption 
can be an expedient choice that improves parents’ chances of being selected 
by a prospective birth mother in a timelier fashion. Additionally, social 
workers communicate that overseas transracial adoption can be a strategy to 
maximize the likelihood of receiving a healthy infant or child.

Coming to Adoption: The Next Step Along the Way
Throughout my interviews with adoption social workers and attorneys, the 
connection between infertility and adoption was ever-present. Erin confirms 
this correlation, detailing, “Without a doubt, most families in my experi-
ence, do not come simply because they want to supply a home for a child.” 
Similarly, Abigail testifies that most of her clients first try to have children 
“the old-fashioned way.” Jennifer, an adoption caseworker who has worked 
in private adoption for well over a decade, reiterates the association between 
infertility and private adoption. She attests, “I think that we’ve been pretty 



Transracial Adoption as a Market Calculation 97

safe in saying that over the years, 80 to 90 percent of families have an experi-
ence with infertility.”

For heterogamous couples, if they have the financial resources,9 many 
devote a lot of time and money riding what Sylvia calls the “IVF train.” Hav-
ing built a counseling practice working with infertile couples, she describes 
clients’ mind-sets as they come to adoption: “Most people will continue 
going and going and going, and after they have been through all of the dif-
ferent things they have been through, they are burned out.” Perhaps having 
read and evaluated fertility clinics’ reports and filled out reams of health 
insurance paperwork, by the time that some parents enter the adoption mar-
ketplace, they are looking for quick results. Sylvia recounts, “They want to 
be told to go here and press this button, so to speak, and you’ll get a kid.” She 
continues:

People see adoption as getting the kid. They don’t see it as this lifelong 
family-building alternative, which has some extra layers, some pre-
dictable kinds of experiences. What people do, in my experience, is 
they have this idea of the [biological] child they are going to have, and 
then they move away from that in what’s the next closest thing, what’s 
the next closest thing, what’s the next closest thing. At a  certain 
point, often when they turn to adoption, it is often that all bets are off, 
and [they think], “Where are the kids, and how can I get one?”

Once these potential customers arrive at the door of the adoption agency 
or the lawyer’s office, many adoption professionals tread lightly, engaging in 
a form of emotion work geared at helping prospective clients wrap their 
heads around adoption. For example, at Baby Talk’s information session, the 
presenter acknowledged how the stress of infertility seeps into the adoption 
process. The speaker informed her audience that they would have to come to 
terms with their losses before fully immersing themselves in the process. She 
stated, “Adoption may not be your first choice, but it doesn’t mean it’s second 
best. Home study is an assessment for readiness, especially for those who 
have spent a lot of time in infertility treatments. You have spent a lot of time, 
a lot of money. I know that it is emotionally draining, financially draining.”

Research shows that infertility is often a source of acute stress and shame 
for women who report feeling like failures in their quest to conceive and 
carry a child to term.10 As Sylvia puts it, “People are feeling very wounded 
that they have to pay for what people do in the back of a car and have throw-
away unwanted pregnancies.” Michele, another clinician who specializes in 
working with infertile couples, describes how advances in assisted reproduc-
tive technologies (ARTs) incentivized her clients to exhaust their medical 
options before pursuing adoption. She states, “People have been staying in 
treatment longer, and I think they’re more battered when they come in the 
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[adoption agency] door.” Echoing this thought, Lindsay, another adoption 
social worker with decades of experience, bluntly sums up her clients’ pre-
dicament: “The majority of couples who come off the infertility [treatments], 
they are often going through hell.”

Acknowledging the impact of infertility treatments at the information 
meetings, adoption social workers urge attendees to reconcile their feelings 
before they “come to adoption.” With this in mind, the presenter at Baby 
Talk asked her audience to consider, “Are you really ready to adopt? Have 
you grieved your infertility? Are you excited about adoption?” She warned 
prospective applicants, “I can usually tell within the first ten minutes of a 
meeting [whether clients are ready],” admonishing them that they cannot 
have the attitude of, “Well, fertility [treatments] didn’t work; this is kind of 
the next step along the way.”

Despite this pep talk, it was clear that many social workers were cogni-
zant that they faced an uphill battle getting clients to embrace the adoption 
process. Prospective adopters were impatient to become parents and wanted 
to adopt as quickly and as inexpensively as possible. When I asked adoption 
workers what prospective adoptive parents want to know when they first 
approach an agency or attorney, without fail they discussed parents’ initial 
focus on costs and duration. Christine, an adoption attorney, summarizes 
her clients’ mind-set, saying, “So now they are even older and have spent 
more money and are perhaps more anxious.” In addition, Patricia, an adop-
tion social worker, discusses this phenomenon: “Their initial questions on 
the phone are how much is it going to cost and how long will it take.” Echo-
ing these sentiments almost verbatim, Nora states, “They want to know how 
much it will cost and how long it will take.”

Although adoption professionals may see adoption as a separate process 
with its own time line, for those who just went through the ordeal of infertil-
ity, the two processes are not so easily compartmentalized. Patricia describes 
her clients’ state of mind when they first come through the door:

I think what we find is families are lumping all of their experiences 
together. They don’t necessarily realize they are doing that, but they 
will begin to panic or have lots of anxiety. Let’s say their home study 
has been approved for maybe three months, and they are very anxi-
ety ridden. And when we talk to them it’s, “But I went through five 
years of infertility.” So they lump it all together.

Perhaps aware of how assisted reproductive technologies may have failed 
some of their potential clients, during the information sessions many al-
luded to adoption’s “100 percent success rate” as a selling point. For example, 
Tracy describes to me how she emphasizes at the information sessions that 
adoption can be more of a sure thing:
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The majority of our families have gone through the infertility pro-
cess and have been through the maybe–maybe not, 50–50 chances. 
They come to an information meeting, and we go, “There is a 100 
percent chance that at the end of all this, you will have a child.” And 
they hear that statistic and they say, “You know what, I am done with 
the shots; I am done with the invasive procedures. I don’t want to be 
told where, how, and when to do it. I am done with this road.”

The expectation that prospective adoptive parents had undergone infer-
tility treatment was so strong that some adoption professionals were skepti-
cal of preferential adopters who wanted to adopt for reasons outside of 
fertility barriers. Many caseworkers in charge of screening initial applica-
tions spoke of “red flags” that went up when prospective adoptive parents 
mentioned other reasons for wanting to adopt such as a religious motivation 
or wanting to “rescue” a child. For example, adoption social worker  Penelope 
discusses her experience approving new applicants, stating, “Among some 
people on the committee there was this disbelief about people who just 
 wanted to adopt who didn’t come from infertility. There was this suspicion: 
Why would they want to do that? That’s weird.” Whereas it was seen as 
“weird” or potentially suspect to want to adopt for ideological reasons, in 
contrast,  infertility was positioned as the most valid and common motiva-
tion for adopting.

It is important to note that some prospective adoptive parents who may 
not have diagnosed impaired fecundity in the medical sense also face sub-
stantial barriers to biological reproduction.11 Gay male couples and single 
fathers by choice face inherent obstacles to fatherhood since they do not have 
uteruses and therefore cannot gestate a baby on their own.12 Additionally, 
lesbian couples, older women with “aging eggs,” transgender women, single 
mothers by choice, and those with complex medical histories hindering bio-
logical reproduction also face what I broadly refer to as fertility barriers. 
Along with infertile heterogamous couples, people in these categories are the 
bread and butter of adoption providers.

While single applicants and homogamous might not fit the medical def-
inition of impaired fecundity, because of their limited choices, many adop-
tion providers often speak about single applicants and same-sex couples in 
the same breath, equating them to heterogamous couples experiencing in-
fertility. For example, in one interview Alyssa equates infertile couples with 
nontraditional parents, stating, “I would say three-quarters of them fall into 
the camp of we are gay or lesbian, so we can’t conceive ourselves or we are 
having issues with infertility or secondary infertility—or single people.”

Similarly, I spoke with Irene, an attorney specializing in private infant 
adoption, about her clients’ motivations. Trying to get a handle on the 
 proportion of prospective adoptive parents coming from a background of 
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infertility, I asked her about her clients’ motivations. Most notable about the 
exchange is that Irene characterizes infertility beyond the medical defini-
tion, expanding the diagnosis to encompass prospective parents who are too 
old to get pregnant without intervention and those for whom it would be 
medically inadvisable to try to conceive:

Me: Would you say that infertility is one of the major drivers for why 
people come to see you?

Irene: Yes.
Me: Would you say more than half?
Irene: Yes.
Me: Close to all?
Irene: Sometimes people don’t try. I have a couple right now who 

came to me. She’s forty-nine; he’s in his fifties. I don’t think they 
are even trying. Sometimes they have a biological child who has 
a genetic problem. Sometimes someone has a history of breast 
cancer or ovarian cancer who didn’t even try to conceive because 
they know their medical history prohibits it. So there are a lot of 
people like that. A lot of breast cancer survivors. They know 
adoption is going to be the route for them.

Irene does mention that occasionally she works with clients who want to 
adopt “just because,” but she qualifies this statement adding that “generally 
those people adopt through the foster care system.”

Irene’s comments underscore how foster care is seen as a different entity 
spurred by different motivations. Since the average age of a child waiting to 
be adopted from foster care is seven-and-a-half years,13 this segment of the 
adoption marketplace tends to attract a different demographic. Analyzing 
data from the National Survey of Adoptive Families, Hiromi Ishizawa and 
Kazuyo Kubo find that these foster care adoptive parents are more likely to 
be lower-income and have families blending biological and adopted chil-
dren.14 The latter suggests that infertility may not be a driving factor, and 
indeed, foster adoptive parents are the least likely to say that infertility was 
a motivation for adoption.15

Reflecting the inexorable link between fertility barriers and private 
adoption, many agencies have explicit policies requiring prohibiting the si-
multaneous use of ART and adopting. For example, the social worker at 
Loving Family told her audience, “We believe that in order for a successful 
adoption to occur, each family must go through a mourning process—
mourning the loss of the dream of conceiving and having a biological child.” 
Similarly, at Baby Talk’s information meeting another social worker echoed 
the sentiment that to adopt, would-be parents have to be ready to move on 
from trying to have a biological child. “We really want you to choose adop-
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tion,” she told her audience. “You need to be ready to go with adoption. You 
need to be done with your grieving. We want you to be 100 percent excited 
about adoption. If you are not excited, I think that you are probably not 
ready to move forward at this time.”

Despite these rules, some of the social workers I interviewed shared their 
suspicions that clients often defy their guidelines. Olivia confides, “This has 
happened to me at least two or three times. People get pregnant during the 
process. Not all of my families are honest. I just found out that one of my 
families is pregnant. She didn’t tell me, but I am pretty convinced that it is 
through treatment.” While adoption professionals urge prospective parents 
to wholeheartedly “choose adoption,” they do not have much leverage to pre-
vent clients from using a two-pronged approach. Certainly, adoption workers 
can silently fume when applicants blatantly defy their policies, but as cus-
tomer service representatives in a down market, they cannot afford to burn 
bridges. Olivia explains how there is little recourse should clients get preg-
nant: “We put them on hold just to make sure that it is a healthy pregnancy.”

With the uncertainties that private adoption entails, it makes sense that 
some hopeful parents may try to hedge their bets by concurrently pursuing 
adoption and in vitro fertilization (IVF). Although IVF is expensive—with 
one cycle, without using donor eggs or sperm, costing about $12,400—and 
has only about a 30 percent success rate,16 it can be cheaper than private 
adoption. In addition, White parents using ART do not have to contend with 
transracial adoption, since sperm and eggs from White donors are readily 
available.17 Last, IVF allows hopeful parents to enter parenthood in a recog-
nizable and uncomplicated way, uncluttered by having to contend with 
 potential issues such as racial differences or open adoptions.

It is worth repeating that parents (like myself) who are able to conceive 
and carry a baby without intervention have the utter privilege of avoiding 
these expensive and draining processes. Even though many hopeful parents 
are emotionally fried and would like to push a button and “get their kid,” to 
adopt they must enter into a new arena for kinship that requires, as Barbara 
Katz Rothman describes, “an exercise in thoughtful comparative shop-
ping.”18 In other words, prospective parents are put in the position of de facto 
consumers in the adoption marketplace, tasked with gathering information 
to choose among services and programs with vastly different costs, waiting 
times, and profiles of children. Yet not all parents have the same market op-
tions, since the adoption marketplace stratifies not only children available 
for adoption but also the prospective parents looking to adopt.

The Assortative Adoption Marketplace
From the 1940s on, modern adoption practice was stratified as social work-
ers developed a canon of best practices to evaluate the fitness of  prospective 
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adoptive parents. These guidelines favored some applicants while excluding 
others. According to historian Julie Berebitsky, social workers held the belief 
that adoptive families “should parallel the ‘natural’ family as closely as pos-
sible,” leading professionals to privilege married applicants in their twenties 
and thirties. These young married couples that could not have biological 
children were viewed as the most legitimate prospective  parents, such that 
“by 1945, infertility became virtually the only readily  acceptable reason for 
adopting a child.”19 This preference for younger applicants meant that older 
couples were at a disadvantage since social workers were reluctant to match 
them with a baby. Berebitsky describes how individuals over forty “were 
repeatedly urged to consider older children,” since an older child would 
more closely mirror the child they would have had on their “own” had these 
late-in-life parents started their families at a more natural phase in the life 
course.20 While this policy was grounded in social workers’ deeply held phi-
losophy about the importance of matching adoptive families according to 
the as-if-begotten model, as Berebitsky notes, the policy had useful practical 
implications since it funneled less desirable parents toward hard-to-place 
children.21 The end result was that a stratified marketplace was created, 
where the most deserving parents got the most adoptable children.

If older married couples were at a disadvantage during this era, single 
applicants were even more so. Interestingly, single adoptive motherhood was 
more accepted in 1915 than in 1945. In the post–World War II era, the dom-
inant ethos was that women (especially the White middle-class women that 
made up the bulk of adoptive parents) should focus on being wives and 
mothers. Single women who wanted to adopt were viewed with suspicion 
and were often castigated as “man haters” or lesbians and were “pushed from 
the ranks of adoptive mothers.”22 Notably, social workers relaxed their stan-
dards when single parents wanted to adopt older children or children with 
special needs who were previously considered “unadoptable,” thus creating 
a two-tiered adoption system whose remnants are still visible today.

In the contemporary adoption marketplace, a prospective adoptive 
 parent’s relationship status remains the defining variable shaping one’s eli-
gibility and access to adoption. Married heterogamous partners have the 
most options, followed by single female applicants (less so single men). Ho-
mogamous partners, regardless of their marital status, maintain the least 
number of options. Mississippi was the last state to abolish laws prohibiting 
adoption among openly gay applicants, and currently no state statutes ex-
plicitly prohibit homosexuals from adopting.23 But in spite of a legal pathway 
toward adoptive parenthood, these couples often face additional barriers, 
especially when seeking infants.

Several adoption providers I interviewed were adamant that maximizing 
one’s chance for a baby was the main priority for most prospective parents, 
regardless of whether they were single or partnered, or in a homogamous or 
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heterogamous relationship. Nora, a social worker who works for an adoption 
agency with long-standing advocacy ties to the LGBT adoption community, 
argues, “They are like anyone else. The gay community is no different than 
the straight community. They want babies like everybody else.”

Although single and same-sex prospective adoptive parents may begin 
the adoption process wanting “babies like everybody else,” they face greater 
barriers obtaining them. These restrictions have become especially cumber-
some over the past decade, as prime sending countries incrementally 
changed their policies, making it harder for nontraditional applicants to pro-
cure a baby. Whereas China once had one of the most flexible programs,24 
the country now imposes strict requirements regarding applicants’ income 
and net worth, age, and body mass index.25

In addition to openly gay and lesbian adopters, single women and men 
are often relegated to the second tier of transnational adoptions—that is, if 
they are allowed to adopt at all. Jennifer explains how this two-tiered status 
curtails single applicants’ options. At the time of the interview, her agency 
still maintained a roster of country programs, but there were few attractive 
options among them. She states:

We are working actively with eleven or twelve countries at a given 
time, and five or six of them are open to singles, which is not too bad 
at first glance. Then you look and realize that singles are exempted 
for older children and children who have special needs only. I don’t 
mean to imply any negative attitude in stating it that way; it is simply 
that most singles, like most couples, are interested in adopting as 
young as possible and healthy. So while they have a number of pro-
grams they qualify for as singles, the types of children that are eli-
gible to be adopted by them are going to be kids who are going to be 
older and have special needs.

Beyond relationship status, some countries have implemented strict eli-
gibility restrictions, barring applicants who are overweight or have ever been 
treated for depression. At Baby Talk, the presenter explained these require-
ments to potential clients, stating, “Countries are being a little bit more re-
strictive on who can adopt, especially the Asian countries. South Korea and 
Taiwan, China, they now have restrictions on BMI. If you are a little over-
weight, they don’t like that. If you are on any type of psychotropic medica-
tion for bipolar or anxiety, they are very against. So if you are on any of these 
kinds of medications, that would not be a country for you. Ethiopia, Russia, 
they are still very open with that.”

As the person tasked with answering the intake phone lines, Jennifer is 
often the worker charged with keeping up-to-date on these ever-changing 
rules and explaining these new parameters to prospective customers who are 
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often unaware of these modifications. She describes callers’ reactions, stat-
ing, “There is a certain indignant response when you are telling them they 
are not going to be able to [adopt],” especially “when they are quite successful 
in their lives and have all of the resources to parent a child, particularly a 
child who needs their care desperately.” She tries to deflect callers’ anger 
away from her agency and toward the sending countries, making sure to 
communicate, “These are the children of the country, and to speak quite 
frankly, they make the rules.”

It is interesting to note that Jennifer grounds single-parent adoption 
firmly within the narrative of finding parents for children, positioning single 
applicants as figures who can step in to parent children “who need their care 
desperately.” But a few moments later Jennifer contradicts herself, describing 
how there are ample applicants who want to adopt young, healthy children 
without compelling sending countries to have to accept less-desirable ap-
plicants. She attests, “The other reality is, and it is hard to hear for these 
callers, but there are enough families in the queue for adoption that don’t 
have any kind of special circumstances, that don’t require any exemption, 
that the countries don’t have to look for singles because there are enough 
couples.” In other words, since the demand by high-status applicants already 
exceeds the supply, it may not be true that these children are desperate for 
care, since the reality is that there are more than enough applicants to go 
around.

Jennifer is not alone in her attempt to inform prospective clients that 
they are not the ones setting restrictive policies. At an information session 
sponsored by Family Tree Adoption, the presenter was quick to emphasize 
that eligibility impediments are external, forced on them by the sending 
countries. She said, “It has gotten more difficult for single applicants. It is not 
because of us but because of what other countries impose.”

Before Russia banned overseas adoptions to the United States, the coun-
try was one of the few that did not have a two-tiered program. It allowed 
single applicants the same access as married applicants, but for many pro-
spective parents the program was financially out of reach, since the process 
required two separate trips to Russia. Ironically, applicants with the most 
insurmountable fertility barriers—that is, single persons and same-sex cou-
ples—tended to have the fewest options. Summing up this sellers’ market, at 
one adoption information session a single woman took stock of her predica-
ment and commented, “It is almost like the eligibility sets the path.” She 
likened her options to a “Catch-22,” because singles are the “most likely to 
be able to afford a cheaper program—but it is not open to singles.”

Whereas single applicants have limited options in the international 
adoption marketplace, openly gay and lesbian applicants—regardless of 
whether they are single or married—have few, if any, options in the interna-
tional market.26 Many readers may be surprised to learn that openly gay and 
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lesbian applicants are unable able to pursue overseas adoption, because for a 
time international adoption served as a refuge for same-sex couples. Dorow 
describes how this used to be the case in China, summarizing that there 
once “was a tacit ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ collusion between some U.S. adoption 
agencies and parent applicants—and perhaps even officials in Beijing who 
turned a blind eye” to same-sex applicants and facilitated their approval.27 
During this era, some adoption social workers did more than turn a blind 
eye by deliberately coaching applicants how to depict their household 
 composition without setting off potential warning bells. For example, Nicole 
r ecalls this practice, explaining, “I remember one woman who was adopting 
from Guatemala, and we had to call her and tell her you can’t butch it up so 
much in your photos and have so many lovey-dovey photos with your 
 housemate.”

This strategy was short-lived as major sending countries like China and 
Guatemala effectively changed their “don’t ask” approach to a “must ask” 
policy. Danielle describes how new rules required Guatemala applicants “to 
sign something to say that you weren’t gay or lesbian.” Although prospective 
parents may have felt so desperate to adopt that they would be willing to 
perjure themselves by signing an affidavit lying about their sexual orienta-
tion, sending countries also required agency representatives to authenticate 
the veracity of these statements. “We had to write in the home study that you 
weren’t [gay or lesbian],” Danielle recalls, detailing how these new laws 
greatly affected their social work practice.

She elaborates that before the ruling took effect, “we wrote your home 
study as a single but included your female partner in all other aspects of the 
process: domestic violence, health, security of the child.” But this transpar-
ent approach had its drawbacks once sending countries tried to winnow out 
lesbian applicants. Danielle describes the wave of panic that went through 
her agency during this inquisition: “I remember very clearly when China 
caught on that lesbians were adopting, and we got a fax saying please tell us 
that the following clients aren’t lesbians. Essentially naming the clients. 
These were home studies of single women living with other women. Nothing 
was said about their sexual orientation.” She continues that this seeming 
witch hunt was “terrifying because in some cases we had coached these 
women to be out because that is the best practice, social work–wise, to know 
both parents.” With these disclosures, social workers were in an untenable 
position, since they could not feign ignorance about their clients’ relation-
ship status despite the fact that “China was saying [to] cut people out if they 
are [lesbians].”

In response to this crackdown, her agency grappled with how to handle 
these requests. On the one hand, many employees firmly believed that gay 
and lesbian applicants had the right to adopt and did not want to participate 
in any discriminatory behavior. But to knowingly deceive sending country 
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officials carried big risks in terms of potentially jeopardizing their standing 
and their supply of children.28 Danielle continues:

So five or six years ago we had a big powwow here at the agency about 
what can we do. Can we take gays and lesbians at the agency? Even if 
they hadn’t done a Guatemala, signing the affidavit, it has to be in the 
home study that they were heterosexual. And we decided that we 
couldn’t. We couldn’t represent people as straight to other countries 
that we knew to not be.

While most of the international adoption social workers I interviewed 
were adamant that they no longer blatantly encourage same-sex applicants, 
there was one interesting outlier at one of the adoption information meet-
ings I observed. The presenter delivered the news that homogamous couples 
could not adopt, but with a wink and nudge. First, she covered her bases by 
informing her audience, “No country works with homosexual couples,” but 
then she dramatically paused, putting her hand up to her face as if telling a 
secret she did not want you to hear, and continued in a mock whisper, “But 
let me qualify that by saying singles can apply.”

Although this agency sent a mixed message about the feasibility of inter-
country adoption for gays and lesbians, at a preadoption conference session 
specifically geared toward gay and lesbian prospective parents, the overarch-
ing takeaway was to avoid this path. The presenter told her audience that 
pretending to be single is essentially “off the table.” There are inherent dan-
gers to this tactic, since applicants have to swear that they are not gay or 
lesbian. She warned that “the only thing that can overturn an adoption de-
cree is fraud, so it is not a good idea to lie.” Driving home this point, she 
added, “This is not the foundation for your family.”

Because of these restrictions, many adoption professionals work to guide 
homogamous couples toward private domestic adoption. During my inter-
view, Abigail explains, “Our agency perspective is to help guide them to 
domestic adoption, because you want to adopt somewhere that is going to be 
approving of who you are as a person.” Similarly, the presenter at Forever 
Family—an agency exclusively devoted to private domestic adoption— 
informed her audience, “We are open to every family. It doesn’t matter whom 
your family is composed of; that is not important to us. We don’t have any 
quotas for adoptive parents. We take all families, and we don’t have a cap 
because we want a birth parent to have every possible option when they are 
looking at that book [of parent profiles]. So we really accept all families.”

While Forever Families was willing to continue to accept applicants into 
their pool, other agencies impose a hiatus on new applications if the num-
bers get too unwieldy. For example, at Cornerstone’s information session the 
presenter detailed, “Our domestic program does place with gay couples as 
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well as gay singles—although I should mention, we are not able to take new 
applications from anyone right now.” The very fact that adoption workers 
have to restrict applications from potential paying customers looking to 
adopt babies is telling. While agencies would presumably want to increase 
their revenue by collecting more application fees, they also have to manage 
the customer experience of those still waiting for a match. Prospective 
 parents who are already in the pool might not appreciate having additional 
competition. These considerations and competing priorities serve as a pow-
erful reminder that the demand for healthy infants far exceeds the supply.

Even if prospective parents do make it into the pool, since the number of 
applicants vying for a baby outnumbers the number of infants available, 
there is no guarantee that applicants will be chosen by a pregnant woman 
making an adoption plan. I argue that to increase the odds of getting a 
healthy infant, adoption workers direct hopeful parents toward transracial 
adoption. For single and homogamous couples confronting additional hur-
dles, there may be an even greater motivation among practitioners to float 
the idea of transracial adoption. This strategy makes sense considering that 
single parents and homogamous partners are often quoted longer waiting 
times. Patricia elaborates:

We definitely give them [gay and lesbian couples and single appli-
cants] a different time line. People are making adoption plans be-
cause a lot of times they are single. So they are not necessarily looking 
for a single parent for their child. And a lot of people are not open to 
same-sex lifestyles [because] they either don’t know much about 
families like that or they grew up not accepting families like that. So 
they definitely have more of a challenge when adopting through do-
mestic infant [programs].

Alyssa explains the uphill battle that nontraditional applicants encoun-
ter, considering that the women she works with “want two people to raise 
their baby because otherwise they’d raise their baby. So single people always 
wait the longest unless you have these extraordinary qualities that are so 
appealing to this potential birth parent.” Describing the additional barriers, 
she attests, “I’d say the truth is half of our pregnant women are not even 
interested in looking at a profile of a family that is not married and hetero-
sexual. Single people wait longer than even gay or lesbian couples.” Based on 
these sobering statistics, she describes how “some families know [the odds] 
. . . [and say,] ‘Well, I should be open to all races because otherwise I am 
never going to get chosen.’”

Knowing the odds, independent adoption attorneys often couch their 
approach as advantageous to single and same-sex prospective parents. Since 
clients who use direct advertising to solicit a pregnant woman are not 
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 necessarily being compared to multiple hopeful families, one lawyer sug-
gests that attorney-led adoption works better for marginal applicants, since 
they “are not competing with a pool.” This message was echoed at a forum 
for prospective adopters when an adoption attorney warned the audience 
that an agency “might have fifteen to twenty other families, whereas in inde-
pendent [adoption] you can distinguish yourself.”

During my interview with Christine, she reiterated how the indepen-
dent method can be advantageous for nontraditional applicants because 
they can distinguish themselves by forming a relationship with a potential 
birth mother. She explains, “The way that most agencies work is when a 
birth mother comes, in order to match them, they present profiles to the birth 
mother.” While this approach gives pregnant women greater options, Chris-
tine indicates that the method has negative ramifications for nontraditional 
families. She continues, “If you stand five profiles [of prospective adoptive 
parents] next to each other, and three of them are heterosexual couples and 
one of them is a same-sex couple and one of them is single, the direct com-
parison puts [nontraditional families] at a disadvantage.”

The direct advertising model works in her client’s favor because if the 
birth mother sees a newspaper solicitation, and “she sort of connects with 
her [the prospective parent], with the single mom, or whoever it may be, 
they [expectant women] don’t need to go any further. They are not ‘forced’ 
to look at other couples who are the two-parent families, picket fence, and 
the dog.”

While single applicants or a lesbian couple might face greater obstacles 
to be chosen by a birth mother, according to Irene, “I think gay men have it 
okay.” Surprised at this assessment, I asked her to elaborate. She explains, “I 
think—and other people I have heard say it—I think that there is an element 
in which the pregnant woman, a birth mom, gets to think, ‘I am still the 
mom.’ And she gets to be the only female and maternal figure in the child’s 
life.” Irene goes on to explain how many of her gay clients tend to be more 
willing to maintain open adoptions.29 “A lot of same-sex couples,” she states, 
“especially male same-sex couples, are very open to having open [adoptive] 
relationships. And they see the benefit of having that female role model, and 
that can be a really wonderful option for a woman making an adoption plan 
that she can be encouraged to have a relationship.” Adding credence to this 
assessment, a few months later I heard a similar sentiment during the 
 conference session focused on gay adoption. The presenter echoed Irene’s 
words almost verbatim as she told her audience, “Gay men seem to have 
more relaxed feelings on openness. Also, the woman feels that she still gets 
to be the mom.”

Another likely reason why gay men “have it okay” may be that they are 
more willing to widen their net and consider transracial adoption. Since 
international adoption is now largely unavailable to openly gay and lesbian 
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applicants, their only recourse for a baby is domestic adoption. Yet same-sex 
prospective parents must “compete” with several opposite-sex couples also 
vying for a baby. Given these longer odds, domestic transracial adoption 
becomes a market calculation.

Wanting to understand the role of the market in shaping nontraditional 
parents’ decisions to adopt across race, I asked Lindsay point-blank, “Would 
you say that same-sex couples are more open to transracial placements?” Her 
response is telling, since she discredits the idea that homogamous couples 
are vastly more predisposed to transracial adoption. Instead, she attributes 
the higher rates of cross-race placements to the market realities, stating, “I 
would say that singles and same-sex couples—not all [pauses]—probably are 
more open just because their chances will be greater. The broader your pa-
rameters, the better your chances of a quicker placement. But are they any 
less prejudiced than anyone else? Maybe that plays into it as well. I do think 
that people are realistic.”

As Lindsay puts it, lower-tier parents have to be realistic consumers and 
utilize strategies that widen their chances of being selected by a would-be 
birth mother. In my interview with Tracy, a domestic adoption social  worker, 
she walks me through this calculus:

They are seeing that this [Caucasian] program has one hundred fam-
ilies in it and this [African American] program has thirty-five fami-
lies. And of those thirty-five families, only half will accept full 
African American. So [they think,] “If we are okay with a full Afri-
can American, we are probably going to be one of fifteen, maybe 
twenty, profiles to be shown to a birth mother, whereas in the other 
program, we will be one of one hundred.”

Since the sheer probability of being chosen increases with widening one’s 
parameters, transracial adoption gets perceived as an expedient market 
strategy. This reasoning applies not only to homogamous couples. Irene 
 espouses how single men often follow the same strategy, describing how one 
of her single male clients pursued transracial adoption as a means to father-
hood:

I have a single male client, and this is not the gay thing, but he is a 
single male. He is White from a very prominent and financially se-
cure family. And he adopted an African American little girl. And 
the biological mom has other children, and they all go to the fancy 
house at the beach at some incredibly exclusive area where the entire 
birth family goes frequently throughout the summer. And he sort 
of welcomed them, and I think there is that role. And she is not the 
 mother, and he is the only parent. But [there is] recognizing that 
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this is another person who can provide something of value to my 
child.

Later I asked Patricia, a social worker specializing in domestic adoption, 
why she thought so many single and same-sex parents adopt across race. Her 
response points to how their lower status in the adoption marketplace shapes 
these patterns. Patricia explains:

Their choices are limited as well. . . . I think the same-sex commu-
nity and the single-parent community have done a tremendous job 
in stepping in to parent children that other people would not even 
have considered parenting and done an amazing job. But I think it is 
because they have been limited as well. There are a lot of agencies 
who will not work with same-sex couples. A lot of single applicants 
will wait twice as long. So I think it is a “we need each other, so let’s 
get together” type of thing.

Patricia’s comments illustrate the crux of the assortative adoption mar-
ketplace. Notice how she describes the sorting process in market terms, 
summarizing the trend of nontraditional parents adopting non-White chil-
dren as “we need each other, so let’s get together.” In other words, because 
single and same-sex prospective parents have limited (if any) choices in the 
international adoption marketplace, on the domestic front they are the most 
likely to try to expand their pool of potential birth parents by being willing 
to adopt transracially.

To summarize, so far I have shown how adoption workers characterize 
the mind-set of clients that seek out private adoption. These social workers 
and practitioners detail how most prospective applicants come to private 
adoption having faced significant barriers to biological reproduction. Thus, 
they enter the process often wanting what parents of biological children usu-
ally get—a healthy infant who racially resembles the parents. But given the 
stringent guidelines and the decreased likelihood of being chosen by a birth 
mother, single applicants and homogamous partners are relegated to the 
second tier of choices.

This leads me to the last section of this chapter, where my aim is to de-
scribe how adoption workers advise prospective parents to weigh their 
 choices and potentially use transracial adoption as a means to improve their 
chances of getting a younger and healthier child. Abigail describes how few 
parents are able to capitalize on every variable. Thus for applicants, deciding 
which ones to prioritize can be an excruciating process of mindful evalua-
tion. “Nobody is able to come in and say I want A, B, C, D, and E, and F,” she 
declares, emphasizing that would-be adoptive parents still need to make 
concessions and “rank their priorities and see which ones can be flexed.”
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Ranking Priorities and Flexing Market Variables
At the early stages of the adoption process, adoption workers ask parents to 
decide the characteristics of the child they hope to adopt and how much they 
are willing to endure to ensure this outcome. Do they want the youngest and 
healthiest baby they can find, or do they want to adopt an older child with 
known medical issues? Do they envision having a son or a daughter? Do they 
want to be in an open adoption or a closed one? How long are they willing 
to wait to locate a child who fits their desired profile, and how much are they 
willing to pay? Are they willing to take the risk that the adoption could fall 
through? To maximize their chance on one variable, applicants may have to 
compromise on another. In the following pages, I discuss these variables in 
turn, detailing how adoption workers depict each of these considerations.

Time

For those who come to adoption after facing fertility barriers, waiting times 
are an important variable as prospective parents understandably want to get 
on with their lives as parents. Lindsay, a social worker who routinely con-
ducts home study evaluations for prospective parents, describes this ur-
gency: “The impulse is to adopt and to adopt quickly.” She continues, “They 
can probably tell you every little bit about infertility drugs, but when it 
comes to adoption, they don’t want to know about it. They just want to adopt. 
They just want to have a baby. They’ve been through this torture, and their 
notion is ‘let’s move on, and we’ll have a baby.’”

When “moving on” to adoption, Lindsay summarizes how most of her 
clients initially see themselves emulating the as-if-begotten model, in which 
the adopted baby could pass for a biological child: “Most of them want an 
infant, a newborn, and White if they are White.” She explains this prefer-
ence, stating, “Adults, especially if they didn’t have adoption in mind to 
begin with, want to look like their child on some level. . . . That is another 
motive for adopting a same-race child. They want to be seen as homogenous 
like everyone else.”

While White parents may initially begin the adoption process hoping 
for a White newborn, since the 1970s, the number of available White in-
fants has precipitously declined. Access to contraception and abortion, cou-
pled with the decreased stigma for single motherhood, vastly reduced the 
supply of these babies.30 Whereas before Roe v. Wade, one in ten unmarried 
White women relinquished their babies for adoption, nowadays less than 1 
percent of women regardless of race choose adoption.31 As Sylvia puts it, “The 
 explosion of adoption was in the seventies.” Although there are still plenty 
of prospective adoptive parents hoping to adopt White healthy newborns, 
there are fewer babies to go around. Wanting to verify this market  imbalance, 
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I asked Christine whether there were more families looking to adopt healthy  
infants than those being placed for adoption. She forcefully replies,  slap ping  
the desk in front of her for emphasis, “Definitely. No question. Like multi-
fold.”

The relative demand for White babies is so great that some adoption 
agencies still abide by the antiquated practice of rationing them out, re-
serving them for applicants that they deem as the most deserving—that is, 
heterogamous married couples with documented infertility. For example, 
the website of a faith-based agency informs interested applicants, “Due to the 
limited number of children available through domestic adoption services, 
only couples who have experienced infertility will be accepted. Childless 
couples or those with only one other child are eligible to work with this 
 program.” Notably, the organization loosens their draconian restrictions for 
clients interested in adopting lower-status children. The agency offers this 
caveat: “However, this requirement does not apply to those adopting inter-
nationally, and those adopting minority children or children with special 
needs.”

Religiously affiliated adoption agencies are not the only ones to impose 
this criterion. The website of a secular adoption agency also abides by a sim-
ilar policy. It states, “Currently there are less available Caucasian infants 
than there are families requesting to adopt them. Therefore [name of agency] 
will not be accepting applications for our Caucasian adoption program from 
families who are able to conceive a biological child.” In other words, given 
the shortage of sought-after White babies, these children are reserved for 
those deemed the worthiest—the White would-be parents who cannot pro-
duce a child of their “own.” While White babies are held on reserve, the 
agency relaxes its regulations for lower-status children, informing parents, 
“However, there is a need for families for African-American children in the 
US and many international adoption programs that allow families with chil-
dren to adopt.”

While the practice of withholding White babies seems to apply to only a 
handful of adoption agencies, many others will allow qualified applicants 
into the pool and then warn them it could take years for a match to come 
through. For example, the website at Coordinated Care informs viewers, “At 
this time, the wait for a Caucasian infant is unpredictable, as the birth par-
ents generally request profiles of waiting adoptive parents and select the fam-
ily they feel is best to meet the needs of the child. However, generally 
speaking, most families receive a child in approximately 2–2½ years.”

However, waits are usually shorter for Black children. Coordinated 
Care’s website goes on to tell their readers, “The waiting time for bi-racial 
and African-American children varies, but is often less than that of a Cau-
casian youth.” Along the same line, at Loving Family’s information session, 
the presenter told her audience, “If you want a Caucasian infant with no 
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medical problems, the waits can get closer to eighteen to twenty-four 
months.” Yet she offered participants a lifeline, detailing, “The wait time will 
vary according to what you are open to. If you are open to a Black, African 
American, Jamaican, or Haitian child, the wait will be shorter.”

Whereas in domestic adoption one’s flexibility on race tends to drive the 
extent of the waiting times, in intercountry adoption the age of the child is 
another variable. At Kid Connection’s information session, the representa-
tive explained this trade-off to her audience: “Most people coming to adop-
tion want the youngest child they can get. They put their ticket over here. The 
more tickets in each pile, the longer you are going to wait.” She continued, 
“If you want a child zero to twenty-four months, it will be a twelve- to 
 twenty-four-month wait.” However, this waiting time is significantly  reduced 
“if you just expand your age limit a little bit, [and request] a two-and-a-half 
to three-year-old, that will shorten your wait.” Similarly, at Baby Talk, the 
presenter espoused a comparable strategy, advising listeners: “Usually there 
is a wait in international adoption; there is also in domestic. And depending 
on how open you can be on age and how flexible you can be on medical risks, 
the waits will go down.”

For country programs like China, where there is a backlog of applicants, 
being flexible on these variables is one of the few ways to assure adopting. 
For example, the presenter at Coordinated Care explains the difference be-
tween the waiting and traditional China program: “Waiting times are going 
to move faster if you are open to a waiting child. So instead of waiting that 
five to seven years, you could potentially complete an adoption within a year 
or two, depending on the age of child you are open to.”

Given the seemingly interminable waits, I asked whether any prospective 
adoptive parents were even bothering to apply to the “traditional” China 
program known for placing healthy infant girls. One social worker informed 
me that the only people applying were Chinese Americans who qualified for 
a fast-tracked placement. These parents did not have to make these trade-
offs, since there were still young healthy girls available. Yet White parents do 
not have the same luxury, and consequentially, these applicants have to 
make a different calculus.

Tolerance for Uncertainty

In addition to deciding how much time they are willing to wait to adopt, 
prospective parents also must evaluate their thresholds for risk and uncer-
tainty. Although it can be maddening to wait as one’s dossier snakes it way 
through the bureaucratic maze of international adoption, there is an ordered 
certainty about the process. Recall from Chapter 2 how one presenter lik-
ened the process to waiting in an especially long line at the deli counter, since 
sooner or later, “your number comes up.”



114 Chapter 3

In contrast, in domestic adoption—whether through an agency or an 
attorney—nowadays the expectant woman making an adoption plan is em-
powered to choose the family for her child. Instead of a long but orderly 
queue, success in domestic adoption is largely out of the control of prospec-
tive adoptive parents and those advocating on their behalf. According to 
Kiera, the ambiguity is a significant factor that pushes some of her clients 
toward international adoption. She states, “So especially for families who 
have dealt with so much infertility, the idea of—even with all of the risks 
with international adoption—they have a basic time line. And at the end of 
the day, there will be a child that they will be parenting.” Kiera continues, 
“With domestic, it is kind of the luck of the draw. You are ready, your paper-
work is in, and you could be called tomorrow. Or you could wait for years or 
never be called at all. So for a lot of families, that is not something they are 
comfortable with.”

The risks are especially heightened when pursuing an independent attor-
ney-led adoption since the advertising is completely up to the prospective 
parents. Even though attorneys specializing in this field have a keen sense of 
which newspaper advertisements yield the greatest success at soliciting preg-
nant women looking to place, there are no guarantees. Irene describes how 
she is always forthcoming with potential clients about the temporal and fi-
nancial risks associated with independent adoption: “With a newspaper ad, 
if the right person picks it up, it could happen immediately, or it could hap-
pen never. You could put out thousands and thousands of dollars and no one 
ever calls.”

Wanting to get a sense of how much money clients typically devote to 
advertising, I asked Christine about the usual budget. She is honest in her 
assessment that the cost can be a real hardship for clients, stating, “It is very 
hard. You need to be prepared. The ads cost a lot of money; they really do.” 
She continues that she tries not to give people a set number but advises them 
to “start with four states.” The amount of money spent really depends on the 
clients’ resources. She explains, “It is a budget item. How much can they af-
ford? Some people have lots of money, and they will put in $10,000 to $15,000, 
and other people will put in $4,000.” But the amount of money does not al-
ways guarantee results. Christine elaborates, “There is no rhyme. Some peo-
ple could get a response in their first ad, and other people could put in 
$10,000 and not get very much back. It is very troubling and very unpredict-
able.”

For prospective adoptive parents unable to stomach or afford this unpre-
dictability, domestic adoption through an agency can slightly reduce the 
risks since the agency has its own resources to recruit a pool of birth  mothers. 
This can be a real selling point for agencies as they can market themselves as 
a safer option. Even though the ultimate selection remains up to the preg-
nant woman, at least clients signing on with an adoption agency know that 
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there are pregnant women walking through the door. From the questions 
posed by information session attendees, it was clear that many were drawn 
to this business model. For example, at one session a male attendee posed the 
question “Do you have adoptive families who just aren’t picked? That never 
get picked?” In response, the social worker assuaged the fears of the 
 questioner, underscoring that the agency option ameliorates some of the 
risk, since, “We have the philosophy [that] if you stick with us, we’ll stick 
with you.”

It is interesting to note that the social worker frames this sort of fidelity 
to their clients as a benefit to applicants, but this philosophy also benefits the 
agency. While many collect fees as they go in terms of processing the appli-
cation and administering the home study, the largest sum is due at the time 
when a match is made. So it makes fiscal sense that workers would want to 
help get clients to this point by encouraging them to stick with their agency, 
rather than take their business elsewhere.

Importantly, the uncertain amount of time and potentially money it 
takes to solicit a potential match is just the first component of the potential 
hazards involved with private domestic adoption, since the pregnant 
woman maintains the right to change her mind until after the birth of the 
child. The social worker at Baby Talk tried to manage prospective applicants’ 
 expectations, communicating that a sizeable number of expectant women 
ultimately decide to parent. She estimated that this occurs “about 20 
 percent  of the time,” adding the warning that “until that paperwork is 
signed, she can change her mind, which is called a change of heart. It does 
happen.”

Since the possibility of a change of heart is inevitable in any domestic 
adoption, agency representatives will often play up the fact that their ap-
proach at least minimizes parents’ financial risks. For example, at Forever 
Family’s session, the presenter described how the agency’s pay-as-you-go 
model provides an additional layer of consumer protection, detailing, “The 
money goes into an escrow account, and we don’t deem it earned until a 
placement actually occurs.” So if there is a situation where “a birth mom 
changes her mind before a baby is born, and she decides that this adoption 
is not what she thought it was going to be, and she wants to parent,” the 
money will be returned. She stated, “What will happen is all of the fees will 
be returned to you, and you will get all of that money back.”

The presenter elaborated how these policies also protect prospective par-
ents against the nightmare scenario of a disrupted adoption, which she de-
scribed this way: “If you are picked by a birth mom and—God forbid— a 
disruption happens. A disruption is when a baby is placed with you in your 
home, in your care and custody, and then the birth mom changes her mind 
and decides that she wants to parent that baby.” Under these circumstances, 
there is still a layer of consumer protection for the clients, since, “We don’t 
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return the placement fee to you, but the next time you are picked by a birth 
mom, you’re not submitting that money all over again.”

I asked Christine about the percentage of expectant women who change 
their minds, and we had the following exchange:

Me: What percentage of expectant women would you say change 
their mind before labor and in the hospital?

Christine: Hospital, 10 to 15 percent, and before labor, much less.
Me: So they are going along making this plan, and in the hospital—
Christine: That’s your moment of truth. Can I really do this?
Me: 10 to 15 percent—that’s a lot.
Christine: It’s a pretty good percentage, it really is. It feels like a lot, 

if you are one of those parents, but if you are doing something, 
and your risk is 10 to 15 percent, that’s pretty good.

Given these figures, Irene describes how she tries to self-manage the risks 
by persuading the pregnant women who are working with her clients to 
agree to counseling in order to minimize the risk of a change of heart after 
the birth. Moreover, Irene performs her own risk assessment on behalf of her 
clients, trying to evaluate the likelihood that a placement will actually occur. 
She describes this appraisal as asking, “Does she have goals and aspirations? 
If she is a young girl and in college, and she is studying to be a clinical social 
worker and has worked really hard and now she’s pregnant?” According to 
Irene, these women are more likely to follow through with the adoption plan, 
since “it is less likely that she wants to parent because she will have all of 
these plans that will be put on hold.” But on the other hand, Irene states, “If 
she doesn’t have any plans and all of her friends are having babies and are 
single moms on public assistance, she may say, ‘Oh, I’ll just do it.’”

Despite the fact that Irene is diligent about making an “assessment of 
what the risks are,” she acknowledges that “there are always surprises.” She 
recalls a change of heart that occurred a few months prior, when “I repre-
sented a fifteen-year-old girl, and no matter how many times I tried to get 
her to counseling, she was absolutely adamant that she was going to place.” 
The day of the birth the new mother was still planning on moving forward 
with the adoption plan. Irene recalls, “I saw her the day she delivered, and 
she was adamant that she was going to sign.” Abiding by the state’s revoca-
tion laws, the woman had another day before she could legally sign away her 
maternal rights. Irene recollects, “And I told her, ‘Okay, I will come back 
tomorrow. I don’t want you to sign today.’ And the next day she said, ‘I am 
keeping the baby.’” Caught up in the story, I asked her what she told the 
adoptive parents, who had flown in from out of state desperately hoping that 
this would be the day they became parents. Speaking from experience she 
testifies, “There is nothing you can say to make that better.”
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While the aftermath of these situations can be heartbreaking for pro-
spective adoptive parents, Irene contextualizes these risks are inherent to 
any private adoption. “There is no getting around it,” she concludes. “That 
can happen when adopting from an agency, too.” She acknowledges the per-
ilous nature of the domestic adoption process but counters that foster care 
and international adoptions also have their drawbacks. While international 
adoption used to be seen as the less risky pathway, since the children were 
legal orphans, she points out that this market segment is no longer as 
 attractive, stating, “Look at the unexpected changes that can occur interna-
tionally. It is hard.” She maintains that those who want to obliterate the 
chance of a woman changing her mind can adopt “a child from foster care 
who is already [legally] freed” from biological parents but impresses that 
these parents would have to be willing to compromise on other market 
 variables, stating, “That child is going to be old—we’re talking six, seven, or 
eight.”

Gender

Gender is a market variable unique to adoption because it is one of the few 
instances when adoptive parents have more say than biological parents, who 
presumably do not get to choose whether they have a son or daughter. Yet 
the idea of choice is elusive, since adoptive parents overwhelmingly prefer 
girls, and thus, adoption workers have to manage these requests by letting 
clients know that there are not enough girls to go around. Unlike in domes-
tic adoption, in which placing mothers may not necessarily know the gender 
of the baby they are carrying, in international adoption—since the child has 
already been identified—it would be possible to request a girl over a boy. 
Thus, at a conference session focused on transnational placements, the 
speaker communicated this shortage by emphatically stating, “If you are 
open to gender, you are going to get a boy. The wait for girls is double.”

Intrigued by this gender preference, I later spoke with Danielle, asking 
her why she thought adoptive parents wanted daughters over sons. She as-
sociates the preference for girls as the manifestation of the bias that adoption 
is second-best to having one’s own progeny, elaborating:

After fifteen years of thinking, here are my reasons. Women are often 
the motivators in the family for adoption, and the husbands are com-
ing along gradually, and women have a stronger pull to raising 
daughters. I think this is a trickier one. I think the people . . . are not 
passing on their genes, and there is a thing about not passing on your 
genes to a boy, but for a girl there is not the same thing. So people do 
not have a strong preference for a girl with a biological child. So with 
the boy, carrying on the family name, I think that there is a little bit 
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of adoption discomfort there. You can take someone else’s girl, but 
someone else’s boy can never be yours.

With this in mind, many agencies no longer allow applicants, especially 
those without children, to request a particular gender. The presenter at Fam-
ily Union explained this policy: “What we found with families that are ap-
plying to adopt internationally is that the majority of families who come to 
us initially start the process wanting to adopt a healthy infant girl.” She adds 
that this preference creates an imbalance between supply and demand. “And 
with most of our country programs, even when there are an equal number 
of boys and girls available, if families state their preference, we are always 
going to be able to match girls faster, and there are always going to be boys 
waiting for families with no families in process waiting to accept them. So 
when both boys and girls are available, we oftentimes have a requirement 
regarding what gender families can specify.”

Other international adoption agencies are more willing to entertain par-
ents’ gender preferences but warn them that they are likely to wait longer for 
a referral. For example, at Kids Connection, when their Russia program was 
operating, they allowed applicants to choose whether they would adopt a son 
or daughter. The social worker told her audience that there were temporal 
drawbacks to requesting girls, warning, “Today, as of now, in Russia you 
could wait twelve to eighteen months for a young girl.” But if parents were 
willing to acquiesce their priorities, “for a boy who is eighteen to thirty-six 
months, you could get a referral in less than six months.” Similarly, for their 
program in Ethiopia, the social worker informed attendees that there was no 
wait to be matched with an older boy—that is, age four and up. Yet for an 
older girl, the wait was six months to a year. In other words, for those pursu-
ing international adoption, the more parents can be flexible on age, the more 
their gender preferences are likely to be taken into account.

Open Adoption

Open adoption is the term used to describe adoptive families who maintain 
contact with their child’s first mother or birth mother. The trend toward 
open adoption is a fairly recent phenomenon. Characterizing this evolution, 
Barbara Melosh writes, “The shift to open adoption in the 1980s was driven 
by birth mothers themselves. By meeting and choosing their child’s parents, 
relinquishing mothers assuaged their fears of consigning their children to 
an unknown fate. Their control over placement also overturned old relation-
ships of dependence and expertise, in which social workers or other media-
tors called the shots.”32 In contrast to domestic adoptions where openness is 
increasingly common, for intercountry adoptions geographic and language 
barriers, not to mention the secrecy that tends to enshroud transnational 
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placements, often preclude the possibility of openness. In line with this trend 
toward closed adoptions, according to the National Survey of Adoptive Par-
ents, only six percent of intercountry adoptive families had any contact with 
members of their child’s birth family.33

Sylvia describes how the guarantee of a closed adoption served as a huge 
draw for prospective parents, stating, “Many times they want to do an inter-
national, intercountry adoption because they feel that there is a cutoff with 
the birth origins. They have this idea that all American birth mothers are 
going to come in and take their kid away someday, and they are just going to 
have been babysitting. They are terrified that the bond won’t be strong 
enough, and they’ll lose this kid. That the kid won’t really be theirs, and the 
kid won’t really be connected and will dump them.”

Playing off of parents’ fears, adoption providers often tout the closed 
nature of international adoptions as a benefit to prospective parents. During 
one information session, the presenter stated that closed adoptions are “one 
of the great appeals of international adoption,” because “you don’t have to 
worry about birth parents coming back once the adoption is finalized.” Like-
wise, another social worker assured her audience, “The possibility is very, 
very small of finding birth parents.”

Many international agency representatives urge applicants to embrace 
“the spirit of openness” by keeping their son or daughter connected with his 
or her birth country. But this brand of openness is likely far more palatable 
than the potentially daunting task of forging a relationship with the woman 
who relinquished her child to you. With this in mind, another presenter as-
sured potential applicants, “You aren’t going to have a direct open adoption 
relationship.”

Similarly, at Cornerstone the presenter explained to her audience, 
“Openness is something new we are talking about in international adop-
tion but really very valid. Some programs are giving us the opportunity for 
greater degrees of openness.” Notably, she underscored that open interna-
tional adoption does not necessarily entail contact with the birth mother. 
She listed what this form of contact may look like, stating, “Sometimes on-
going contact with their community, sometimes that means their foster 
family, sometimes it means their extended biological family.”

In contrast to international adoptions where open adoptions are few and 
far between, about two-thirds of domestic adoptive parents report that they 
have some form of ongoing contact with birth family members.34 With this 
in mind, the speaker at Kid Connection told prospective clients that “long 
gone are the days when you can pick up a child and the birth mother doesn’t 
know anything about you.” She further warned, “Some women will say that 
they don’t want to have any contact, but that is very rare.” Instead, “what we 
see more and more is that the birth mother wants nonidentifying informa-
tion.” Describing what this relationship might look like, she elaborated, 



120 Chapter 3

“Maybe you’ll share photos at the child’s birthday or more, starting when the 
child is six, twelve, eighteen, and twenty-four months and every year after 
that.” The speaker assured her audience that they would be able to maintain 
their confidentiality, detailing how “Kid Connection is the intermediary. We 
gather pictures and letters and pass them all on.”

Most adoption providers attempt to frame the trend toward openness in 
a positive light. For example, the presenter at Adoptions Associated spun 
open adoption as “more people who love your child.” However, a few outliers 
assured prospective adopters that the commitment would probably fade. For 
example, at an adoption conference session one prospective mother asked 
the presenter about the level of openness she would be expected to maintain. 
The speaker hinted that birth mothers tend to cease contact as the grief of 
relinquishment and the chaos of their lives take their toll. She intimated that 
in this day and age, it would be nearly impossible to set up a closed adoption 
because “there are few and far between closed adoption agencies.” However, 
she diminished the commitment of open adoption by relaying the consola-
tion that “more often than not, after a few years, the birth mother moves.” 
The speaker was quite callous about breaking off the relationship, framing it 
as “at least you tried” and “you can tell [the] child that you tried.”

As this woman’s comments indicate, adoption workers have to navigate 
the tension between wanting to advocate for open adoption while also as-
suaging prospective customers’ fears about openness. While many social 
workers embrace the idea that openness can often be in the best interests of 
adopted children, they have to balance this message with the work of 
 ensuring that clients do not seek out a different provider who will accom-
modate their desire for a more closed adoption. This tension can be fraught, 
 especially considering that not only is openness in domestic adoption the 
new normal; it is also becoming legally enforceable. In twenty-eight states 
there are enforceable postadoption contracts that can mandate visitation 
rights even after the birth mother has rescinded her maternal rights.35 Tracy, 
a  domestic adoption social worker who divides her caseload between preg-
nant women and adoptive parents, describes the benefits of these agree-
ments. She details how such documents provide an additional layer of 
security so  adoptive parents do not “run for the hills and never see [the birth 
mother] again.”

Understandably for prospective adoptive parents who may still be com-
ing to terms with not being able to have a biological child, having to share 
their long dreamt-of son or daughter with another woman who has legal 
visitation rights may be terrifying. With this in mind, at an adoption confer-
ence one attorney cajoled her audience: “I always say that the hypothetical 
birth parent is a lot scarier than the real birth parent.”

Yet these assurances did little to comfort the White couple in their early 
thirties at the next table from me at a conference session called “Successful 
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Domestic Adoption.” Later in the presentation, the speaker (an adoption at-
torney) informed her audience that in her state, postadoption contact 
 agreements are not legally enforceable if using a private adoption attorney. 
Upon hearing this, the wife looked up from her notes and made eye contact 
with her husband sitting next to her. Heartened by the news that she would 
not necessarily be held to a visitation agreement she signed in good 
faith with a birth mother relinquishing her child to their care, the woman 
pumped her fist and definitively whispered, “Check.” Although this couple 
was in the early stages of their adoption decision-making process, from her 
outburst it was clear that openness was a concern and mitigating the risk a 
priority.

Whereas many adoption workers performed the emotion work of man-
aging prospective adoptive parents’ fears about open adoptions, there were 
a few outlier agencies that prided themselves on a higher level of openness. 
For example, the presenter at Loving Family explained that as opposed to 
serving as an intermediary helping adoptive parents and birth parents 
 exchange photos and letters, the agency’s model is to share identifying 
 information, including e-mail addresses and phone numbers. “You have di-
rect access to them, and they have direct access to you,” explaining that it 
would be typical for the adoptive mom to call the birth mom and say, “I was 
just thinking of you. The child did this and made me think of you. Let me 
e-mail you some photos of it. His birthday is coming up. Are you coming to 
the party?”

The agency recognizes that this type of open relationship is not for every 
prospective adoptive parent. At their information session, the speaker 
warned audience members that they would turn down applicants who did 
not seem like a good fit. Upon hearing this, one audience member asked 
what would disqualify someone from being a strong candidate, and the pre-
senter answered, “Someone who is trying to make the process go faster and 
agrees to send photos without really understanding implications. Someone 
who is not invested in establishing a relationship with the birth parents.”

Alyssa, a strong advocate for open adoption, shared how she routinely 
turns away three-fourths of her applicants who are not good candidates for 
open adoption. Upon hearing this startling figure, I commented that it is not 
a very good business model to turn away three out of four paying customers. 
Alyssa responds, “I shouldn’t say that I turn them away outwardly. I turn 
them away with the way that I talk. But when I pitch who we are, they self-
select out.” She goes on to describe how if prospective parents say things like, 
“I hear that most birth moms go away anyway. All my friends have open 
adoptions; their birth moms are gone, so I am really good with this,” she 
tries to steer them away. Another red flag is when applicants seem resigned 
to open adoption and say things like, “I hear this is the way it is nowadays, 
so we’re good with it, whatever.”
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Alyssa’s statements remind me that adoption workers are not solely in-
terested in pushing forward their bottom lines by selling more adoptions. 
Some are more than willing to see paying customers go elsewhere, veering 
toward protecting the rights of birthmothers over acquiescing to the desires 
of clients who pay the fees. But maintaining this balance can be difficult, 
especially when considering the costs of doing business. It is worth repeating 
that the intent of this book is not to vilify adoption workers (or the parents 
they serve) but instead to draw attention to the complex matrix of the adop-
tion marketplace that leads adoption workers to sell the idea of transracial 
adoption as a way to navigate the age-race-health comparison.

The Age-Race-Health Comparison

Let us return to Lydia and her partner, the cohabitating couple introduced 
at the beginning of the chapter. They were “leaning toward Ethiopia,” and 
thus a transracial adoption, albeit with limited options. At Statewide’s infor-
mation session, Lydia reported that they hoped to adopt a healthy child as 
young as possible, “under age three—ideally under two.” In other words, to 
maximize the likelihood of adopting a young, healthy toddler, they were 
willing to be flexible on race. Since Ethiopia was one of the few countries still 
offering a pipeline of young, relatively healthy children available for  adoption 
and was one of a handful of programs that accepted unmarried applicants 
in their late forties, she was able to maximize several variables (age, health, 
and a closed adoption) and be flexible on race to achieve parenthood.

The idea that one variable has to be sacrificed so another is gained is so 
ingrained that adoption workers routinely frame adoption as series of trade-
offs. For example, I attended an adoption information session titled “Making 
the Age/Race/Health Comparison in Adoption.” Intrigued by the notion of 
making a market calculus, later I asked Amanda how prospective parents 
evaluated these factors. Her words echo these implicit compromises in the 
adoption decision-making process, stating, “[Families] do have to make de-
cisions about age. They do have to make decisions about race and assessing 
their community. They have to make decisions about the medical needs of 
the kids.”

Clearly Lydia and her partner were not the only ones willing to be flexi-
ble on race by adopting from Ethiopia. In fact, during the time I conducted 
my fieldwork, adoptions from Ethiopia were booming. At an information 
session offered by Family Union, the social worker explained the popularity 
of the program in the context of other market variables: “We have gone from 
placing sixty kids to one hundred kids [a year], and that number is going to 
keep growing.” She continued, “A lot of qualities are very attractive” about 
the Ethiopia program, elaborating that the “children can be relatively young” 
and that the “overall process for Ethiopia is twelve to eighteen months. We 
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have been receiving a steady stream of kids and are very quickly moving 
through our cases.” At Statewide, the presenter offered an almost verbatim 
assessment of Ethiopia’s popularity, summarizing how the process allowed 
families to maximize several market variables. “Families are drawn to Ethi-
opia; the adoption process is a tried-and-true one,” she attested, continuing, 
“We have seen relatively healthy kids. The process can be a little faster. The 
fees tend to be a little less. I think overall, there is a lot of attractive things 
about Ethiopia.”

Throughout my conversations, adoption professionals continually em-
phasize that the age and health of the child tend to be the most “attractive” 
market variables. The majority of parents want to adopt healthy babies and 
if healthy babies are not available, then the next preference is for healthy 
young toddlers and so on. For example, I asked Abigail how many parents 
want to adopt a child younger than two, and she laughs, responding, “All of 
them.” Echoing this finding, in another interview Lindsay states that the 
hope for a young child “is the biggest motivating driver right now; it is not 
older child adoption.” Danielle reiterates the demand for babies, stating, 
“There is a lot of focus on where can I get a baby. There are not babies avail-
able for international adoption like there were ten years ago. So ten years ago 
the questions were very different.”

Over the course of a decade, the supply of children available for interna-
tional adoption radically shifted. Moreover, prospective parents became sav-
vier consumers who were more aware of the risks associated with adopting 
from certain countries. For example, in the early part of the millennium, 
thousands of White adoptive parents had flocked to Eastern Europe to adopt 
White infants and toddlers from Russia and the former Soviet bloc. Sylvia 
explicitly discusses this trend as a market strategy for getting a same-race 
adoption, stating, “Up until recently all of the White people were going to 
Russia.” However, in the span of five years, fewer parents chose this region 
because of the concerns about the health profiles of children available for 
adoption.36 Partially in response to the highly publicized case of an adoptive 
mother returning her son to a Russian orphanage,37 the Russian parliament 
passed a law banning foreign adoptions to the United States,38 effectively 
cutting off a major supply of White children in the adoption pipeline.39

But even before the ban on Russian adoptions was ratified, many pro-
spective adoptive parents were reticent about adopting from Russia and 
Eastern Europe in general. Nicole spoke of an increased awareness among 
adoptive parents and adoption professionals regarding the health issues fac-
ing many Russian children available for adoption. She says, “I have been to 
a billion of those medical-issues-in-adoption seminars, and pediatricians are 
basically like, ‘Don’t adopt from Russia.’” Echoing this sentiment, Abigail 
discusses how savvy prospective adopters deliberately eschew Russian and 
Eastern European adoptions because of these health concerns. “There is a 
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stigma about Eastern Europe,” she says. “Some families come in and won’t 
even think about Eastern Europe because of the alcohol abuse, so then 
they’re looking at different countries based on that.”

Erin discusses how Korea emerged as a favorite country for eligible 
adopters because it allowed them to maximize two out of three variables. She 
summarizes that many parents pursued Korean adoption to optimize health 
and age, continuing, “I think that’s why the program in South Korea is so 
popular. The children typically are getting good medical care, and the chil-
dren are typically young when they are referred to families. And I think 
that’s what the majority of families are hoping for.”

Under these constraints, race becomes the most malleable criterion, es-
pecially for those who prioritize getting a baby. Danielle attests to the neces-
sity of these trade-offs, surmising, “For people with race flexibility, domestic 
is a good option. You have to have race flexibility to adopt a baby anyway.” 
Similarly, in a conversation with Lindsay who routinely conducts adoption 
home studies for parents working their way through the domestic adoption 
process, I asked her why her clients pursue transracial adoption. She re-
sponds, “It is interesting to answer your question about this racial thing. 
These are families who basically move from infertility to adoption. They 
don’t start out by saying, ‘We want to adopt.’” Notice how Lindsay directly 
connects infertility and “this racial thing,” making an explicit link between 
the market and transracial adoption. Her clients do not start out by intend-
ing to adopt, but once they come to adoption, many try to maximize their 
chances of adopting a healthy infant in the shortest amount of time.

Cognizant of these trade-offs, many domestic adoption social workers 
advise their audience members that they can maximize their chances of 
being chosen in a timely manner by widening their net. For example, during 
the Q&A at Kid Connection, an audience member asked about the current 
time line for domestic adoptions. The adoption worker responded, “It can 
happen very quickly, or it can take two years. The more open you are to com-
munication [with the birth mother] or are open to race and ethnicity, the 
faster it will take.” Being open to a transracial adoption can pay off, and 
conversely, “the more narrow you are in terms of what you are choosing, the 
longer it is going to take.” Similarly, a website of another domestic adoption 
program advises readers that their flexibility will determine how long they 
will wait for a match:

Factors that affect waiting time include how flexible you are with 
respect to the child’s race, ethnicity and medical condition, whether 
you will accept a history of high-risk behavior, substance abuse, 
medical and/or mental health issues on the part of the biological 
parents, and/or your willingness to have an open relationship with 
the biological family.
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Since among White parents, there is a lower demand for Black children 
than White children, adoption workers usually quote vastly different waiting 
times for Black babies and frame adopting a Black child as a fruitful strategy 
for minimizing one’s wait. At Cornerstone, the social worker explained that 
there was likely to be a shorter wait for Black babies placed via domestic 
adoption, detailing, “Currently there is a high need for families willing to 
adopt African American or biracial newborns. If you are interested in this 
type of placement, the process may be quicker.”

While the social worker at Forever Family did not explicitly state that the 
waiting times could be shorter for prospective parents considering the adop-
tion of a Black baby, she informed her audience that they would be compet-
ing among fewer families. “So in our Caucasian program,” she stated, “there 
are probably between 110 and 120 families, give or take.” But in contrast, “in 
our African American, African American mixed-race program, we actually 
have 35 families in our program right now. So that kind of gives you an idea 
of where we are.”

Patricia testifies that these increased odds of being chosen often factor 
into her clients’ calculations:

I think when families realize that if they are open to a child of color, 
they are likely to get placed faster, . . . suddenly they would like to 
adopt a child of color, whereas it was never something they had con-
sidered doing before. But they found out that “if I am only open to a 
Caucasian, I might wait two or three years, but if I am open to Afri-
can American, I could be placed in six months.”

Michele also discusses how the possibility of shorter waiting times mo-
tivates some White parents to pursue transracial adoption, elaborating:

It comes back to flexibility on race. We do see families who are limit-
ing themselves to a child as healthy as possible, Caucasian or His-
panic, in a relatively closed adoption. . . . Realistically they will be 
waiting three plus years in order to be successful in adoption because 
there are so few opportunities.

For some prospective parents, being flexible on race is more palatable 
than entertaining the risk that their son or daughter may have significant 
medical issues. Although the movie Juno popularized the narrative of the 
free-spirited but responsible White teen birth mother who receives excellent 
prenatal care before making an adoption plan,40 this type of woman is  harder 
to locate in reality. While some prospective adoptive parents may initially 
stake out the position that they only will adopt a healthy White baby born to 
a birth mother who took prenatal vitamins, did not smoke, and did not 



126 Chapter 3

 consume drugs or alcohol throughout the pregnancy, these children are in 
short supply and great demand. Explaining this conundrum, a friend of 
mine who has been working in adoption for years once told me that women 
who invest this much in motherhood tend to keep their babies. These birth 
mothers are few and far between, and many prospective adoptive parents are 
likely vying for this type of placement. Thus, to widen their chances of being 
selected, prospective parents have the option of being flexible on the health 
profile of the expectant mother.

At their information session, a representative from Forever Family ex-
plained the agency’s system of asking prospective parents to fill out a check-
list so their file can be shown to women carrying children who fit their 
specifications. She elaborated: “The checklist is what you are telling us is 
okay in a birth parent’s background.” Applicants are asked to consider the 
following questions: “Are you okay with a birth mom who drank alcohol 
socially in the first trimester? Are you okay with a birth mom who smoked 
marijuana throughout the pregnancy? Are you okay with a birth mom who 
maybe had some mental health issues like schizophrenia or bipolar or just 
depression?” By setting these parameters, the social worker detailed, “it 
breaks it down for us. You are able to say, ‘This is what I am okay with in a 
birth parent’s background. This is what I am not okay with.’”

It is worth repeating that these are not abstract conversations about a 
hypothetical child. Rather, this paperwork represents a type of covenant that 
potentially commits parents to raising a child with these characteristics. Just 
as parents who are open to gender will get a boy, those who are open to these 
conditions are likely to be placed accordingly. Once agreeing to these condi-
tions, it is difficult to back out once the pregnant woman selects the particu-
lar family. The speaker at Kid Connection reiterated the significance of this 
commitment, explaining that once setting their criteria, applicants “can’t 
meet a pregnant woman and say, ‘That is not the person for me.’”

Many agency representatives advise hopeful adopters to widen their net 
and loosen their parameters to maximize their chance of getting selected in 
a timely manner, or at all. The presenter at Forever Family detailed, “We do 
not have an average wait time for how long families [wait]. A lot of it depends 
on what birth parents are looking for, since they are the ones who are going 
to be picking you.” Despite being subject to the discretion of the pregnant 
woman, the presenter assured her audience, “you’ll have control over some 
things in how open you are in your profile key and how not open you are in 
your profile key.” These decisions will affect “how many birth parents will be 
able to see you” and thus applicants’ likelihood of becoming parents through 
adoption.

Although the focus of this book examines transracial adoption from the 
perspective of adoption providers working with hopeful parents, it is impor-
tant to note that birth mothers are often the most marginalized members of 
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the triad, and birth mothers of color have even fewer options. A White birth 
mother carrying a White baby may have over one hundred families compet-
ing to adopt her child, and she can literally handpick the family and circum-
stances under which her child is adopted. On the other hand, given the 
current private marketplace, in which most prospective parents are White, 
a Black woman has fewer options. If a disproportionate number of families 
open to Black children tend to be single and gay parents, these pregnant 
women may have to resign themselves to picking a nontraditional family, 
even if it is not the birth mothers’ first choice. Describing these odds, Patricia 
explains, “Typically you go and meet with a woman and her family, and she 
is Caucasian, and the birth father is Caucasian, and, you know, you may have 
twenty families who are open to the placement. But you meet with a His-
panic woman or a woman who is Black or African American, and she may 
have two or three.” In other words, the market calculation often increases 
single and homogamous partners’ chances of becoming parents, but it is at 
the expense of first mothers’ options.

Although I argue that adoption workers frame transracial adoption as a 
market calculation, again I return to the knowledge that as much as adoption 
can be read as a story about markets, it is also a story about love and the ir-
revocable bond that adoption can form. One of the things that makes adop-
tion such a sociologically meaningful site of inquiry is that family making is 
facilitated by workers who are often placed in the untenable position of bal-
ancing competing clients and contradicting demands. On the one hand, 
workers have to get potential customers excited enough to “come to adop-
tion” and embrace this still-stigmatized form of family building. To foster 
this customer relationship, workers must assure clients that adoption is a 
viable option while conveying the disappointing information that there may 
not be enough high-demand children to go around, especially should ap-
plicants fall outside of the heteronormative ideal of the nuclear family.41 To 
meet client demand, many adoption workers will couch transracial adoption 
as a feasible strategy to obtain a healthy and young child.

While greater proportions of White parents are willing to adopt across 
race, research examining adoption patterns from the U.S. Census shows that 
the majority of transracial adoptive parents adopt Asian or Hispanic chil-
dren.42 In other words, they are more likely to adopt children who could be 
categorized as “honorary white.”43 In the next chapter I explore how adop-
tion serves as a window into the color line and as a vehicle to understand 
how race and nativity intersect. This distinction helps us understand why 
Lydia, along with thousands of other adoptive parents, chose to pursue the 
adoption of a foreign-born Black child over a native-born Black child.
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“And You Get to Black”

Racial Hierarchies and the Black–Non-Black Divide

Latino, Hispanic, and Asian: they seem to be the more 
preferred minorities.

—Gretchen Bishop

Gretchen Bishop is a licensed adoption social worker in her early thirties 
who has worked in private adoption for the past five years. She got her 
start in social service as a college student interning at a not-for-profit 

organization dedicated to child welfare. There, she contributed to a project 
establishing after-school programs for foster care youth. “This led me to be-
come more and more interested in adoption and second families,” she 
 explains. “So whether this is a child being raised in a kinship situation by a 
grandparent or an aunt or uncle, or whether that be a foster care situation, 
or an adoptive placement. So I became really interested in what a first fam-
ily versus second family relationship was like. . . . That is what led me to be 
very thrilled to accept my position at [my agency].”

Early in the interview Gretchen spontaneously mentioned her concerns 
about transracial adoption and how her clients tend to focus on the practi-
calities of the application process rather than the implications of raising a 
child of color. “You know, it’s interesting,” she begins, “sometimes parents, by 
the time they are getting to me, they can be in a variety of different  places in 
terms of how they are feeling about adoption and their next steps.” Underscor-
ing the strong link between infertility and adoption, Gretchen elaborates, “The 
vast majority of parents who are coming through are those who are unable to 
have a biological child or have decided to discontinue trying.” She discusses 
her clients’ state of mind at the start of the process: “Okay, so how does this 
work? How much does it cost? Am I required to travel and for how long? What 
is the overall time frame of the process?” In other words, these families are 
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concerned with what Gretchen calls “very practical things. Very few families 
are asking questions about, ‘Okay, how can I handle transracial adoption? Is it 
right for me?’” She laments that an unrealistic ethos of color blindness can 
saturate adoption, leading many of her families to downplay the role of race. 
Voicing her concerns, Gretchen states, “I have just heard far too many times 
families say things like, ‘Well, the most important thing is that we are going 
to love, honor, and cherish this child. That is the most important thing.’”

It is not surprising that many of Gretchen’s clients hold this quixotic 
color-blind view, since transracial adoption is often positioned as the per-
sonification of a postracial society. During national adoption month, memes 
like “Our skin may not match, but we match hearts,” and “You may not have 
my eyes or smile, but from the very first moment you had my heart” abound 
with the message that love sees no color. Given that transracial adoptive 
families are so conspicuous and at times still stigmatized, the allure of slo-
gans that celebrate adoption’s irrevocable bond is understandable. While 
upbeat quotations have their place, these oversimplified messages can di-
minish the gravity of what transracial adoption entails.

Mainstream publications on adoption also uphold these color-blind sen-
timents. For example, in his book praising adoption, NPR reporter Scott 
Simon declares, “Race, blood, lineage, and nationality don’t matter; they’re 
just the ways that small minds keep score. All that matters about blood is 
that it’s warm and that it beats through a loving heart.”1 Granted, Simon 
published his book in 2010, the heyday of a post-racial wave of optimism 
heralded by the Obama presidency. During this color-blind era, Eduardo 
Bonilla-Silva and David Dietrich argue, “A mythology that emerged in post–
civil rights America has become accepted dogma among whites with the 
election of Barack Obama: the idea that race is no longer a central factor 
determining the life chances of Americans.”2 Given this wishful albeit er-
roneous context, Simon’s prediction that his Chinese daughters will grow up 
thinking “people come in different colors and it is no big deal,”3 can be read 
as an offshoot of this palpable desire to have transcended race.

Simon is not the only adoptive father to write about race and adoption 
in this manner. In Adoption Nation, Adam Pertman argues that adoption in 
the United States is undergoing a “revolution,” such that “after decades of 
incremental improvements and tinkering at the margins, adoption is reshap-
ing itself to the core.”4 Part of this metamorphosis is due to the explosion of 
modern families so that “single women, multiracial families, and gay men 
and lesbians are flowing into the parenting mainstream.” He adds that an-
other improvement is “middle-aged couples are bringing a rainbow of chil-
dren from abroad into their predominately white communities.”5

What is so striking about Simon’s and Pertman’s passages is the way  
that race is minimalized. These publications ignore what scholars of race 
have proven time and time again—that race serves as a master status that 
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 powerfully shapes the opportunities and privileges bestowed on people.6 The 
authors’ approach diminishes racial difference, equivocating race to mere 
crayon hues such that children who come in “a rainbow” of colors will be 
seamlessly moved into predominately White communities, making racial 
difference “no big deal.”

But as this chapter shows, transracial adoption is not color-blind; rather, 
race and racial boundaries are indeed a big deal. To investigate the question 
of how racial boundaries are drawn in adoption, it is important to reiterate 
that a key focus of this book is to investigate the role of the racial color line 
in America. As several scholars have argued, the racial landscape of the 
United States is changing such that light-skinned, and racial minorities of 
high socioeconomic status, like some Asians and Latinos, may inhabit an 
“honorary white” status.7 But this boundary relegates Black Americans to 
the other side of the color line. While there may be room for some darker-
skinned racial minorities to cross over into honorary White status, the color 
line is never fully dismantled.8 As Lawrence Bobo writes, “In America we 
remain immersed in a culture of contempt, derision, and, at bottom, pro-
found dehumanization of African Americans, men and women, but espe-
cially of young black males.”9 Although this grim racial hierarchy gets played 
out in adoption, it is important to keep in mind that the Black side of the 
divide is not a monolithic category. Rather, I argue that the adoption color 
line can be narrowed to an even more specialized division between those 
who are “full” African American and those who are not. To support this 
claim, I offer two test cases illustrating how some Black children are seem-
ingly bestowed a more privileged status compared to their monoracial Afri-
can American counterparts.

Transracial and Transnational Adoption
Although foreign-born children of color adopted by White parents techni-
cally fall under the umbrella of transracial adoption, scholars have noted 
that these placements were symbolically and ideologically different from 
placing native-born minority (usually Black) children. As Barbara Melosh 
states, “At home, the reaction against transracial adoption signaled the lim-
its of American pluralism and the constriction of adoption itself. Yet at the 
same time, the steady growth of international adoption—often transracial—
suggested just the opposite response.”10

This distinction between transracial and transnational adoption was 
magnified in the 1970s when community members came out strongly against 
the outplacement of Black and Native American children in White homes. 
These social movements resulted in the passage of the Indian Child Welfare 
Act (ICWA) and the publication of the National Association of Black Social 
Workers’ statement in opposition to transracial adoption.



“And You Get to Black” 131

Although ICWA was not enacted until 1978, its roots extend back a 
 decade to a 1968 press conference held by the American Association of In-
dian Affairs, which called attention to the long-standing discriminatory 
policies that removed American Indian children from their families.11 These 
concerns led to ICWA’s passage, a law that delineated a preference, in de-
scending order, to keep Native American children with their biological 
 families,  within extended families, and within the tribe.12 Tracing the  history 
of ICWA’s genesis, Laura Briggs reminds us that “ICWA was about sover-
eignty—about the self-government of tribes or Indian nations as such, 
 distinct legally from the larger United States,” and as such, the law was “de-
fined by the nature of their political and legal status, not ‘racial,’ status.”13

Briggs argues that ICWA’s campaign to bring attention to “the increas-
ingly visible resistance of tribal peoples in the 1960s and 1970s to losing 
children to adoption by Anglo families” may have influenced the decision of 
the National Association of Black Social Workers (NABSW) to issue its own 
statement.14 This powerful document decried the placement of Black chil-
dren in White families, arguing that transracial adoption robbed children of 
their racial and cultural heritage. Moreover, providers argued that these 
cross-racial placements were unnecessary since there was an abundance of 
Black families eager to adopt Black children.15 The statement itself drew con-
siderable public attention, but it is important to keep in mind that there was 
never any legislation passed outright banning these placements. Yet the con-
troversy that ensued was effective, as it curtailed the pace of Black-White 
placements,16 pushing prospective adopters toward international transracial 
adoption.

The expansion of the Korea adoption program correlated with the de-
cline of transracial adoption in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Historians of 
adoption estimate that the transracial adoption of American-born Black 
children reached a peak in the early 1970s, with 2,574 placements a year.17 As 
domestic transracial adoptions declined, international adoptions from Korea 
skyrocketed. As several scholars of Korean adoption have noted, the earliest 
cohorts of children adopted from Korea consisted of mixed-race children 
fathered by American GIs.18 But by the late 1970s, the demographics of chil-
dren shifted as greater numbers of Korean babies were born to unwed moth-
ers who faced intense stigma and lack of financial and social support, leading 
them to place their children for adoption. By the early 1980s more than 6,000 
Korean children, predominantly infants, were arriving in the United States 
each year.19

Describing this push-pull phenomenon, Kim Park Nelson argues, “Iron-
ically, it was criticism from African American and Native American com-
munities that pushed the adoption industry to pursue sources of children 
outside the United States at a time when Asians were broadly understood in 
the American mindset to be largely exempt from racial subjugation that 
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 affected other people of color.”20 Likewise, Arissa Oh asserts, “American 
preference for a foreign non-White child over a domestic Black child became 
firmly established during the 1970s. Unable to obtain a White child, and 
unwilling or unable to adopt a Black child, Americans turned to Korean 
children: a ‘racial middle ground’ that did not require white parents to cross 
the highly charged black-white divide.”21

The extent to which the cross-race adoption of Asian children was seen 
as distinct from the cross-race adoption of Black children is also evident in 
the adoption terminology used to describe these placements. Reviewing the 
literature, Mia Tuan describes how “the term ‘transracial adoption’ is typi-
cally reserved for those adoptions involving the domestic placement of 
 African-American children with White American parents, while ‘interna-
tional adoption’ or ‘inter-country adoption’ refers to foreign-born Asian or 
Latin-American children adopted by White American parents.”22 By linguis-
tically separating Black children from Asian and Hispanic children, adop-
tion social workers implicitly reinforced the racial hierarchy and sent the 
message to their White clients that overseas placements provided a more 
palatable form of transracial adoption. Park Nelson describes this calculus: 
“Since the anti-transracial-adoption positions of the NABSW and in the 
ICWA emphasized histories of racial discrimination against African Amer-
icans and American Indians, the perceived absence of racial discrimination 
against Asian  Americans made the transracial adoption of Asians into White 
homes appear safe in comparison to domestic transracial adoption.”23

Although there is a general scholarly consensus that the greater willing-
ness among White parents to adopt Asian and Hispanic children must be 
triangulated against the aversion to adopting Black children,24 studies 
 suggest that few White parents are willing to frame their decisions in such 
 calculated terms.25 Instead, Kathryn Sweeney describes how the White 
 adoptive parents she interviewed “talked about race without directly doing 
so,” especially “when rationalizing the decision to not adopt a Black child.”26 
Similarly, Khanna and Killian detail how White adoptive parents often rely 
on coded language, using terminology such as it would have been “too 
much” to adopt a Black child, explaining that this reasoning was likely a 
euphemism for it would have been too “undesirable.”27

Because of the reticence that adoptive parents may feel when talking 
about the racialized decisions that ultimately led to the construction of their 
families, hearing from adoption workers provides an underutilized perspec-
tive. Using a frontstage and backstage approach, I examine how adoption 
agencies frame and publicize their racialized policies in their promotional 
materials during their information sessions. This analysis is complemented 
by my backstage approach where I interview adoption workers, asking their 
thoughts on racialized practices like charging discounted fees for darker-
skinned children.
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This chapter is divided into three broad sections. The first describes how 
the racial hierarchy in adoption places White children at the top, Asian and 
Hispanic children in the middle, and Black children at the bottom. However, 
my goal is not merely to corroborate what other scholars have found before. 
In the second section, I argue that these divisions are not just reflected in 
adoption workers’ insights, but they are actually perpetuated by their policies 
and practices. I show how racial pricing and the language used to describe 
Black children reproduces and widens the racial divide. Yet two important 
counternarratives suggest that the Black side of the Black–non-Black divide 
is not a monolithic category. By focusing on the discourses and policies sur-
rounding the transracial placement of biracial Black and foreign-born Black 
children, I argue that there are exceptions to African American exceptional-
ism. This has troubling implications for the color line, moving it toward a 
monoracial-African-American–not-monoracial-African-American divide.

Less of a Transracial Adoption: Asian and Hispanic Children
In line with prior research, throughout my interviews, many adoption pro-
fessionals spoke of how White parents seemed more willing to adopt His-
panic and Asian children than Black children. Sylvia references how the 
minority stereotype surrounding Asians made these children seem more 
desirable compared to the negative stereotypes surrounding brown and 
Black children. She attests, “As I am sure you know, there are lots of stereo-
types around Asians. Asians are preferable to African American and Latino. 
They are sort of lower down. There is a pecking order.”

The acknowledgment of the racial “pecking order” was widespread. 
Gretchen elaborates on this spectrum, referencing almost verbatim Bonilla-
Silva’s delineation of the tri-racial divide that situates Whites at the top, hon-
orary Whites in the middle, and members of disenfranchised groups as part 
of the collective Black at the bottom:

There definitely seems to be a spectrum of race and culture as it re-
lates to our society in terms of White being on one side and Black 
being on the other side. And then there’s a spectrum of all of the 
other races in between. I would say maybe it goes White, Hispanic, 
maybe a variety of Asian cultures. And maybe kind of a big jump 
to maybe a more browner skin and Middle Eastern and Indian. And 
maybe another big jump and you get to Black. I am not saying that’s 
okay, but it is a pretty reasonably understood spectrum.

The effect of the racial hierarchy is especially evident when taking into 
account White parents’ preferences, whether they are adopting domestically 
or transnationally. Alyssa, the director of a domestic adoption agency, 
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 describes how these desires play out, stating, “We have twenty-five families. 
Say, probably about twelve are open to babies who are Hispanic or Asian, and 
probably only four are open to babies who are African American.” Following 
a similar ranking, Gretchen notes that among her clients adopting from 
overseas, “I think that many Caucasian families feel prepared to parent a 
child who is from Asia or maybe from Latin America more so than they 
might a child from Africa.” Reinforcing this delineation, Erin details, “By 
and large, we are working primarily with Caucasian families who are adopt-
ing Asian babies.” She continues, “For whatever reason, there is some kind 
of perception that adoptions from Asia are less—again, this is my feeling—
that people perceive it as being less of a transracial adoption.”

Abigail offers her insight as to the popularity of adoptions from Asia, 
subtly equating Asian adoptees as the next-best market option given the 
shortage of White children. She explains, “A lot of families may want Cau-
casian kids. And a lot of people may feel more comfortable with Asian adop-
tees because people have been adopting from Asia for decades now, so it is 
something they are more familiar with—and their friends are more familiar 
with—so it doesn’t feel so foreign to them.”

It is interesting that Abigail uses the descriptor “foreign” to discuss the 
experience of adopting a Black child versus an Asian child. Although chil-
dren born in Asia are undoubtedly from a foreign country, these adoptions 
are seen as familiar, comfortable, and relatively low risk.28 This characteriza-
tion of Asians as familiar and non-foreign stands in direct contrast to con-
temporary racialization theory that positions Asians as “forever foreigners.”29

But as Sara Dorow argues, Asian adoptees embody a flexible foreignness 
which marks them as exotic but worthy of rescue because of their ability to 
assimilate. She states, “Chinese children become flexibly rescuable, then, in 
contrast to a continuity of abject (black, older, special needs) and unattain-
able (white, young, healthy) children at home.”30 In other words, “healthy 
Chinese baby girls are ‘needy enough’ and ‘different enough,’ but not so 
needy or different that they are beyond desire and revaluation for white 
American families.”31

In her research on Korean adoption, Kristi Brian details how adoption 
facilitators play up the allure of the Korean adoption program, describing 
how facilitators “often characterize it as one of the safest, easiest, and quick-
est routes to a young, healthy baby.”32 Danielle, one of the social workers I 
interviewed, echoes these sentiments, describing how many prospective par-
ents self-select into various adoption programs and—within limits—are 
flexible on race. She states, “Korea was the most—and I am not trying to be 
offensive—Korea was the most white-bread program. People who felt that 
they didn’t have any other flexibility would adopt from Korea.”

It is worth unpacking Danielle’s statement that Korean adoption was the 
most “white-bread” program and what it means to refer to Whiteness in this 
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capacity. Ruth Frankenberg argues that descriptors like white bread and 
mayonnaise used to define Whiteness as a processed and bland food can 
signal the absence of culture: “The linking of white culture with white ob-
jects—the clichéd white bread and mayonnaise, for example . . . connote[s] 
several things—color itself, . . . lack of vitality (Wonder bread is highly pro-
cessed), and homogeneity.” Frankenberg states that this rhetorical strategy 
effectively turns Whiteness into “an unmarked marker,” perpetuating the 
invisibility of White privilege.33 With this in mind, Danielle’s characteriza-
tion of Korean adoption as white bread likens it to a raceless transracial 
placement in which difference is rendered absent and unmarked. She con-
tinues that another perceived benefit of adopting from Korea was that par-
ents could have their child delivered to their regional airport. “They didn’t 
have to travel. The kids came with very good medicals. . . . It was largely 
closed. . . . it was very comfortable.”

Compared with so-called honorary White Asian children, the racializa-
tion of foreign-born Black children stands in stark contrast. Danielle juxta-
poses Korea’s comfortable white-bread program with Africa’s unknowns: 
“Africa is the opposite of that. No medical information, not great family 
background information . . . and race [pauses for emphasis] a very full pres-
ence.” Thus, according to Danielle’s assessment, for White parents, Asian 
transracial adoption is configured as “very comfortable,” but African trans-
racial adoption elevates the significance of race to “a very full presence.”

Although some adoption workers were uncomfortable with prospective 
adoptive parents’ characterizations that Korea offered the superior program, 
it is important to underscore that social workers bolstered this idea during 
information sessions. For example, at Baby Talk the presenter declared, “I 
think that South Korea is my favorite country because it is very Western. The 
medical care they get is very Western. The health information is very de-
tailed and very good. It is probably the country where the kids are the 
healthiest.” Additionally, a social worker at Family Tree portrayed the Korea 
program as “one of the most appealing programs,” detailing, “The children 
are young. They tend to do really, really well.” She then added, “Last year one 
of our interns was a Korean adoptee. The kids just do remarkably well. The 
children are in foster care and receive high-quality medical attention.”

This statement deserves unpacking on several levels. First, notice how 
the Family Tree social worker puts forth the message that Korean adopted 
children have the potential to grow up to be productive young adults and 
they can follow a trajectory of success, presumably graduating college and 
acting as interns. Second, she offers an implicit reassurance that these chil-
dren will grow up to be so comfortable with adoption that some will even 
pursue careers endorsing the practice. Third, this brief statement provides a 
window into attitudes toward foster care abroad compared with attitudes in 
the United States. The speaker frames the fact that the children are in  Korean 
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foster care as an advantage, because they are cared for in small group set-
tings rather than a large institutional orphanage. The fact that these children 
are valued because they are in foster care stands in contrast to the negative 
associations often characterizing racial minority foster-care children in the 
United States.

Pricing Priceless Children: The Dark-Skinned Discount
The idea of attaching a price tag to a child often elicits strong feelings of 
discomfort, since the act of commodifying a human life provides a painful 
analogy to the slave trade where children were brutally auctioned, bought, 
and sold.34 But as Viviana Zelizer argues, there is a key difference between a 
black market, “defined as a degrading economic arrangement,” and a “le-
gitimate market,” which “exists for the exchange of children.”35 Charging a 
fee does not make adoption a pernicious baby trade. To sustain this legiti-
mate marketplace, fees must be charged to cover the overhead and costs as-
sociated with legally transferring parental rights to a child from the birth 
parents to the adoptive parents. Although some social workers remain un-
comfortable with the pecuniary aspects of the exchange, many are recon-
ciled to the fact that, similar to other professionals who charge a fee for 
service, the revenue is critical to keeping them afloat. Beth, an adoption so-
cial worker, declares, “Fees have to be charged; there is no way [otherwise]. 
No lawyer will do any job unless they decide to do a pro bono case without 
charging a fee for their service. I think that it is unrealistic to think that 
adoption agencies shouldn’t charge.” Of course, it would be unrealistic not 
to charge since these monies cover the vital child welfare work of conducting 
the home study certifying that the adoptive family can provide a safe habitat 
for a child, legal background checks, birth parent options counseling, and 
the like. In other words, it is not the fact that adoption providers charge a fee 
for their services that is sociologically interesting—it is the variation in the 
fees they charge.

It makes sense that prices could vary from agency to agency to account 
for regional differences that affect staff salaries and state-imposed caps on 
how much financial aid birth mothers can receive in supporting the preg-
nancy. However, one would expect that types of children would be priced 
fairly equally within the same agency, especially for the same type of adop-
tion. It is understandable that government-subsidized foster-care adoptions 
would incur fewer out-of-pocket costs and that fees for international adop-
tions may vary since the travel requirements vastly differ by country. How-
ever, the cost of a private domestic adoption should be rather stable at each 
agency.36

The fact that there are different fees in private domestic adoption pro-
vides an interesting test case as to how race shapes the price of a child. Age 
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and nationality variables are somewhat controlled for, considering that—by 
definition—domestic adoption agencies specialize in placing U.S.-born in-
fants. Since prospective adoptive parents can delineate what medical risks 
they are open to in their profile key, the health variable is somewhat con-
trolled for as well. Thus, differences in price serve as an acute indicator of the 
racial hierarchy and the color line. Under a truly color-blind system, the fees 
would be the same for every domestic infant placed by an agency. But that is 
often not the case, since many private agencies abide by a variegated pricing 
structure that systematically discounts darker-skinned children.

Some adoption providers justify the existence of a two-tiered system 
with the explanation that minority children are harder to place. Because they 
are less in demand, especially among agencies’ predominately White clien-
tele, the fees for these children are lowered to align with their perceived 
market value. Yet as scholars have pointed out, there is a flaw in the logic that 
harder-to-place children should be priced lower. If agencies set their fees 
commensurate with the amount of work it takes to place a child, then chil-
dren who are seen as harder to place should command more in fees, since it 
presumably takes more man-hours and hence greater operating expenses to 
match these children.37 However, when agencies implement tiered pricing 
schemas, it is never the “easy-to-place” White children who cost less; instead, 
they cost more—a lot more.

Family Tapestry is a private domestic adoption agency with a long his-
tory of placing U.S.-born infants with families across the country. Like many 
other adoption agencies, they use a two-tiered fee structure. Although the 
agency charges a flat fee for conducting the home study and obtaining fin-
gerprints and background checks, it lowers its program fees considerably for 
Black children. Its promotional materials state that the program fee for 
White children is $22,000, but in contrast, it discounts the fee for Black chil-
dren to $14,000.

Tracy’s employer also institutes a similar policy that I call the “dark-
skinned discount.” During the interview, she attests how supply and demand 
shape her agency’s decision to lower its fees for Black children to move them 
through the adoption pipeline. I asked her, “What do you think is the draw 
of the biracial African American program?” and she hypothesized, “I am 
going to say the majority of it is probably the fees. They’re drastically different; 
it is almost cut in half. . . . And that is because we need families for the pro-
gram, so we subsidize programs, one for the other.” She conjectures that the 
two-tiered pricing motivates clients to adopt transracially, especially if they 
can get a (presumably lighter-skinned) biracial child at a discounted price. “I 
think fees have a lot to do with it. So they are looking at the fee schedule and 
say, ‘This [White baby] adoption could be anywhere from $35,000 to $40,000, 
and this [biracial] one is going to be around $20,000 to $25,000. Sometimes, 
I feel like that’s what it comes down to, and that is a sad fact, unfortunately.”
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Adoption agencies like Tracy’s employer and Family Tapestry are not 
anomalies. The practice of charging less for Black children is an open secret 
in private adoption. Barbara Fedders argues, “The laws regulating private 
adoption grant agencies much discretion in how they set fees, and a signifi-
cant number of agencies charge prospective adoptive parents a higher fee to 
adopt a White infant than to adopt a Black infant.”38 But it was not until NPR 
ran its Race Card Project broadcast that the general public became aware of 
the practice.39 Since that broadcast and the outrage that followed, racial pric-
ing seems to have gone more underground. It still happens, but researchers 
now have to dig a little deeper to uncover this fee structure. For example, 
many of the agencies that I included in my study no longer post their fee 
schedules online. Luckily, I was conducting my fieldwork before the NPR 
story aired, at a time when adoption agencies were less reticent to publicize 
the practice, especially to potential clients at their information sessions.

What is so interesting about Family Tapestry’s pricing structure is how 
it treats “middleman” racial minorities (e.g., Hispanics and Asians) who are 
not White or Black.40 Notably, they are not included among the Black chil-
dren and discounted accordingly, and the agency does not create a mid-tier 
pricing category reflecting their in-between status. Instead, Family Tapestry 
positions and prices these children on par with White children. As the pro-
motional materials for its domestic program state, “Children in this program 
are of Caucasian, Latino, Asian, and East Indian heritage.” While Latino and 
Asian children are literally afforded an honorary White status, in contrast, 
Family Tapestry abides by a policy of hypodescent, effectively characterizing 
and pricing any child with one drop of Black blood as Black. For example, its 
information describes this discounted program this way: “Children in this 
program are of either full African American heritage or other races mixed 
with African American.”

The practice of pricing Asian and Hispanic children on par with White 
children may stem from adoption workers’ awareness that these children are 
perceived as a second-best option, given the shortage of White infants in the 
domestic market. Irene details how her clients are willing to adopt non-
White children, but within a narrow scope: “I would say that most of our 
clients are White. And not all—we definitely have African American and 
Hispanic clients—but I would say that the vast majority of them are White. 
And most of them are hoping to adopt a White child or a White/Asian child 
or a White/Hispanic child.”41

Although it is sociologically interesting to examine how U.S.-born Asian 
and Asian multiracial infants are priced as honorary White, in reality it is 
somewhat of a moot point considering that only half of one percent of do-
mestically adopted children are Asian. In contrast, the pricing structure for 
Latino children has important implications because 17 percent of domesti-
cally adopted children are Hispanic.42 So the fact that they are categorized 
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and priced on par with White children can greatly shape the revenue stream 
of some agencies. However, not all Hispanics are afforded an honorary 
White status. In a marked departure from the practice of classifying Hispan-
ics of any race as Hispanic, Family Tapestry would categorize and price 
Black Hispanic children as Black.

Family Tapestry is not the only adoption agency I came across that fol-
lows these practices. Baby Bunting is another private domestic adoption 
agency that separates out its Black adoptions via what it calls its Marshall 
Program.43 Located in an urban area, Baby Bunting places an array of chil-
dren from different racial backgrounds. The presenter explained to her audi-
ence, “Like I said, [our city] is very diverse. About 30 to 40 percent of our 
placements are through the Marshall Center, 40 percent roughly are Cauca-
sian, and about 20 percent are Hispanic with room for other ethnicities. But 
in the [urban] area, the main three [races] are Caucasian, Hispanic, and 
African American.”

Similar to Family Tapestry, Baby Bunting charges an identical flat fee for 
its home study services regardless of the race of the child being adopted. Yet 
the corresponding program and placement fees associated with adopting a 
White versus Black child greatly differ. For White children, the program and 
placement fee outlay totals $35,000, while the fees amount to $15,500 for 
Black children. Baby Bunting opts to charge the full fare for Hispanic and 
Asian children, but following the one-drop rule, it relegates “multiracial Af-
rican American” children to the lower-tier program.

During Baby Bunting’s information session, some audience members 
were curious and slightly taken aback by the racialized pricing. The pre-
senter explained the origins and rationale behind the program: “[Marshall] 
is a program where you know your child is going to be at least part African 
American. The program is focused on placing infants who are really more 
difficult to place, which are the African American infants. So you know if 
you do Marshall, your child will be at least part African American.”

Later during the session, the speaker circled back to the segregated Mar-
shall program and struggled to justify its existence. Notice that the pre senter 
did the emotion work of couching this practice as child welfare, assuring 
prospective customers that the fee structure is about taking care of, rather 
than discounting, children. She began by framing the program as a child 
welfare strategy initially created to find homes for children traditionally seen 
as harder to place: “Just a little bit more about our Marshall Center. Each year 
we receive many more phone calls from birth parents interested in placing 
an African American child than we do from parents interested in adopting 
an African American child.” However, the speaker then paused and back-
tracked as she thought out loud, stating, “Although I think that has changed 
a little bit now.” She let slip that it is erroneous to say there is a shortage of 
adoptive families for healthy Black infants, articulating, “Well, in both 
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 programs, we have more parents than we do children.” Perhaps recognizing 
that she had gone off-message by admitting that healthy Black infants may 
not be so hard to place after all, she sort of stumbled and paused. Taking a 
breath, she continued, “But the African American children need to be 
 adopted just as much as the White children need to be adopted, so it is a great 
program.” She concluded her explanation by firmly couching two-tiered 
pricing as child welfare, pronouncing that, “The Marshall Center is our spe-
cial effort to make sure we have homes for all kids entrusted in our care.”

Although racially segregated programs are well established, other adop-
tion social workers were adamantly opposed to what they considered to be a 
demeaning practice. For example, I asked Patricia whether her agency had 
separate fees for White versus non-White children. She forcefully responds, 
“We do not. And intentionally we do not.” She goes on to elaborate how this 
practice not only demeans Black children but also reeks of baby buying:

We really feel that, since adoption is not about buying a baby, there 
should not be different pricing dependent upon what race child fam-
ilies are open to. Families are paying for a service, and all of our 
families receive the same service, so we feel that our fee schedule 
should reflect that. To our thinking, it feels a little demeaning to have 
different pricing for different babies.

While she opposes two-tiered pricing in principle, Patricia admits that 
she and her colleagues have considered implementing these policies in hope 
of recruiting more families of color to private adoption. She continues, “But 
it is something we have talked about because we probably don’t have a large 
number of families of color in our program because of that. So we have to 
figure out how to be able to balance that to have families of color in our pro-
gram while not sort of doing what we think is not appropriate.”

Patricia’s logic is interesting in that she assumes that it is socioeconomic 
status that prevents families of color from pursuing private adoption. There 
is some sociological support to this deduction given that demographic data 
have long showed that the Black middle class tends to occupy the lower end 
of the income spectrum.44 However, there is a growing proportion of Black 
upper middle class as well.45 If agencies truly wanted to be affordable, they 
could enact a sliding scale based on income. But even this measure might not 
work in terms of recruiting families of color. Adoption scholars and child 
welfare advocates have reported that non-White prospective adoptive par-
ents often feel marginalized when working with agencies that are predomi-
nately White.46 Perhaps feeling unwelcome, these would-be adoptive parents 
may decide to sign on with one of the few agencies dedicated to serving racial 
minority adoptive parents, rely on informal adoption, or eschew adoption all 
together.47
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The exclusion of Black adoptive parents is nothing new. Tracing a his-
tory of adoption, Herman argues that White social workers “rarely treated 
African American applicants as equal partners in family making, defen-
sively guarding their own prerogatives instead.”48 She describes a report from 
the 1960s blaming White social workers for failing “to understand that 
blackness was not only a matter of skin color and hair texture but also a 
cultural and sociological identity.” The report asserted, “These social work-
ers were confused by the spectrum of color—white to black and everything 
in between—that existed within many Puerto Rican families. They worried 
too much about ‘lowering’ standards for black adopters when they really 
needed to accept ‘the socio-economic realities in which people must live, and 
where we find them.’”49

Responding to these criticisms, social workers of that era argued for the 
implementation of a two-tiered pricing schema so that the adoptions of Black 
children were more affordable for Black parents. Herman describes how this 
practice took shape:

Social workers knew that rigid adherence to the material standards 
of White middle-class families amounted to a policy of racial exclu-
siveness. This became an increasingly pressing policy issue during 
the civil rights era. Some argued for standards that were more cul-
turally sensitive and realistic about African Americans’ socioeco-
nomic standing, such as accepting maternal employment or relaxing 
requirements about income and age. To be flexible in these ways was 
not to lower standards or sacrifice the emotional welfare of minority 
children, they hastened to add.50

To recruit greater numbers of Black adoptive parents, Beth describes 
how, years ago when she worked in domestic adoption, her agency fol-
lowed a similar practice of lowering the fees for Black adoptive parents, 
using an informal sliding scale based on ability to pay. She states, “The 
agency I was working for [pauses]—to help African American families 
adopt, so money wasn’t an issue, they waived the fee for [them].” She contin-
ues, “And if the White families were also not able to afford it, their fee was 
waved.” But this rarely happened, since White clients tended to pursue in-
tercountry adoption, and in those cases they did not have the same discre-
tion. She remarks, “In general, most of the White families were adopting 
foreign, so the fees couldn’t be waived as easily. But for families adopting 
African American [children] going into African American homes, there 
were no fees charged.”

However, this practice raised the ire of some of the workers at peer insti-
tutions who may have been concerned that they were losing market share to 
agencies with more generous policies. She recalls, “I remember another 
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agency in the area was outraged by that. [They would say], ‘Hey, if Whites 
have to pay for their adoption, so should Blacks.’ And there was a huge dis-
cussion if Black Americans aren’t motivated to pay the money, then they 
shouldn’t be allowed to adopt.” But rather than couch the race-based pay-
ment system as unfair to White customers, the naysayers framed their cri-
tique as a concern for the children’s welfare. Beth continues on how 
opponents raised the argument: “If they do not have the money to pay for the 
adoption, they don’t have the money to raise a child.” She interjects that this 
“wasn’t a very good argument, but that was an argument that was raised. . . . 
There was no money exchanged, but the other agencies didn’t appreciate that 
fact.”

Even though two-tiered pricing policies were initially created to recruit 
greater numbers of Black families who would otherwise not be able to afford 
it, the population-based data reminds us that White parents remain over-
represented in private adoption.51 Compared with foster care, where 64 per-
cent of parents are White, almost 80 percent of private domestic and almost 
90 percent of international adoptive parents identify as White.52 During one 
of my interviews, Tracy confirms that her clientele is homogenously White: 
“I would say that the majority of couples are Caucasian couples and we have 
a few biracial couples in the book and maybe one full African American 
couple.” Similarly, Jennifer attests that her organization serves a predomi-
nately White clientele. For example, when I ask, “Are the majority of parents 
White Caucasian?”53 she answers, “It is safe to say 90 percent.”

Considering that private adoption agencies tend to have a customer base 
that is disproportionately White, it seems that the two-tiered pricing strat-
egy failed to accomplish the original goal of recruiting more adoptive par-
ents of color into the private marketplace. Sylvia characterizes this racial 
segregation, stating, “Most families doing private adoption—domestic inter-
country, [domestic] agency, [domestic] lawyer—are White. They’re White. It 
is very different if you look at foster care.” Noting this imbalance, Patricia 
discusses how she wishes there was a greater push to attract Black clients and 
the frustration she feels about “the lack of outreach to African American 
families.” She describes how there is “the assumption that African American 
. . . or Hispanic families don’t want to adopt, or only want to adopt from 
foster care because it is free or no cost.” Poignantly, Patricia states that she 
wishes people would realize “that race is still an issue in this society. . . . I 
think those are probably the most frustrating things.”

Several other women I interviewed were also opposed to the practice of 
racialized pricing, especially if it meant discounting Black children. They 
cited how it was insulting to pregnant women and to the adoptees themselves 
who would grow up knowing they were “worth” less on the open market. For 
example, Nora responds:
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Personally, I feel that it plays into devaluing the placement of African 
American children, which essentially it is. . . . I can’t imagine being 
an expectant parent [with] a child who has been placed through 
 domestic adoption and knowing that was something that had hap-
pened. It doesn’t personally sit right for me, but I haven’t given it 
tremendous thought in terms of whether other agencies shouldn’t be 
doing it.

In her answer, Nora does allow some latitude for other agencies to for-
mulate their policies as they see fit, despite her personal convictions that 
racialized pricing devalues African American children. She expresses a great 
deal of confidence in the judgment of her peers, believing, “They are advo-
cating for the children that they need to place.” Confident that her contem-
poraries are acting in the best interests of the children they represent, she 
excuses their segregated approach, arguing, “For whatever reason, they have 
come to the conclusion that [this] is one way to do it to help them find the 
permanency of a family in a reasonable amount of time. We haven’t just 
faced that dilemma.”

Alyssa also comes out strongly against charging less for Black babies, 
testifying:

I know why agencies do that, because we have a harder time finding 
families open to adopting African American babies. Because we 
want these adoptions to happen, because we want to provide this 
service for a birth mom, to have options for her. You lower your fees, 
and then you’ll attract more people. . . . But for us, we just see it as the 
exact same amount of work for us to provide services to birth  parents. 
We, of course, don’t like the way it looks that you are paying less 
money to an agency to adopt a child of color. That bothers us, and we 
don’t get it. . . . I think mostly it just feels icky to make a child 
worth less.

I followed up with Alyssa, asking her if she wished that other agencies 
would stop the practice, thinking it would reduce the risk of losing business 
to competitors if everyone had to follow the same guidelines. However, she 
defends her colleagues. “I know where it came from, and it comes from a 
good place: to find and make homes readily available.” But she does interject, 
“It [the pricing] has gotten so insane, so distorted, that this is okay.” Alyssa 
continues that she sees her work as being “a part of the movement—not the 
movement but a part of the team—that says we provide just as many ser-
vices, and sometimes even greater, to an African American woman. And 
since we charge for our services, why would we charge less?” Firmly 
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 grounding the money her agency charges as a fee for service, not a fee for a 
child, she proclaims, “We don’t charge to buy babies. We charge for services. 
Our services are the same no matter what race the baby is.”

Whereas Patricia, Nora, and Alyssa were vocal about their opposition to 
discounting Black children, other women I interviewed had reconciled 
themselves to the practice, stating that the result justified the means. Lindsay 
describes how her agency instituted a three-tiered pricing schema, with 
White children commanding the highest price, and Black children the low-
est. “They used to have three different fee schedules: one for the Caucasian 
children, one for the biracial, and one for the Black,” she states, continuing, 
“I was never opposed to that because what it did was—the assumption was 
it encouraged White people to adopt across racial lines.” This economic mo-
tivator was important, Lindsay explains, because it provided an additional 
incentive, ultimately placing more Black children in permanent families. She 
attests:

That was one thing that they were doing [to encourage placement], 
and if the families were comfortable, I didn’t have a problem with it, 
because Black children are harder to place. The reality was, if it was 
the same [price] for everyone, White people were only adopting 
White people and stretching their budget as much as they could, just 
to adopt. If they were happy adopting a Black child, and the money 
thing worked for them, and there were more families for Black chil-
dren, I thought it was a good thing.

In line with previous generations of social workers, Lindsay justifies this 
differential pricing as a strategy to attract Black clients: “The other thing it 
did [was] it opened up—because you don’t have as big of a Black middle class, 
because of lower socioeconomic circumstances—it also opened the door to 
Black families. You had more Black families to adopt, and it was creating 
parity with the White families.” While these workers theorized that the ra-
cialized pricing would incentivize Black parents to use the predominantly 
White agency, in practice this fell short of their professed goal. When I asked 
her whether the majority of her clients were White, Lindsay concedes, “Yes, 
the majority. Some are interracial, but mostly White.”

Immediately after couching the two-tiered fee structure as an incentive 
to recruit Black families, Lindsay pivots back to transracial adoption, pas-
sionately defending the pricing schema as a well-intentioned social welfare 
strategy. She acknowledges that it may not be a politically correct (PC) ap-
proach but insists that her colleagues’ motives are pure:

So I never had a problem with that program, and it was never a re-
flection on the children. It was a social issue, and it was a financial 
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issue, and it was a practical issue. If they were placing with White 
families who didn’t want them, then I would have a problem with 
that. But it was just to encourage them to think about it. I never had 
a problem with it. It wasn’t a political issue. It was made into a po-
litical issue—was it PC or un-PC? I saw it more as a hurdle to be 
overcome financially. If it is less practical to adopt across racial 
[lines]—and it is always less practical to adopt across racial lines—
and if you get people to think about it because it met their pocket-
book more [trails off ]. This world is guided by money, and it is a 
consideration in any darn thing, so it is a consideration in adoption.

Other agencies I came across did not run their own two-tiered programs; 
instead they subcontracted with placement programs that routinely dis-
counted Black children. For example, I attended an information session 
about one agency’s African American Infant Program. It is worth emphasiz-
ing that this agency did not have a “regular” domestic infant program, so the 
African American Infant Program was the only venue for adopting a new-
born. Notice how the very title of the “infant” adoption program supports 
the argument that transracial adoption can serve as a market calculation, as 
the program signals that parents will be able to leverage their market pri-
orities by being flexible on race to adopt a baby.

During the agency’s information session, the presenter stated that work-
ing with the African American Infant Program could offer a benefit to pro-
spective adoptive parents because they would be able to network with 
multiple placement agencies without individually contacting and applying 
to each one. “Families can work with many of our network agencies without 
paying multiple application and processing fees,” she stated. “Families are 
encouraged to work with as many agencies as possible to maximize their 
opportunities.”

Unlike Family Tapestry and Baby Bunting, who charge a set price by 
race, fees at placement agencies tend to vary. The presenter explained, “These 
fees typically fall between $15,000 and $23,000.” Notably, the price not only 
varies among placement organizations but oscillates depending on the racial 
composition of the individual child. These race-based fees are likely similar 
to the ones profiled on NPR’s Race Card Project, which featured a screenshot 
from a placement agency website listing the fee for a Caucasian baby as 
$29,000, the fee for a biracial White and African American baby girl as 
$25,000, and the fee for an African American baby girl as $17,000.54

Later in my research I had a chance to speak with a social worker from 
the agency with the African American Infant Program about the variations 
in fees. She recalls how she was shocked when she first learned that “the race 
of the father makes the price go up or down.” Under these parameters, 
 children with a greater proportion of Black heritage cost less than White 
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children. Thus, children who are “full” African American garner the lowest 
fees. As children move up the hierarchy in terms of having more White an-
cestry and presumably a lighter skin tone, they command a higher price. “It 
is more expensive if you are Hispanic,” she notes. The difference in cost for 
an  African American child compared with a Hispanic child was significant. 
She attests, “I was blown away. It was a lot of money.” It was evident that the 
social worker was uncomfortable with the hierarchical pricing. She goes on 
to describe how she asked the placement agency about the policy but was 
unimpressed by the answer: “We asked them, ‘What do you tell people?’ 
They gave us back some stupid thing that they say and tell families. That is 
 supposed to make them feel better?”

Despite her personal misgivings about the practice, the agency itself 
went along with this racialized pricing. By agreeing to these terms, this 
 agency implicitly endorses that lighter-skinned children embody a greater 
social and economic value. Notably, even though some workers disagree 
with the idea that Black children should cost less, the overarching message 
still gets structurally embedded when workers go along with racialized pric-
ing by discounting darker-skinned children.

Nowadays, few placement agencies make their individual fees publicly 
available, lest they end up featured on NPR or a similar media outlet. How-
ever, several adoption agencies continue to actively publicize their available 
adoption situations with information that includes the specific racial com-
position of available children. These racial designations also serve as a pow-
erful reflection of the racial color line. For example, Born in My Heart 
Adoption Agency (BiMH) routinely updates a list of its current adoption 
situations. Children who are Black are routinely referred to as “full African 
American.” The website lists one situation this way: “Birth mother from New 
Jersey working with licensed [state] agency will consider home study– 
approved families from the Eastern Region of the United States to adopt her 
full African American baby boy.” Notably, the label Caucasian is reserved for 
“full” White children, but these children do not suffer the indignity of hav-
ing the crude prefix attached to their racial composition. For example, one 
situation states, “Birth mom, N.D., has contacted BiMH adoptions to assist 
her in making an adoption plan for her Caucasian baby girl.”55

Following the legacy of hypodescent, a child with “one drop” of non-
White blood is no longer considered White. Yet there is a hierarchy of mixed-
race children as well, depending on the child’s composition. Notice how the 
adoption agency endeavors to be as explicit as possible about the child’s 
heritage, specifying whether the child is part White or part Black. For 
 example, one listing states, “BiMH is assisting birth parent W with selecting 
adoptive parents for her baby boy. . . . Birthmom’s ethnicity is Native Amer-
ican and African American and she reports the birth father as Hispanic.” 
Another details that “BiMH is helping terrific birthparents, M&P, with an 
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open adoption plan. M&P have signed irrevocable relinquishments and are 
looking for an open adoption for their Hispanic/Caucasian/Native  American 
baby girl.” If the child is part Black, the wording makes sure to signify this 
fact: “BiMH has been contacted to help find a family for a Caucasian/African 
American baby boy that is due in June.” These explicit racial descriptions 
stand in sharp contrast to the message that “love sees no color.”

Biracial Babies: A Lighter-Skinned Alternative
Although the one-drop rule historically allocated a person with “one drop” 
of Black blood as Black,56 in adoption there are finely graded distinctions 
between monoracial and biracial Black children. It is important to note that 
in the context of adoption, “biracial” usually connotes that the child shares 
Black and White heritage. Of course, one could argue that most African 
Americans are multiracial since scholars estimate that between 75 to 90 per-
cent of African Americans have some sort of multiracial White heritage.57 
But biracial in adoption means something very specific—that one of the 
child’s birth parents is assumed to be “fully” White. Even though sociolo-
gists of race and ethnicity would classify a child born to a Black mother and 
a Black Hispanic father as a biracial or multiracial child,58 in adoption this 
child would not be counted as biracial because he is not part White.

In private adoption, it is the child’s part-White heritage that elevates his 
or her status and desirability. In the following exchange, Patricia explains her 
agency’s internal debate as to whether to cede to clients’ exact racial specifi-
cations by allowing White parents to insist on a White mixed-race child.

Me: What issues do you discuss?
Patricia: Whether a family should be able to say that they just want 

to adopt a child who is biracial Black. Do they need to be open to 
a child who is fully Hispanic, or can they be open to a child who 
is biracial Hispanic?

Me: Meaning part White?
Patricia: Yes.

Notably, while Black—and to a lesser extent Hispanic—children are 
 relegated to what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva calls the “collective Black” side of 
the color line, for those who are mixed race, their White ancestry elevates 
them above their monoracial counterparts.59 Drawing on interviews with 
transracial adoptive parents, Sweeney shows how White parents differentiate 
among biracial and “full” Black children because they assume “that the 
 experiences of a multiracial person are less raced than a Black person in the 
United States and they were therefore comfortable enough to adopt a multi-
racial child but not a child perceived as Black.”60 Although White parents 
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may endorse this market calculus, prior studies have shown that biracial 
transracial adoptees face nuanced challenges associated with their mixed-
race status.61 Calling attention to implications for child well-being, Sweeney 
argues, “Agency practices of distinguishing multiracial children may also 
perpetuate the idea that multiracial children are ‘near-White,’ and will not 
face racism in society.”62

In spite of these warnings, from my research it was evident that many 
adoption agencies were active colluders in perpetuating the idea that biracial 
Black children were distinct from monoracial African Americans. Purveyors 
of adoption pushed forth this message in two key ways. First, many agencies 
kept separate placement statistics on the number of monoracial African 
American children and biracial children they place to assure White poten-
tial adoptive parents that biracial children are available. For example, one 
 agency lists its yearly statistics, reporting that it placed forty-eight Cauca-
sian, twenty African American, and twelve biracial babies. While keeping 
separate statistics on biracial Black children is telling, the mid-tier status of bi-
racial infants is even more evident when taking into account that some agen-
cies permit White parents to request a biracial child as opposed to a mono-
racial African American child. This request means that the family’s profile 
would be shown only if one birth parent was White and the other Black.

Like the decision to adopt transracially, the willingness to adopt a bira-
cial child but not a fully Black child must also be analyzed within the context 
of the racial hierarchy and colorism.63 Given the shortage of White babies, 
Lindsay details why a biracial placement may be seen as an acceptable com-
promise to White parents: “Those families who thought they’d have a birth-
child and that child would be White will sometimes say, ‘We will do a 
biracial child as opposed to a full African American child.’” When I asked 
Lindsay to elaborate on this trend, she replies, “I do think it is an issue of 
color, and there is the assumption that those children are going to be lighter 
skinned, and lighter skinned is more desirable. So there is that social value 
and that’s a piece of it.”

In some respects, given the body of research on skin tone stratification 
within the Black community,64 the preference for a lighter-skinned Black 
child is not surprising. Lighter-skinned Blacks are often perceived more 
positively compared with their darker-skinned counterparts.65 However, it is 
surprising that some adoption agencies will acquiesce to colorism and allow 
White parents to stipulate they want a lighter-skinned baby. Over the course 
of the interviews I asked adoption professionals working in domestic adop-
tion their thoughts on the practice. Interestingly, both proponents and de-
tractors of the practice couched their decisions within the amorphous 
conception of what would serve in the best interests of children.

During to my conversation with Lindsay, I ask her, “What are your 
thoughts on policies that say it is okay to for parents to be open to adopting 
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a biracial Black child but not a full-Black African American baby?” Like in 
her discussion of racialized pricing, Lindsay situates this practice as a child 
welfare strategy, rationalizing that allowing White parents to be that spe-
cific ultimately serves in the best interests of children:

To me, you are always going to be the best parent to the child that you 
want to raise. I always tell parents that this is not the time to be po-
litically correct. If you want a White child, you adopt a White child. 
People agonize. A lot of time they are aware of their prejudices, and 
things they didn’t give much thought to come up during the adoption 
process. They say, “I should be able to adopt a Black child.” I say, “Un-
less you have a few years to work through whatever it is and you can 
get to the other side and feel comfortable, adopt the child you are 
comfortable with, because you are not doing anyone a favor to adopt 
a child that you don’t have an affinity for.” I don’t want that for a child.

While mandating parents to adopt across race is certainly not sound 
adoption policy,66 it is not clear whether allowing White parents to pinpoint 
a child’s racial composition to such a degree serves in the best interest of a 
child. Notice how Lindsay begins the process with prospective adoptive par-
ents’ racial preferences and assumes that child welfare will naturally flow out 
of these affinities. Rather than questioning whether a White parent who is 
only comfortable adopting a biracial Black child is truly prepared to adopt 
across race, the decision is framed as a consumer choice in which the parent 
has the latitude to determine his or her boundaries and adopt accordingly.

Similarly, Tracy draws on the argument that acquiescing to clients’ com-
fort and consumer autonomy will ultimately serve in children’s best interests:

As an agency, I think that the theory is that we want them to be com-
fortable with the child. And if they are not comfortable with those 
things, it probably is not the best situation to put the child into. I 
think that as an agency we firmly believe that it is about what is good 
for the child, and allowing adoptive parents to be that picky is in the 
best interests of the child. And that being said, as a social worker I 
fully know that a biracial child can be as dark in color as a child that 
is full African American, and this is part of the counseling we do. 
And the meeting, and the talking, and all of the groups that we do, 
and the educational courses are so we get families to the point when 
they say, “You’re right. You’re very right.” It is sort of sad, but we get 
families who say, “We want them to look like Beyonce.”

Interestingly, Tracy positions her agency’s position as racially progres-
sive, emphasizing that her White clients have to be “all in” for a biracial 
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child, regardless of the baby’s actual pigmentation. She minimizes the fact 
that some of her clients may be selecting a biracial child to increase their 
chances of getting a lighter-skinned baby, stating, “It is an all-or-nothing 
type of program. You are all in for a biracial child who may look African 
American.” She draws the line at allowing prospective parents to specify that 
the eventual son or daughter would need to be lighter than a paper bag, 
 emphasizing that it would not be fair to the pregnant woman to impose such 
explicit specifications. “There’s no shades,” she responds. “That’s not fair to 
a birth mother. She doesn’t know. Ultrasounds are great nowadays, but they 
are not that great. And I always say to imagine how it is for a birth mom. The 
fact that she got to a place where she is ready to make the adoption plan and 
to take that hit is devastating to the birth mom, and I will never put a birth 
mom in that situation.” Having drawn the line, Tracy positions her 
 agency as racially enlightened, contrasting it with other agencies. “There are 
places, maybe other agencies, who believe race isn’t such an issue. . . . I see it 
every day. It is definitely an issue, and it is definitely something that you 
have  to be willing to talk about with families and be open and honest 
about it.”

Despite the assertion that allowing parents the consumer option of se-
lecting a biracial Black child was a progressive child welfare strategy, other 
women I interviewed were adamantly opposed to the practice. When I asked 
Fiona about pinpointing such preference, she was reluctant to endorse it, 
recognizing that it often serves as a market strategy for White parents to 
obtain a presumably lighter-skinned child. “For two White parents, I think 
that I would have a hard time with it. I don’t like that. I feel like you want the 
child to be a little bit more like you and [have] whiter skin. And I would 
question, what is that about? Are you embarrassed? Are you looking for a 
lighter shade?”

Likewise, Amanda was very vocal in her opposition. She viewed these 
concessions as drawing a “ridiculous” line that gives in to consumers’ desire 
for lighter-skinned children:

We will not allow a family to be open to biracial only. We will not do 
that. Philosophically, we feel that if you are prepared to adopt a child 
who is half African American, you need to be prepared to adopt a 
child who is African American. That is a ridiculous line to draw be-
cause if you are prepared to support the child’s identity, you have to 
be prepared to support the child’s identity. . . . If our role, or part of 
our role, was to determine if they would be able to support a child of 
a different ethnicity, there is no amount of logic that would say to me 
that supporting half that identity is feasible. We know what’s behind 
it: “I can parent an African American child as long as they are light-
skinned.”
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Although this policy continues to be debated among adoption workers, I 
discuss the practice not to argue the merits for and against these placements. 
Rather, the key sociological takeaway is that extant adoption policies not only 
follow but also perpetuate the prescriptions of a Black–non-Black divide. It is 
important to remember that the Black side of this divide is not a monolithic 
category.67 Just as there are divisions on the non-Black side regarding how 
Asians, Hispanics, and Whites are racialized, distinctions are drawn on the 
Black side as well. When White social workers emphasize the relative attrac-
tiveness of biracial Black children and allow White parents to be picky in 
their specifications, it has the unintended consequence of further refining the 
racial color line. When adoption practitioners implement practices that sep-
arately count, preferentially request, and accordingly price biracial African 
American children, they further segregate monoracial African Americans.

To further support my argument that domestic adoption policies move 
the color line toward isolating monoracial native-born Black children,68 in 
the next section I investigate the rising popularity of adoptions from Africa 
and the Caribbean. There is an interesting paradox in this distinction be-
cause unlike biracial Black children who may be lighter complexioned, these 
African and Afro-Caribbean children are likely to be as dark as—or darker 
than—native-born Black children. Thus it appears that there is something 
else at play besides a pigmentation hierarchy driving the exponential growth 
of transnational adoptions of Black children, particularly from Ethiopia.

Blackness of a Different Color: Foreign-Born Black Children
In Whiteness of a Different Color, Matthew Frye Jacobson traces how non–
Anglo Saxon nineteenth-century immigrants like the Celts, Slavs, and Iber-
ics, and from the Mediterranean were once seen as “distinct white races.”69 
He shows how these immigrants were relegated to a different and less worthy 
“shade” of Whiteness and how their rising numbers among American 
 immigrants “posed a terrible threat to the well-being of the republic.”70 But 
over time they assimilated and these “swarthy” White ethnics were able 
to claim a common identity as members of the “Caucasian race.”71 Jacob-
son’s work is useful because it shows how variegated distinctions can exist 
among s ubgroups largely considered to be the same race. Just as Celt and 
 Mediterranean Whites were presumed to be Whites of a different color, there 
are also distinctions between African immigrants and African Americans 
who embody Blackness of a different color.

There is a growing sociological literature showing that Whites tend to 
hold Black immigrants in higher regard than their native counterparts. This 
is especially apparent when examining the labor market. In a review of the 
literature, Mary Waters, Philip Kasinitz, and Asad Asad conclude, “ Whether 
due to simple racism, the perception that immigrants make better workers, 
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African Americans’ less effective use of social networks, or employers’ per-
ceptions that immigrants are more exploitable, the preference for immi-
grants seems quite consistent.”72 For example, Waters’ research on Black im-
migrants shows that White employers often have more positive associations 
toward foreign-born Blacks because they too are immigrants “just like you 
and me.” She finds, “In effect these whites saw themselves in the immigrants 
even as they saw American blacks as ‘the Other’ or people who shared none 
of their values and characteristics of their families.”73

In line with the favoritism in the labor market for Black immigrant 
workers, I argue that in the adoption marketplace there is a consistent prefer-
ence for Black immigrant children. Although there are multiple sending 
countries in Africa such as Liberia, Nigeria, and Ghana that have each placed 
over a thousand children in the United States, Ethiopia had been the driving 
force in African adoptions. Between 1999 and 2016, Americans adopted 
15,317 children from Ethiopia—more so than the rest of Africa combined.74 
In the previous chapter I showed that part of the allure of adopting from 
Ethiopia was that relatively young children were available. In this section I 
expand on this market calculation, paying particular attention to how adop-
tion practitioners and the parents they serve differentiate between native-
born and foreign-born Black children.

While it was fruitful to use domestic adoption fees as a window into the 
color line, this approach is flawed for comparing the relative value of chil-
dren sent via intercountry adoption because there are too many contingent 
factors. We know in general that intercountry adoptions are the most expen-
sive form of adoption. According to the National Survey of Adoptive Parents, 
93 percent of international adoptive parents report that it cost more than 
$10,000 to adopt their child.75 In likelihood the total outlay was much  higher, 
considering that a recent study found the median price of an adoption was 
$34,000.76 But one cannot do a direct cost comparison of fees since sending 
countries impose different travel requirements (e.g., one trip versus two 
trips) and the strength of the U.S. dollar varies. For example, one agency 
estimates that it costs up to $46,000 to adopt from Korea while the total fees 
are $42,500 to adopt from Ethiopia.77 This price difference does not neces-
sarily indicate that Korean children embody a higher status than Ethiopian 
children. It costs a lot less to hire caregivers in Ethiopia than South Korea, 
so it makes sense that the fee for service would be considerably less in one 
country compared with the other. These contingencies are beyond the con-
trol of adoption agencies, so a direct cost comparison cannot really tell us 
how the racial color line is enacted and perpetuated. Since this mode of in-
quiry is bound to give us limited results, in the following section I draw more 
heavily from the perspectives of adoption workers to understand the ways in 
which African and Afro-Caribbean children are promoted as embodying a 
more positive type of Blackness.
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Like transnational adoption in general, the fact that Ethiopian adoptions 
are largely closed remains a significant factor contributing to the country’s 
popularity. Notably, Ethiopian adoptions are more open than other interna-
tional adoptions from countries like China or Korea since families adopting 
from Ethiopia are often given the chance to meet with birth-family members 
during their travels. But the level of contact does not nearly approach what 
is mandated via domestic adoption. So while international adoption workers 
encourage these families to “embrace the spirit of openness,” in my interview 
with Fiona she notes there is a big difference between domestic and interna-
tional openness. She contends, “There is open and open,” elaborating how 
the gulf of geography, language, and resources mitigates adoptive families’ 
fears about the birth family and contributes to the allure of intercountry 
African adoptions:

I also feel like adopting an Ethiopian child rather than an African 
American child over here, . . . parents have the feeling that “if I adopt 
an African American child from over here, that means that their 
family might come with it.” And they are [geographically] closer. The 
family in Ethiopia is not going with it. They are still open, but there 
is open and open. . . . What’s the likelihood that a family from Ethio-
pia is going to get on a plane? I am thinking pretty low.

Danielle also mentions how parents’ concerns about openness fuel their 
decision to pursue an Ethiopian adoption:

I always ask people who are adopting from Ethiopia why they didn’t 
do domestic. The reason I ask this is that domestic is becoming more 
and more open, and if someone is choosing Ethiopia because they 
didn’t want the openness in domestic, I challenge them a little bit. 
We talk about what about the openness in domestic bothered you? 
You know, it is not exactly the same. In domestic there is the possibil-
ity that maybe you’d see this person. Maybe you’d have annual meet-
ings. Maybe they’d run into them at the grocery store. Africa is 
pretty far away. That is not going to happen.

Despite the fact that the White parents adopting from Ethiopia had sim-
ilar motivations for adopting abroad as parents choosing children from 
Latin America and Asia (e.g., a relatively young and healthy child in a semi-
closed adoption), many of the social workers I interviewed implicitly dif-
ferentiated between the transracial adoptions of African versus other 
foreign-born children. For example, Heather discusses the new challenge of 
vetting families who adopt Black children, stating, “The biggest recent 
change has been the shift to Africa. And that brings up new issues in terms 
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of race and finding the right families.” The fact that some social workers dif-
ferentiated between White families adopting African versus Asian children 
underscores the effect of the Black–non-Black racial divide. Olivia muses 
about this difference: “If they are adopting an Asian child or a Hispanic 
child, I can see how they may not think this is as big of an issue.” However, 
she compliments the White parents choosing Africa, stating, “I do think that 
families who are adopting from Africa are more thoughtful.”

Recall Danielle’s classification that parents without flexibility tend to 
seek out adoptions from Korea. She refers to these parents as “white bread,” 
juxtaposing their desire to minimize risk and race with those adopting from 
Africa. Whereas the former transracial adoptive parents are painted as risk-
averse and inflexible, she characterizes the latter as “really comfortable with 
the idea of being a conspicuous family.” The idea that transracial adoption of 
a Black child makes one “a conspicuous family” while the transracial adop-
tion of an Asian child is “less of an issue” or “less of a transracial adoption” 
is notable because in both cases White parents adopt non-White children. 
But even though these pairings are all technically transracial adoptions, it is 
clear that Black children occupied a separate status.

As the supply of young children from other sending countries dwindled, 
African adoptions attracted a wider range of parents who may not have been 
as “thoughtful” about race. Danielle muses, “I would say that distinction—
initially when those [other] programs were up and running we found that 
parents who were prepared to parent a Black child had the most comfort 
with race. So they weren’t trying to say, oh everybody loves Asian kids. Asian 
kids are so smart, or they will look almost like me.” Yet as parents’ con-
sumer options declined, she details how Ethiopia rose in prominence. “But 
with Guatemala being closed, with Korea being almost closed, with China 
being almost closed, essentially Ethiopia is getting in the mainstream.” Sim-
ilarly, Nicole’s assessment of how the rise of Ethiopia stemmed from de-
pleted market options is almost verbatim to Danielle’s characterization: “I 
think that China slowed down, Guatemala opened and closed, Korea slowed 
down. It was sort of the perfect storm.” She continues, “Ethiopia is now get-
ting in the mainstream.” Lindsay echoes these sentiments, detailing how she 
has seen a “flood of Ethiopia adoptions” among White parents. She follows 
up, underscoring the explicit connection between the popularity of Ethiopia 
and the availability of infants, remarking, “Those children are under a year, 
which is part of the deal.”

Ethiopia became so mainstream that some parents who were caught in a 
seemingly never-ending wait for a Chinese infant girl opted to switch pro-
grams and adopt from Ethiopia. Erin told a story about calling her clients to 
let them know about the possibility of changing programs and adopting 
from Ethiopia instead of China. Presented with the opportunity to adopt a 
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relatively healthy infant girl in less time, some families were willing to switch 
and traverse the Black–non-Black divide, but others were far more hesitant. 
“We brought up the idea to a lot of China families because we wanted to let 
them know their options,” Erin reports. But for some applicants, the Black–
non-Black color line was too wide to cross. She details how one family 
 declined this offer, recalling, “And one of the families I was working with, 
their biggest concern was they lived in the suburbs somewhere and not hav-
ing a very diverse neighborhood. [They asked,] ‘What will we do in terms of 
connecting this child to this community?’ I was like, ‘The onus is really on 
you to do that.’” She continues that her agency accepted the clients’ decision 
“without any judgment on their part,” and she praised the family for their 
honest assessment of their capacities, stating, “I think that it is great that 
they were able to realize that before the child is in that situation.”

This story deserves further analysis on several levels. First, it is important 
to underscore that this White family had already committed to a transracial 
adoption when deciding to adopt from China. Even though this family “lived 
in the suburbs” and did not have a “very diverse neighborhood,” the parents 
(and the social worker who approved the home study) were seemingly not as 
concerned about what that would be like for a Chinese child. In this regard, 
perhaps they saw the adoption as less of a transracial pairing. Yet the idea of 
bringing a Black child into the same neighborhood raised concern because 
in their eyes, a Black child, as opposed to a Chinese child, would need a more 
diverse neighborhood. Put another way, racial diversity, and perhaps race 
itself, was seen as less of an issue when  transracially adopting a Chinese child 
than when adopting a Black child. Rather than raise a potential red flag that 
her agency had approved a family that did not live in a very diverse neighbor-
hood, Erin lauds her clients for their  self-awareness that an Asian child 
would be acceptable, but a Black child would not.

Second, although this particular family opted not to switch to the Ethio-
pia program, several adoption social workers told me that many of their 
clients did move to the Ethiopia program once they discovered that rela-
tively healthy infants were available in a much shorter time frame. Faced 
with seemingly unending waiting times for the China program that stretched 
years beyond what parents had imagined, several families decided to switch 
into the Ethiopia program. These are the same families who invariably 
passed on the option to domestically adopt an African American infant in 
favor of adopting from China. In response to this calculus, Beth concludes, 
“I think some of them have the idea that it is easier to get a Black child from 
Africa and raise that child than it is to get an African American child.” This 
brings up the question: What makes the adoption of a foreign-born Black 
child a more acceptable market option than the adoption of a native-born 
Black child?
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I spoke with Patricia about this phenomenon. She reveals her frustration 
that prospective adoptive parents often have the misperception that adopting 
from overseas will be easier. She states:

It is also very interesting that people will adopt internationally an 
older child and not domestically an older child. And [they] don’t re-
ally understand orphanage care, institutionalization. I find it very 
interesting that someone would say, “Well, I could adopt a four-year-
old from Costa Rica,” but if you asked them to adopt a four-year-old 
from the U.S., people are like, “What?” I don’t know if there is a 
fantasy in their mind [that] the child is going to come as a blank slate. 
No child ever comes to anyone with a blank slate.

Barbara Yngvesson writes of the allure and the fallacy of the clean 
break, noting how the practice of labeling children available via intercoun-
try adoption as social orphans, regardless of whether they had known living 
birth families, promoted the “centrality of the child’s orphan status—the 
legal clean break that is required to make him or her available for adop-
tion.”78 Similarly, Dorow notes that Chinese girls were especially sought 
after precisely because they were thought to come with “light baggage” or, 
in other words, the “racial flexibility, good health, young age, distanced 
birth mothers.”79 She continues, “Factors of race, gender, age, and health 
play into the narratives of choice that imagine the possible relocation of 
some children, and not others, into adoptive homes.”80 Bestowed with a ra-
cially flexible status and seemingly unburdened by ties to biological family, 
these children were seen as distinct from other racial minorities and im-
migrants.

Whereas internationally adopted children are afforded this racial dis-
tinction, transracially adopted domestic minorities—especially via foster 
care—are not granted a similar dispensation. Anna Ortiz and Laura Briggs 
argue that one reason why foster care is seen as so undesirable is that it gets 
coded as poor and African American. They connect the messages put forth 
by influential studies such as Oscar Lewis’s “The Culture of Poverty” and 
Daniel Moynihan’s “The Negro Family” (also known as “The Moynihan Re-
port”), which set the foundation such that “race emerged sharply as a term 
to characterize pathology.”81 Ortiz and Briggs trace how these negative ste-
reotypes dominated domestic adoption policy, eventually creating the “crack 
baby crisis.” They show how these narratives, taken together, created “a bio-
logically suspect and racialized U.S. ‘underclass’” which “rendered its mem-
bers—and particularly its children—intrinsically pathological and 
completely irredeemable.”82 Despite policy interventions designed to move 
greater numbers of foster care children into adoptive families, many White 
parents deliberately eschewed the foster care system as “dealing with poor 
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and traumatized kids,” and turned to “the private system being the source 
of ($30,000) White infants.”83

In paradoxical contrast to “the exceptional undesirability of U.S. foster 
care children,” Ortiz and Briggs argue that foreign-born children available 
for transnational adoption—even those who are older and presumably have 
been exposed to neglect in institutional care—were able to escape the label 
of being “damaged goods.”84 Confirming this sentiment, Nicole reflects how 
“it became very trendy to adopt from Ethiopia. Part of the reason is that 
these children are not coming from histories of abuse and neglect. They are 
coming from poverty and disease. That feels a lot more comfortable to fam-
ilies [than it] might be adopting domestically from the foster care system, 
where there is a history of abuse and neglect and the child’s parents have had 
their parental rights terminated.”

Conscious of the fact that most of her clients were averse to foster care, 
Beth (somewhat mischievously) describes how she purposely asks new cli-
ents applying to Ethiopia whether they considered adopting from the foster 
care system. Even though she is aware that many of her clients assume that 
“children of African American descent . . . are born with drugs in their sys-
tem and they come from a much more volatile background,” she still asks 
them, “Why not do U.S. adoption? It costs you a lot less, and it is right here, 
and we have just as many children in need.” According to Beth, the most 
common answer she receives is, “Those kids are usually drug-addicted, and 
their risks are high,” underscoring the extent of negative connotations sur-
rounding foster care.

It is not solely prospective adoptive parents who buy into these charac-
terizations. Occasionally during the interviews and information sessions I 
observed, I witnessed how adoption workers perpetuated these distinctions, 
subtly communicating the message that adopting an African American 
child from foster care carried too many risks. For example, during an infor-
mation session at Kid’s Connection, the presenter assured her audience, “In 
Ethiopia, drugs is never the issue.” Additionally, during my interview with 
Lindsay, her comments highlight the assumption that there are elevated risks 
in foster care. This exchange came about when I asked her whether parents 
are typecasting an American birth mother versus a foreign birth mother. She 
does qualify this distinction, stating, “[In] Russia you have the fetal alcohol 
syndrome, and people are very wary of that.” But she adds that these chil-
dren can be identified and possibly winnowed out of the pool because, “That 
is very identifiable. A lot of times it is apparent in their physicals.” Lindsay 
attests that prospective parents “are just as afraid of fetal alcohol [as] they are 
of drugs. Culturally there [Russia], you are more likely to have fetal alcohol.” 
Unlike fetal alcohol effect, which can be presumably identified with the 
medical screening such that prospective adopters can decline a referral, 
Lindsay states that would-be parents worried that they would not be able to 
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identify crack exposure in time. “Here you have drugs, crack cocaine,” she 
states, detailing, “The crack epidemic, there was a great fear of it.” Elevating 
the risks of drugs over alcohol, Lindsay defends the fears of adoptive parents 
as legitimate concerns, contending, “Do I feel that they are maligning birth 
mothers? No, because it turns out that is a real risk.”

If a racialized fear of African American birth mothers serves as the push 
factor moving prospective parents away from foster care, the allure of an 
exotic child contributes to the pull toward Africa. Along this line, several 
adoption workers credited the growing number of celebrity adoptions from 
Africa as adding to the exotification of these children. Abigail states, “Right 
now a lot of families are interested in adopting from Africa because that is 
the place where a lot of celebrities are adopting from.” Nora specifically cites 
the publicity that ensued when Angelina Jolie adopted from Ethiopia and Ma-
donna adopted from Malawi, adding, “I think that there’s a glamour to it.”

Playing up these supposed distinctions between glamorous African-
born children and underclass native-born African American children, some 
adoption agencies and workers propagate finely tuned distinctions between 
these groups. For example, I conducted an interview with Carolyn, a social 
worker who had worked in international adoption for over a decade. At one 
point in the conversation she describes White parents’ interest in Ethiopia, 
mentioning that Ethiopian children have “a different look.” She emphasizes 
that Ethiopian children “do not look like African American children.” Al-
though Carolyn was hesitant to go into further specifics as to how Ethiopian 
and American Black children may differ by phenotype, her statement that 
Ethiopian children “do not look like African American children” suggests 
that these children embody Blackness of a different color.

Beth passionately and angrily discusses how some adoption profession-
als explicitly differentiate between native-born and foreign-born Blacks. She 
describes this phenomenon: “Other agencies started getting into Ethiopia 
and putting on their advertisements . . . ‘We have a program in Ethiopia. 
These children are not African looking; they do not have the big lips or the 
wide nose. And their skin complexion is’—I was irate.” Beth states that upon 
hearing about this, “I just hit the roof.”

The extent to which differences between Ethiopian and native-born Af-
rican American children are calculated and characterized harkens back to 
the historical practice of making distinctions between White ethnicities. 
Jacobson describes how “these new White races were subject to the new epis-
temological system of difference—a new visual economy keyed not only to 
cues of skin color but to facial angle, head size and shape, physiognomy, hair 
and eye color, and physique.”85 Notably, this eugenic practice ceased as 
Whites were able to coalesce around their imagined identities as Caucasians. 
However, these cues still retain their currency when distinguishing between 
Africans and African Americans.
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In addition to perceived phenotypical differences, another potential ben-
efit of international adoption was that it gave White parents the leeway to 
draw on the narrative of engaging in a humanitarian act. The fact that pov-
erty and disease are seen as more “comfortable” factors for White parents 
echoes Dorow’s assessment of how rescue serves as a redeeming narrative in 
transnational adoption. As Dorow argues, “saving” children “served as a 
complementary justification. Humanitarian rescue discourses helped distin-
guish international adoption from domestic adoption options.”86 In line with 
this assessment, Beth contends, “With Africa there is this whole rescue men-
tality. We are saving poor African children from really bad situations.” The 
cache of the rescue narrative was especially potent after the devastating 2010 
Haiti earthquake and the outpouring of sympathy that followed. Many were 
understandably moved by the constant media coverage of how one of the 
poorest countries in the world was especially vulnerable after such a natural 
disaster.87 Compelled to try to alleviate such suffering, several adoption 
workers reported that they had a groundswell of contact from people inter-
ested in adopting from Haiti.

Jennifer, whose job entails answering the intake calls at an adoption 
agency, can attest to how a natural disaster often catalyzes interest in adop-
tion. She juxtaposes those callers with clients who tend to come to adoption 
from infertility, describing how few of these callers ever go on to pursue 
adoption:

The other time we will see an uptick in information calls will be after 
a natural disaster, like with Haiti. For about two weeks we were quite 
busy with phone calls where we weren’t necessarily talking about our 
programs as educating the public. Because there was a larger per-
centage of people than usual who hadn’t necessarily thought about 
adoption or weren’t drawn to adoption in terms of infertility calling. 
So there is a whole different air that you have when talking with 
people like that too. . . . A handful of those people would go on to 
inquiring in greater detail. Most were moved by the urgency of the 
moment.

Looking back on this phenomenon, Nora conjectures, “People saw kids 
in Haiti, and they want to adopt from Haiti. But those parents won’t neces-
sarily take an American foster kid. The same black face, the same desperate 
need, but it is the American way to go out and save the world.”

Tracy also spoke of how the emotional humanitarian urge creates dis-
sonance between Black children overseas and native-born Black children at 
home. I asked her why she thought people were so interested in adopting 
from Haiti, and she responded, “It is more along the lines of ‘We are saving 
one of those children in Haiti.’ It looks better. Adoptive parents perceive it as 
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‘It looks better because we saved a child,’ rather than having a child who is 
born here who is African American.”

She goes on to tell a story about how she received many interested calls 
from her roster of existing clients. To clarify, these prospective parents had 
deliberately decided not to pursue the adoption of African American chil-
dren and were currently waiting to be chosen by expectant women placing 
White children. However, as Tracy details, many of these waiting families 
saw a clear difference between a Haitian child and an American Black child. 
She recalls:

We had several parents who were in our Caucasian group who called 
us and said, “How can we adopt from Haiti? How can we get one of 
those children from Haiti?” I say, “Okay, but you’re not in our Afri-
can American/biracial book.” And they are like, “We know.” And I 
say, “Can you explain the difference to me?” They’re like, “They’re 
Haitian.” That was a hard pill for us to swallow as social workers, but 
they were clearly able to see in their heads that this child is of Haitian 
descent, and they are not Black.

Given that many adoptive parents had the notion that their African-born 
children were “not Black,” or at least a different type of Black, several social 
workers I interviewed mentioned their concern that some White parents 
were purposely trying to distance themselves from the African American 
community. Nicole describes how families adopting from Ethiopia would 
come to her and say, “‘There is no Ethiopian adoptive community in my 
neighborhood.’ And I would say, ‘Well, what about domestic adoption and 
families who have adopted transracially [native-born Black children]?’ And 
for so many families, they were like, ‘Wow, it never really occurred to me.’” 
Rather than try to make connections with African Americans, or even 
White parents with African American children, these adoption profession-
als emphasize how White parents of foreign-born Black children prioritize 
their child’s ethnic identity, rather than a racial one.

Later in the conversation Nicole describes the potential drawbacks of 
this emphasis on culture instead of race, stating, “One thing that wasn’t 
talked about among the families but was often talked about among the staff 
was that a lot of these families are really committed to connecting to the 
Ethiopian community but not connecting to the African American or Black 
community.” She continues, “A lot of parents were clinging so tightly to this 
Ethiopian identity. That is really big in the Ethiopian adoptive community, 
going out for Ethiopian food, using Amharic words. . . . I think there is this 
whole place of wanting your child to be part of not the African American 
community but of the African or Ethiopian community.”
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As several scholars have pointed out before, the act of engaging with a 
child’s cultural origins by going out for ethnic food and peppering one’s 
vocabulary with key phrases learned at culture camp has become the norma-
tive strategy for transnational adoptive parents.88 Jacobson coins this strat-
egy as “culture keeping,” writing, “For international-adoptive parents, 
culture keeping can be hugely enjoyable and personally rewarding. Learning 
about a new culture, purchasing and consuming new ethnic goods and 
foods, and participating in new holiday traditions can be pleasurable experi-
ences.”89 She continues that culture keeping “provides a comfortable avenue 
for mothers” that can “fulfill the ethnic expectation they place on their chil-
dren based on racial difference, yet the cultural practices themselves are 
loose enough that they can easily be slipped on or off.”90 This comfortable 
approach to engaging with an exotic culture stands in stark contrast to the 
perceived risks and pitfalls associated with the appropriation and perfor-
mance of African American culture such that White parents may feel like 
they have less license to slip on or off elements of domestic Black culture.

Yet for foreign-born Black children, the practice of culture keeping 
seems to be more accessible since White parents can follow the well-worn 
model of going out for Ethiopian food and attending culture camps, activi-
ties that allow parents to remain firmly in control of the narrative of racial 
difference. Lindsay describes how the White parents she works with distin-
guish their children, stating, “Somehow if you take a Black Caribbean child 
or a Black child from another country, somehow it is more exotic, so they are 
not African American; they are just African or Caribbean. Somehow that 
doesn’t come with as much baggage in this person’s mind.”

While White parents navigating the adoption marketplace may choose 
to apply these finely graded distinctions, it does not necessarily mean that 
the outside world will abide by the same logic. Parents may think they are 
getting a pass by adopting an honorary White child, or they may try to 
 mitigate racial stigma by adopting a biracial or a foreign-born Black child, 
but race remains a master status no matter how much some people may want 
to wish away its power. Because so many prospective adoptive parents come 
to adoption with a color-blind frame of reference, adoption practitioners 
have their work cut out for them. Nicole details how she tries to prepare her 
clients for the road ahead: “I would say [to prospective parents] that nobody 
is going to look at them and say, ‘Look at this sweet Ethiopian child.’ I was 
like, ‘Your kid is Black and will be recognized and treated as such in the 
United States.’”

Despite some social workers’ best efforts to adequately prepare future 
transracial adoptive parents that their children will grow up to become per-
sons of color, many acknowledged that they often fell short. Erin explains 
that many of her clients just want to adopt a baby and are not thinking about 
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the future. She laments, “I don’t know how much this resonates with fami-
lies. Because it is almost like tunnel vision. They just want a family; they just 
want to adopt a baby and they maybe can’t get to that level of thinking.”

Presumably, it is the responsibility of the adoption social worker to move 
prospective adoptive parents out of their tunnel vision toward a more nu-
anced level of thinking about the role of race in society. Yet as this chapter 
shows, many of the policies and practices employed by adoption providers 
do not just reflect the racial hierarchy; they also perpetuate it. This replica-
tion of the color line partially stems from the consumer model of private 
adoption. As Briggs argues, would-be parents intentionally seek out private 
adoption precisely because “they become more like consumers, seeking a 
child and then paying a fee.”91 Cognizant of their role, agencies and employ-
ees may be hesitant to set the bar higher and require additional time and 
money from applicants. Some workers were clearly worried about turning 
away potential customers or losing families to competitors. Nicole describes 
how supervisors at her previous agency discouraged her from mandating 
more rigorous training, rationalizing, “We really need these families.”

In the following chapter, I show how there are several missed opportuni-
ties for thoughtful and engaged dialogue regarding transracial adoptive par-
enting. I argue that the silence surrounding the responsibilities and 
implications of transracial adoption gets perceived as an implicit endorse-
ment of color blindness. By diminishing and in some cases obliterating any 
discussion of racial difference, adoption workers send the message that race 
should not matter. Ironically, this color-evasive attitude starkly contradicts 
what I call the color-explicit descriptions that some practitioners use to de-
scribe available children. These mixed messages perpetuate a consumer ap-
proach to transracial adoption that ultimately undermines adoption workers’ 
goal of serving the best interests of children.



5

Selling Transracial Adoption

Social Workers’ Ideals and Market Concessions

In this chapter I return to the broader inquiry of how transracial adoption 
is sold to prospective clients and argue that social workers utilize a strategy 
of color-evasiveness, opting to minimize discussions of race so as not to 

dissuade potential customers. First, I examine social workers’ characteriza-
tions of how their clients perceive transracial adoption. While many adop-
tion professionals adamantly state that preparing White parents to adopt 
across race is of utmost importance, I detail how the fear of losing business 
to competitors leads some providers to minimize its significance. Even when 
adoption providers do try to engage in conversations about race, these dis-
cussions are hindered by adoption workers’ own reticence to discuss race 
and racial inequality in terms of power and privilege. Paradoxically, despite 
the desire to use a color-blind approach, adoption workers employ color-
explicit descriptions of children’s phenotypes with a startling level of speci-
ficity that goes so far as to even detail children’s skin shade. I discuss the 
implications of these strategies, detailing how a down market leads some 
providers to loosen their standards around transracial adoption.

Readers familiar with adoption policy may wonder if the “Multiethnic 
Placement” provisions of the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (PL 
103-382), also known as the Multiethnic Placement Act, and the Interethnic 
Adoption Provisions of 1996 (MEPA-IEP) were factors in social workers’ 
hesitancy to discuss race. At first glance, this conclusion seems logical, con-
sidering that MEPA-IEP makes it illegal to take into account a child’s race, 
color, or national origin when making an adoptive placement from foster 
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care.1 As Ruth McRoy and colleagues note, “The assumption behind the leg-
islation was that African American children were lingering in the foster care 
system despite the many approved waiting white families who stood ready 
to adopt them. The goal was clearly to make it easier for white families to 
adopt children of color in foster care and to penalize states that failed to 
ensure this outcome.”2

Yet as Patricia Jennings argues, the tenets of the Multiethnic Placement 
Act are based on “faulty assumptions” that posit White middle-class parents 
as queuing up to adopt Black children from foster care. As I have argued 
throughout the book, most parents pursue private adoption precisely  because 
they want to avoid adopting children from the public child welfare system. 
Jennings asserts that it was not so-called “reverse discrimination” that pre-
vented Black foster children from finding permanent adoptive families, but 
instead it was White parents’ “racial and ethnic preferences” that funneled 
applicants away from foster care and toward private adoption.3 Similarly, 
Laura Briggs astutely notes that MEPA-IEP served as a “red herring,” stress-
ing that there is little evidence that the legislation was even necessary, con-
sidering that most foster care agencies did not have formal race-matching 
policies before the laws made them illegal.4 MEPA-IEP was more ideological 
than functional because, according to Briggs, “it seems to capture all of the 
things we worry about—vulnerable children, drugs, questions of law and 
race, irresponsible parenting, the danger of losing one’s own children.”5

It is important to emphasize that MEPA-IEP only applies to foster care 
placements, not private adoptions. State foster care agencies that do not abide 
by these provisions risk losing federal funds, but since private adoption is not 
government-funded, these domestic and intercountry adoption agencies are 
not subject to the same jurisdictions. Briggs confirms this point, stating, 
“Private agencies, unless for some reason they receive public funds, are unaf-
fected by MEPA-IEP and were always far less likely to have race matching 
policies.”6 If anything, in private adoption it is almost the opposite— 
transracial adoption is often encouraged, especially if it can serve as an ex-
pedient market option.

As this chapter details, a tension emerges as adoption providers navigate 
their responsibilities as social workers and as financial stewards of their or-
ganization. These actors face the dual roles of simultaneously anticipating 
applicants’ consumer mind-sets while also following their own obligations 
as child welfare professionals by modeling how to talk about race and 
 adoption. Despite their stated goal of wanting to prepare White parents to 
adopt across race, few adoption providers are willing to engage in  potentially 
off-putting conversations about the commitment transracial adoption 
 entails. Although there has been a surge of research about the complexities 
associated with growing up in transracial adoptive families highlighting 
the  importance of racial socialization practices,7 adoption providers are 
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 reluctant to enter into these discussions, especially at the early stages of the 
application process.

During my interview with Patricia, I asked her why her agency chooses 
not to discuss issues related to transracial adoption from the get-go, doubtful 
but curious as to whether it had anything to do with MEPA. Notably, she had 
never even heard of the legislation, confirming my suspicion that the law 
seemed to have little relevance in the private adoption sector. In response to 
my question, she responds, “I think at the info meeting, you are just trying 
to get information out about your agency and what makes your agency sort 
of special or unique, or why someone would want to work with your agency.” 
Patricia discusses how her agency does not want to scare off potential clients 
at this critical juncture. She does try to “give them a little general informa-
tion about adoption,” but overall, she asserts, the “primary goal at an infor-
mation meeting [is] let me tell you about who we are and what we do.” Since 
the top priority is to sell one’s agency, she conjectures, “[that] might be why 
most people don’t bring it up.” Patricia is all too aware that this information 
might be off-putting, since “transracial adoption is still a pretty hot topic and 
it can still get a little heated.”

Given that most adoption providers are reluctant to broach more 
 controversial issues, I was curious as to whether social workers thought their 
clients were even considering the long-term ramifications associated with 
raising children of color. Erin asserts that when initiating a transracial adop-
tion, most families she works with do not have a clear grasp of the commit-
ment they’re making. I asked her, “When families are coming in, how much 
are they thinking about becoming a transracial family and all the things that 
it entails?” Her response is telling because she pauses and stumbles, trying 
to formulate her thoughts before she admits, “During the home study we 
start bringing up that transracial piece, but my sense is that most families 
don’t really think about that at all prior to deciding to adopt from another 
 country.”

Sylvia, a counselor with a long history of working with prospective adop-
tive parents, deftly summarizes how availability tends to be the driving fac-
tor in parents’ decision-making process: “They go abroad, and they find out 
that these are the countries that are sending.” She traces the expansion and 
contraction of the supply chain, detailing how people think to themselves, 
“Oh boy, a lot of these cute little Chinese girls are coming over. I see one here 
and one there. I could see myself with a cute little Chinese girl, and I hear 
that I can get one quickly.” Once this pipeline stops, hopeful parents regroup, 
wondering, “Where are the options? Which countries as sending?” Sylvia 
then lists a roster of countries that once had thriving programs, recounting, 
“When Columbia was sending, so many people were adopting from Colum-
bia. When Korea was sending, so many people were adopting from Korea. 
And then Honduras, and then Guatemala.”



166 Chapter 5

Attributing this global migration to the vagaries of the market supply, 
she asserts, “It shifts, not because people are—it is what is available. It is, 
where are the kids coming from? It is, what’s available at the time?” These 
were the forces that propelled Ethiopia’s growing popularity. Sylvia affirms, 
“A lot of people are adopting from Ethiopia because you can. . . . I think it is 
just availability that drives them; that’s what I think.” Later in the interview, 
she touches on her clients’ mind-set when adopting across race, declaring, 
“People don’t necessarily adopt across racial lines because they have thought 
through all of the complexities of the issues and worked it through. No, they 
want a kid, and they find that you can get a kid over here. . . . People will 
adopt kids from African American backgrounds and not give it a thought.” 
Despite her blunt characterization of how availability drives the market, 
 Sylvia remains empathetic to her clients’ predicament, stating, “It is so over-
whelming that people just—people have very idealistic, very, very unrealistic, 
idealistic, ideals of what it is like to have—why parents adopt a minority 
child.”

As argued in Chapter 3, the desire for the youngest and healthiest baby 
available was a significant factor in driving the surge in transracial, and 
often, transnational, adoptions. Kiera reiterates how her clients’ preference 
for babies tends to trump all other considerations, attesting, “Most of the 
time they come to us because they want a baby. They don’t see anything 
because they are so fixated on the baby.” Similarly, Beth expressed doubts as 
to whether White parents adopting Black children had considered the seri-
ous challenges they would encounter. She characterizes the situation this 
way: “I think they are coming from [the idea that] this is a cute baby. This is 
another country where you can get a baby.” With this in mind, I ask her 
whether she thinks parents are prepared to adopt across race, and she 
 responds, “I don’t think they are. I don’t know. I don’t think they’re well 
prepared.”

With her training as a counseling psychologist, Sylvia offers some clini-
cal insight as to why so few parents are able to think forward past getting the 
baby. She states that ideally adoption should be in the best interest of the 
child, but prospective adoptive parents do not always share this ethos. Sylvia 
summarizes, “A lot of people who are adopting [think], ‘Why do I have to go 
through all these hoops? I’m doing the kid a favor.’” While she hopes this 
parent-centric mentality “changes later on when it is a real person,” and 
 parents “stop looking at the person as an object, and [the child] becomes a 
real subject,” it is difficult for parents to break out of this mind-set. Sylvia 
explains, “A lot of people feel that the kid is beholden to them, that they are 
sort of doing them a favor.” Even though several experts on adoptive families 
have warned parents about promoting this damaging narrative, Sylvia ac-
knowledges, “The stuff that you don’t want to see happens. . . . And some of 
that changes later on, and some of it doesn’t, in my experience.”



Selling Transracial Adoption 167

She details how occasionally she comes across “people who are very 
thoughtful and very reflective, and they do all of that nice stuff that you read 
about in the books; in my experience, that is not a lot of people you come 
across.” Sylvia says, “I do my very best to help people think this through, and 
I am pretty challenging.” Sometimes she gets a lot of pushback from clients, 
describing how “people get very angry at me because I draw their attention 
to the fact that they are talking about a human being and it is not all about 
them.” Despite her cynical interpretation, she is quick to emphasize, “People 
love their kids; don’t get me wrong.”

Yet Sylvia knows that love is not enough to adequately prepare transra-
cial adoptive families for the road ahead. When asked, “If you could change 
the way that adoption is done, what would you want to see different?” she 
passionately discusses the need for more education: “I think that anyone who 
knows anything about adoption would want families who adopt to become 
better educated.” Wishing that adoptive parents would find role models for 
their children and “would work hard to have their kids be similar to other 
kids racially, ethnically,” she asserts that these efforts should be “a bare min-
imum.” Despite her advice, Sylvia discloses that few heed her suggestions, 
“because it is hard, and people want to live their lives.” She gives a litany of 
competing priorities that usurp parents’ energies, noting, “There is so much 
going on, and homework, and grandma [trails off].” These immediate aspects 
of parenting often take precedence, especially for White parents who may 
feel like it is too hard to travel out of one’s comfort zone to seek out same-
race friends and role models for their child. Since this blasé attitude toward 
racial difference often prevails, Sylvia concludes, “I would like people to be 
more educated and to think through what this [transracial adoption] means 
for the child.”

Throughout my interviews, several adoption professionals espoused 
similar views that White adoptive parents needed better education to be 
prepared to adopt transracially. As social workers, they saw this as an inte-
gral aspect of their roles. For example, I interviewed Michele, an agency 
worker who went back to school to get her MSW with the sole purpose of 
building a career in adoption. She explains, “My focus from day one was to 
work in this field.” Michele is clearly passionate about her job. She describes 
her role in her agency: “I am a senior social worker, and I was doing home 
studies and postplacement work with families and also doing marketing 
around adoption information meetings for people who are just thinking 
about it, kind of testing the waters. And I love that part of it, as well as the 
educational part of it.”

Like Sylvia, Michele wishes that her clients would be willing to think 
more about what transracial adoption means for the child. With the adop-
tion clock ticking, many prospective clients want to jump right ahead to the 
application phase to expedite the process. Michele continues, “Sometimes 
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there are people who are focused on what is going to be the quickest pro-
gram, and I sort of struggle with that, since that is not really the question. It 
may seem like, ‘What can we do now to hurry this up and become par-
ents?’ . . . So part of my role is also educating them.”

Even though social workers hold the belief that education is important, 
this ideology is tempered by the notion that prospective adoptive parents 
should not be pushed too far on these issues. For example, Jennifer, a social 
worker whose job entails talking with prospective applicants who reach out to 
her agency, describes the “tender territory” that she traverses, especially for 
prospective parents “who have quite literally left the fertility clinic and have 
been given the advice that they need to look into adoption as a means of build-
ing their family.” Knowing that prospective clients are reeling, she is espe-
cially cautious and only introduces issues associated with transracial adoption 
“as the topic arises.” Jennifer discloses that compared with her colleagues, “I 
will have a tendency to go a bit further with this, in terms of families, [telling 
them], ‘Here are some resources.’” She attempts to grasp a teachable moment, 
relating, “If I have a family who mentions that they are color blind, I will very 
often take them down the road [of] ‘But you are not going to be living in a 
color-blind society.’” She wants the early phase of the application process to 
help clients “understand the issues that you will be facing as a mixed-race 
family. And we will start using that terminology in the [intake] phone call in 
terms of being a mixed-race family.” Yet she is wary about pushing too hard, 
continuing, “I don’t want to say that it is a topic we avoid because it certainly 
is not, but it is sort of woven in there subtly rather than, ‘Here, you have to 
read these before you decide to move forward with Ethiopia.’”

Although Jennifer hopes to educate potential clients, she tends to give 
prospective parents the benefit of the doubt, even if they say something rac-
ist. She describes how “some people are real upfront, . . . in what would be 
perceived by most ears as a racist comment.” Surprisingly, these racist com-
ments are not necessarily deal breakers, and rather than turn down potential 
applicants, Jennifer tries to turn the exchange into a teachable moment. “Our 
[social work] worldview is quite well informed about racial issues and ineq-
uities and so on,” and given this knowledge, she reasons, “our job is to at least 
speak to what bias looks like.” She sees this gentle approach as part of her 
agency’s mission “to help families understand, at every step along the way.” 
Because these racist comments happen at the intake stage, she expects that 
through the course of the training and home study process, these things can 
be corrected. Jennifer continues, “Families are going to integrate and adapt 
and absorb the education that we provide them” but admits that not all par-
ents come around: “How’s this for a cliché: you can lead a horse to water 
[trails off].”

According to Jennifer’s metaphor, she tries to lead prospective applicants 
to the “water,” or a place where future transracial adoptive parents will have 
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an opportunity to think critically about race and privilege in American so-
ciety. However, going back to Patricia’s words, the temperature of the water 
cannot get too heated because the goal of the initial stages of the adoption 
process is to recruit future customers, so keeping White applicants comfort-
able is a priority. As Kristi Brian has noted in her research on Korean adop-
tion, some social workers are wary of inviting adult Korean adoptees to 
speak to prospective parents because some are “just so negative” about their 
experiences. She describes this desire to shield “adopters from the harsh re-
alities that some adoptees have experienced” as a missed opportunity that 
may ultimately hinder adoptive parents’ development.8 Thus, to reframe 
transracial and transnational adoption as a promising pathway to parent-
hood, adoption facilitators act as gatekeepers, only allowing those who “ex-
pressed their views appropriately” to enter into the conversation.9 In my 
interview with Penelope, she echoes this sentiment, describing her col-
leagues’ aversion to inviting adult adoptees to speak at trainings because “if 
you use some adult voices of adoptees, some of that can be scary.”

Color-Evasiveness: Minimizing Race and Maximizing  
Applicants’ Comfort
When transracial adoption does get mentioned at the preadopt stage, it is 
often done with a soft touch that positions parents as consumers and priori-
tizes their needs. Just as the notion of fit gets euphemistically employed to 
cover a range of demographics about a child’s profile, adoption social work-
ers describe transracial adoption in terms of White parents’ levels of  comfort. 
For example, I attended a conference for prospective adoptive parents. A 
social worker with a long history of writing home studies for transracial 
adoptive families presented a session called “Deciding on the Type of 
 Adoption That Works for You.” Employing a strategy of emotion work, the 
 presenter gave her audience permission to take on a consumer mentality, 
reminding them, “Adoption is a lifelong decision, so you want to choose the 
one that works for you.” Similarly, during another conference session, 
“ Making the Race, Age, Cost Comparison,” the social worker framed the 
winnowing process in terms of clients’ comfort, advising them to consider 
“With what program do you feel comfortable?”

With this consumer-focused mind-set, adoption workers communicate 
mixed messages about the relevance of racial difference. For example, at the 
Baby Talk information session, the presenter mentioned, “I think it is really, 
really important just to be very prepared to adopt a child that is going to be 
out of your ethnicity. If they are Hispanic, or African American, or Asian, 
or whatever they are, it is important just to be really prepared for that.” Yet 
the message changed when she showed audience members a chart listing an 
inventory of countries that “we get kids out of most often.” She instructed 



170 Chapter 5

parents to downplay race and instead prioritize other criteria such as eligibil-
ity requirements, estimated waiting times, and their willingness to travel. 
She advised, “So if you’re not really big on travel, maybe Russia is not for you. 
Maybe South Korea is. It is one trip, usually a week or so. Sometimes it is a 
lot easier. So it really depends on you and what you are looking for, the kind 
of kid, you know, depending on what kind of country you want to go to.” In 
other words, the underlying message is that the decision to adopt across race 
should depend on parents’ tolerance for overseas travel and what they think 
will be easier in terms of getting a child.

Cornerstone Adoptions, a large placement agency that offered an array 
of international programs, also advised parents to weigh these market fac-
tors. They were even more explicit in their advice, ranking the factors to 
consider in descending order. But before articulating this list, the speaker 
made sure to voice the caveat that prospective parents should think care-
fully about the implications of transracial adoption. She advised potential 
clients, “This is a good time to start assessing your comfort level and your 
extended family’s comfort level with the openness of becoming an interra-
cial, transracial family.” Her message took on a serious tone as she stated, 
“There are inherent challenges to the child, parents, extended family mem-
bers, and siblings, and these cannot be taken lightly.”

Once these warnings were communicated, she shifted her tone to a more 
consumer-oriented approach as she launched into a list of factors prospec-
tive parents should consider when choosing a program. She detailed how 
Cornerstone advises prioritizing the following in descending order: (1) eli-
gibility requirements, (2) age and gender, (3) length of wait, (4) care of chil-
dren, (5) interracial families, (6) cultural affinity, and (7) travel requirements. 
The fact that race is listed well after other market variables like length of wait 
provides a powerful point of contrast to the speaker’s previous statement that 
race “cannot be taken lightly.”

One thing that was interesting about Cornerstone was the speaker’s ten-
dency to shy away from using the word “race,” shifting it to a discussion of 
culture. The speaker informed prospective parents that they do not require 
any previous exposure or knowledge about a country to adopt from it, fram-
ing this cultural capital as something nice to have but not a requirement. She 
asserted, “If there are parts of the world where you have ancestors from, or 
you were born there, or you speak the language, or you’ve traveled there . . . 
and you can claim some of that culture, that is really just a nice thing to do, 
if you have that opportunity.”

Cornerstone was not alone in downplaying race by relegating it to the 
near bottom of the list of considerations. I attended an information meeting 
at Kid Connection, another large placement agency. Although Kid Connec-
tion ordered its list somewhat differently, the overall message is the same—
only this time, any mention of race is obliterated because the subject gets 
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framed in terms of ethnicity and culture. The agency lists its priorities as 
(1) age of the child, (2) gender of the child, (3) health of the child, (4) siblings, 
(5) ethnicity of the child, (6) travel or escort wait times, and (7) fee and bud-
get. Having listed these factors, the Kid Connection representative went 
down the list, asking her audience to consider, “Would it make sense for you 
to adopt siblings?” and “How much traveling can you do? Some programs 
require more travel than others.” When she got to transracial adoption, the 
speaker framed ethnicity—leaving out race entirely—as something that may 
or may not matter: “Does the ethnicity of the child matter to you? And would 
you be willing to incorporate elements of their cultural heritage into your 
family’s rituals and traditions?” Through this linguistic strategy, she implies 
that the racial difference can be effectively dealt with by occasionally incor-
porating cultural elements.

There was one important outlier among the sessions I observed. At an 
information meeting on adoption from Ethiopia, the speaker articulated a 
powerful message about the importance of engaging in discussions of race. 
Whereas other adoption agency representatives avoided bringing up race, lest 
the conversation become too heated, this social worker prioritized the ben-
efits of this teachable moment over the risk of alienating potential customers. 
She advised her audience, “I also think that talking about race and ethnicity 
is an important piece. The reason why I bring this up is that oftentimes I feel 
that families feel that love is enough. If any of you are married or have expe-
rienced longer-term relationships, you know that love is not enough. You 
have to really work together as partners, and you have to make sacrifices, and 
you oftentimes have to put a lot of energy into those relationships.” She was 
frank that, depending on their age at adoption, their future sons and daugh-
ters will have complex and varied identities as Africans and Americans: 
“Your child will come home very literally African American but may not 
identify as African American. We have definitely seen some older kids come 
home and say that they are not Black; they are brown. We have also seen kids 
come home and very much identify with African American culture, much 
more so than they seem to identify with their Ethiopian heritage.”

While she stated that it is important to “kind of take their child’s lead” 
when navigating issues of race and identity, in a marked departure from 
other agency representatives, the facilitator brought race to the forefront. She 
acknowledged that the conversations can be difficult for White parents, but 
she compelled them to fight through their discomfort for the sake of their 
children:

I think that it is really important to talk about race, ethnicity, adop-
tion, heritage. Those types of topics should be discussed early, and it 
is really not a good idea to wait for your child to talk to you about it. 
I often equate these types of conversations to sex. I don’t know how 
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many of us would be approaching our parents to say can you please 
have this conversation with us. Most of these types of things you 
don’t want to talk about, or there is never enough time in the day to 
bring these things up. And so I think that if you can start these con-
versations when the child is a baby or early coming home in your 
family . . . you are showing them that this is a topic that you are 
comfortable with.

In contrast to this more head-on acknowledgement of racial difference, 
among most of the information sessions I observed presenters eschewed 
mentioning race altogether. For example, the speaker at Family Union 
downplayed the role of race and did not even mention it as a consideration. 
The presenter informed her audience, “The first step that I suggest for them 
to do is take a look at the country requirements. And for most people, once 
they review those requirements, they realize there are some countries that 
they are not eligible to adopt from. This helps narrow down the list.” After 
this step, she advised, “it is important to think about the profile of the child 
you are willing to adopt.” Among these decisions, she listed several options, 
directing her audience to think about, “What are your hopes regarding gen-
der, age, health situation? Are you hoping to adopt a baby as young as pos-
sible? Are you really thinking about a young school-age child? Do you have 
all boys and want to adopt a girl? Do you have all girls and want to adopt a 
boy? Are you open to a correctable medical condition? All of those things 
will impact the country you choose to adopt from.” It is important to high-
light that this presenter was willing to blatantly discuss the role of market 
variables like gender, age, and health in parents’ calculations. With this in 
mind, the paucity of race from the discussion is even more noticeable.

Conflating Race and Culture
Race may be largely absent when adoption social workers sell transracial 
adoption to prospective parents, but discussions of birth culture—especially 
for intercountry adoptions—are far more prevalent. Describing findings 
from her research, Brian asserts, “Children are frequently classified accord-
ing to their birth country for transnational adoption and according to their 
“race” in domestic adoption, further configuring transnational adoptees as 
somewhat outside of the racial hierarchy.”10 She continues that adoption 
 facilitators tend to uphold this oversimplified view of race and culture, often 
characterizing any attempt to include discussions of difference as a virtuous 
effort. Brian notes, “This embrace of ‘difference’ happens precisely on 
 adopters’ own terms, in limited doses, and from a comfortable distance away 
from adoptees’ own birth communities.”11 Likewise, in her study examining 
how White mothers embark on “culture keeping” activities with their 
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 Chinese-born daughters, Jacobson argues that the tendency to play up cul-
ture and downplay race originates with adoption providers. She states, 
“ Culture is marketed and celebrated as one of the joys and obligations of 
international adoptive parenting. It is part of the way all international adop-
tive programs are packaged, made appealing, and sold to adoptive parents.”12

In line with this strategy, the presenter at Family Union swathed her 
discussion of racial difference in a comfortable conversation about cultural 
affinity. She told her audience, “Some families come to us, and they already 
have a connection with the birth culture of the country they are adopting 
from. They may share that cultural heritage, or they may have a strong tie to 
that culture through their church or community or family. Other families 
are excited about making a connection to their child’s birth culture and are 
seeking out those resources in their community as they start an adoption 
process.”

Adherence to the notion that participation in fun cultural activities was 
a sufficient strategy to effectively address racial difference was evident at the 
preadoption panels. For example, at one conference session on transracial 
adoption, the organizer invited a few transracial adoptive mothers to talk 
about how they work to develop their children’s ethnic and racial identities. 
The panelists spoke of “getting culturally reflective books and dolls” and 
“belonging to a Listserve” of similar adoptive families. I saw a similar trend 
at another conference sponsored by Family Orchard during its session titled 
“Multicultural Families,” a label that effectively rebranded race, moving it to 
the more comfortable territory of culture. The session organizers invited 
Gail,13 a White single mother raising a Chinese daughter, to participate in 
the panel and share her experiences. Endorsing the culture-keeping model, 
Gail details that she wanted to adopt from China because “I was going to be 
enriched to have another culture to dialogue with.”

This phrase is worth unpacking. Dialogue usually means conversation, 
a two-way exchange. But that does not seem to be what is happening here. 
The use of the word “dialogue” is notable considering that the woman did 
not speak Mandarin, so it was impossible for her to enter into an actual dia-
logue with someone from China unless he or she spoke English. Second, the 
mother confidently stated that she is enriched by making connections with 
Chinese culture but then disclosed that her daughter is the only Asian in her 
school, so it is doubtful that her family has the opportunity to make connec-
tions with other Asian Americans. But according to the culture-keeping 
model promoted by adoption agencies, neither language fluency nor rela-
tionships with Chinese Americans are necessary to “dialogue with a cul-
ture,” because culture is positioned as something attainable via consuming 
ethnic food or art and is divorced from actual people.

As Jacobson argues, there are drawbacks to this “primordial view of eth-
nicity,” noting that for transracial adoptive parents, culture keeping is not 
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only the “best way to address race for families, but, in essence, the only way 
many know how to do so.”14 While the mothers Jacobson interviewed report 
a strong affinity for China and its people, these sentiments rarely translated 
into “actual friendships or deep meaningful day-to-day relationships with 
Chinese people here in the United States.”15 As prior research has shown,16 
these transracial adoptive parents tended to raise their children in what 
 Jacobson calls “relative social segregation,” detailing that “few of the families 
had Asian friends and . . . although they desired intimate relationships with 
Chinese ethnics, most experienced a deep awkwardness in their attempts to 
connect.”17

It is important to emphasize that adoption social workers implicitly give 
adoptive parents permission to conflate race and culture with the way that 
they talk about transracial adoption. In my interview with Michele, she de-
scribes how she broaches transracial adoption to her clients: “Most of the 
families we see are Caucasian families, and they are interested in adopting, 
many times, a child of another race. And it is really important that those 
families not see that they are adopting an Asian child, a Black child, a His-
panic child, but that they become a multicultural family.” Her choice of 
words is interesting because she begins by mentioning the race of the child 
(e.g., Hispanic, Asian, or Black) but promotes the idea that White parents 
should not “see” the race of their children. Once advocating that seeing race 
should not be the priority, she pivots to a discussion of culture, reframing 
transracial adoption as becoming a multicultural family.

In We Are All Multiculturalists Now, the sociologist Nathan Glazer  traces 
the origins and ideology behind the term “multiculturalism,” explaining 
that the word is relatively new, having only made it into the Oxford English 
Dictionary in 1989.18 Glazer details how the word was initially used in edu-
cational circles as a buzzword meant to describe curriculum that includes 
perspectives of racial and ethnic minorities in the United States. He writes, 
“Many terms have thus arisen to encompass the reality that groups of differ-
ent origin all form part of the . . . common culture and society. Multicultur-
alism is just the latest in this sequence of terms describing how American 
society, particularly American education, should respond to its diversity.”19 
Glazer shows how, since its inception, the word connotes the embodiment of 
neoliberal American ideals, arguing that the term “becomes the new image 
of a better America, without prejudice and discrimination.”20 With this in-
terpretation, it is no wonder that the phrase “multicultural family” has 
gained so much traction among adoption professionals to describe a quix-
otic view of transracial adoption. As Kazuyo Kubo argues, “The normative 
perspectives of multiculturalism—embracing differences—provide a conve-
nient and helpful ethos for adoption agencies in promoting transnational 
adoption to prospective parents.”21
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This tactic generated the creation of “culture camps,” programs designed 
to introduce transnationally adopted children and their families to the cul-
ture of a specific country. Although the content and the mission of the camps 
can vary, as Lori Delale-O’Connor finds in her research, “culture is limited 
to experiences with food, clothing, songs, dance, and games that are easily 
taught and are age appropriate.”22 Drawing from her observations at Hands 
Around the Globe culture camp, she recounts how the program divides chil-
dren into subcamps, with a focus on China, Korea, or a homogenized “Latin 
America” curriculum. She depicts how activities are based on “safe or ac-
ceptable aspects of children’s birth cultures.”23 One of the signature events 
involves having children make the flag of the country of their birth, and at 
the camp finale children participate in the “Parade of Flags.” This ceremony 
is the very personification of multiculturalism because it is limited to a sym-
bolic view of diversity, promoting “a view of the adoptee’s birth culture that 
allows children and families to ‘put on’ their culture and take it off within 
the space of camp.”24

Nowadays, there is the general consensus that these camps can be helpful 
tools for families, but they are not sufficient resources for transracially ad-
opted children.25 I spoke with Nicole about this issue. She describes the con-
versations she would have with prospective adoptive parents about her 
expectations, detailing that she would like to see families go beyond surface 
explorations of culture. “We would always talk about that [with clients],” she 
states. “As much as you’re asking your child to come into your White social 
circle and style, you should be putting yourself in situations where you are 
in the minority.” This is a useful party line, but it is often unrealistic for 
families living in rural areas where there are few, if any, opportunities for 
parents to put themselves in settings where they are the racial minority and 
their children of color are among the majority. Nicole acknowledges, “I feel 
like we would say this, and talk about this, but a lot but our clients were in 
Tennessee. I mean, going to culture camp might be as good as it was going 
to get for them.”

Whereas Nicole articulates that she wants families to go beyond the cul-
ture camp model, in contrast Michele implicitly endorses this strategy, 
equating becoming a multicultural family with cultural tourism. She states, 
“I do say [that] it is not that you’ve adopted a child from China; it is that your 
family becomes a multiracial, multicultural family, and what do you need to 
do to support that?” In answering her rhetorical question, Michele veers 
away from discussions on race and focuses on a consumer-friendly view of 
culture. According to her definition, “supporting” a multiracial family does 
not necessarily entail finding one’s child same-race role models, preparing 
him to encounter racial discrimination, or teaching her the language spoken 
in the country where she was born. Instead, Michele reframes becoming a 
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multiracial family as a consumptive process that can be achieved by eating 
ethnic food. Switching to a discussion of Korean adoption, she states, “There 
are some people who don’t like Korean food, and it will be really hard to 
support a culture if there are aspects of it that you hate.” However, she softens 
her position, stating that not liking Korean food is not necessarily a deal 
breaker, emphasizing that the most important thing is that White parents 
are comfortable: “I am not saying that you can’t adopt from Korea [if you 
don’t like Korean food], but you need to find elements that you are comfort-
able to embrace.”

Despite her tendency to conflate culture and race and to equate proactive 
transracial adoptive parenting with liking Korean food, it is important to 
underscore that Michele perceives herself as an expert who is well equipped 
to guide prospective parents through these discussions. She states, “I think 
that there are many families that just think [pauses and chuckles]—not as 
much now—I am laughing because I am thinking, ‘Not when I get through 
with them,’—but families who think that race isn’t important.” She explains 
that a lot of her clients start out thinking, “I don’t see color, and I am very 
open,” detailing that her job “is really to help them see how inaccurate that 
statement is.” This can be an uphill battle with families, since “race is a very 
tough issue to talk about with people, and you have to be willing to go there.” 
Michele attests that these conversations remain some of her biggest chal-
lenges, recalling, “I would say that the most difficult experiences I have with 
clients is about race, but I think they are necessary.”

As Michele asserts, a willingness to “go there” and engage in difficult 
conversations about race is an integral component of education for transra-
cial adoptive parents. The role of the social worker is a key component in 
communicating this information and modeling how to engage with complex 
and potentially volatile subjects. These trainings are especially important 
considering my argument that for most White parents, transracial adoption 
is a market calculation and at this stage in the adoption process few have 
seriously considered the responsibility this commitment entails. However, as 
I argue in the following section, adoption social workers may not be fully 
prepared to lead these discussions because of their own reluctance to talk 
about race.

Social Workers’ Discomfort Talking about Race
Since placing non-White children in White homes is a core component of 
adoption workers’ duties, one would expect that trained adoption social 
workers would command a high level of sophistication regarding these mat-
ters. Yet, as I learned from talking with adoption social workers, few receive 
any clinical training on adoption in graduate school, and most insights come 
from on-the-job learning.26 With this lack of formal instruction, it is not 
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surprising that some of the practitioners were incredibly uncomfortable 
broaching the subject of transracial adoption. Instead of addressing the topic 
with confidence and fluency, they exhibited what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva 
would call rhetorical incoherence, or the “digressions, long pauses, repeti-
tions, and self corrections,” that characterize the ways in which White inter-
locutors discuss race.27 Bonilla-Silva argues that bouts of rhetorical in-
coherence are “the result of talking about race in a world that insists race 
does not matter.”28

I witnessed this phenomenon at an information meeting offered by For-
ever Family. During the question-and-answer session, a man raised his hand 
and asked the social worker about transracial adoption, inquiring about the 
agency’s thoughts on placing children outside of their ethnic or racial group. 
Considering that the majority of Forever Family’s adoptions are transracial, 
one would think that she would be able to articulate her reasoning as to why 
her agency stands by these placements. However, the presenter seemed to be 
caught off guard and uncomfortable with the question, because she stuttered 
throughout her response. Although she was poised and articulate through-
out the rest of the presentation, she morphed into a different speaker as she 
struggled to get the words out. Her answer was hard to hear because her 
voice got so quiet. Her body language changed, she mumbled her response, 
and she shrugged her shoulders, saying in short and disjointed sentences, 
“There are a lot of different schools of thought on this. [Pauses.] It can be 
controversial. [Pauses.] Some people don’t agree [trails off ]. But obviously 
[mumbling] we don’t share that opinion.” She stuttered a bit, starting a new 
sentence multiple times without finishing her thought, and then quickly 
said, “Luckily we live in [a city], and it is a diverse community.”

While this woman’s response was the most extreme, in my other conver-
sations I witnessed similar discomfort. For example, Abigail describes how 
she often struggles with language around race. I asked her, “How much is 
race on the radar when they are starting to think about adopting from Ethi-
opia?” Even though she is describing her clients’ discomfort, her own uncer-
tainty talking about race is evident. She answers, “This is like the 
million-dollar question. We do a lot of talking about it amongst our staff. I 
think that a lot of families—I do wonder what a lot of families [pauses] bring 
to this process in their conceptions with race. I think that for the most part 
people minimize it, but they may just be minimizing it to us. They may not 
want us to see how anxious they are about parenting transracially, espe-
cially a child of African descent.”

The fact that Abigail chooses to characterize Ethiopian children as of 
“African descent” deserves further explication. The word “descent” evokes 
ancestry, or something that occurred in the past that is no longer relevant 
today. Abigail details how her clients avoid labeling their children as Black 
and prefer to describe them as Ethiopian. However, it is not only clients who 



178 Chapter 5

struggle with these terms but also the social workers themselves. She re-
marks, “Just getting the language around it: African American or Black. I 
know we struggle with it here, and families have to get comfortable with 
that. I don’t think that a lot of them are sure what words they are going to 
say. They are very comfortable with Ethiopian.”

While adoptive parents may be “comfortable” with the term Ethiopian, 
it does not change the fact that their children are Black, and they will have 
to live in the United States as Black Americans. Many social workers recog-
nized that no matter how much adoptive parents might prefer to play up 
their children’s Ethiopian roots, as Olivia puts it, “The bottom line is, here in 
the United States, your child is not Ethiopian; they’re Black.” Yet she con-
cedes that some families may not see it this way, stating, “If families are not 
thinking about it, they absolutely should be thinking about it.”

Granted, we cannot assume that White adoption social workers find it 
difficult to talk about race just from a few jumbled responses. But we do not 
have to. I was fortunate to interview two social workers who shared their 
frustrations regarding their colleagues’ blasé treatment of race and privilege. 
The first was with Penelope, a social worker who was also in the process of 
completing a transracial adoption, so she had been primed to think about 
race, family, and social work practice. During the interview, she describes 
the training she went through as a prospective adoptive parent: “We had a 
really bad facilitator. We had a very poor group experience.” They had 
watched a well-known documentary featuring the voices of adult transracial 
adoptees and the challenges they faced. Penelope compliments the film, stat-
ing, “It is a very good documentary to watch.” She notes that the poor group 
experience stemmed from bad planning on the part of the facilitator, who 
did not leave time for discussion. Penelope details, “We watched it. At the 
end, people had been there four hours and were ready to go home. But we 
were like, ‘Wait a minute. We don’t have time to talk about it?’ So much of it 
hinges on the quality of the facilitator.”

Taking advantage of her insider perspective, I ask Penelope, “Would you 
say there is a big range of adoption social workers’ understanding of race and 
ethnicity among themselves?” Her answer is telling:

My hunch is you definitely have people, especially Whites, who are 
talking about transracial issues who haven’t fully explored their own 
White privilege. Our facilitator danced around questions and 
wouldn’t answer them. And we are a room full of White people. You 
have a White person in a room full of White people who is really 
uncomfortable talking about race.

My exchange with Penelope underscores the value of my backstage 
methodology that highlights the insights gleaned from interviews with 
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adoption workers. During our conversation, she is unrelenting in her criti-
cism of some White adoption social workers, stating, “I have always thought 
that they [social workers] missed the mark. I have never heard anyone men-
tion the phrase ‘White privilege,’ and I always thought that is where it should 
start. . . . So I feel like they missed the mark by at least not having a definition 
and discussion about White privilege.”

Of course, Penelope is not saying that all social workers act this way. 
There may be some adoption workers who are highly aware of these issues. 
However, Brian’s research indicates that these conversations rarely occur, 
and if they happen at all, the content tends to remain limited and surface 
level.29 The implications of this, coupled with the fact that Penelope’s training 
consisted of “a White person in a room full of White people who is really 
uncomfortable talking about race,” are troubling. It is even more worrisome 
to hear that from an institutional perspective, there is little impetus to en-
gage in these admittedly difficult conversations. Penelope laments that the 
ethos among agency directors is, “We just don’t have time to do it all,” sug-
gesting that while many will say that race is an important consideration, 
making room for these conversations is not an actual priority.

Nicole inadvertently explains how White privilege can get normalized in 
transracial adoption, recalling how her agency once invited some guest 
speakers who challenged Nicole and her colleague’s practice of placing chil-
dren of color in predominately White communities. She recalls:

I remember we had these [White] mothers come in to talk with us, 
who had children from Guatemala. They traveled to Guatemala 
every summer, and their children had this fierce Guatemalan iden-
tity. And they talked with us about how to spot racism. And they 
were like, “You shouldn’t place children with parents who live in 
all-White areas.” And we place kids in rural Maine and Vermont. I 
remember the director of international programs raising her hand 
and saying, “Someone has to integrate schools.” It is a lot of pressure 
to put on these kids to be the diversity in this area. For these areas, 
this may be the only way to get more diverse.

Nicole’s response highlights some important threads worth following. 
First, notice how she defends her decision to place non-White children in 
rural states that are over 95 percent White.30 Second, her use of the word 
“fierce” to describe these Guatemalan children’s identity is telling. The term 
connotes something aggressive and threatening. Here I am reminded of Sara 
Dorow’s analysis of White social workers, profiled in the Introduction of this 
book. The women Dorow interviews derided parents who “become totally 
Asian” and did “too much” with culture and hence lost “respect for their 
own backgrounds.”31 Similar to their assessment, in Nicole’s phrasing, there 
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is an implicit judgment hinting that these mothers’ annual travel to Guate-
mala was too much, since it spawned a “fierce Guatemalan identity.” With 
this rhetorical maneuver, there is less impetus for Nicole and her colleagues 
to take seriously the rebuke that adoption providers should not place 
 non-White children in rural areas where they are likely to be racially iso-
lated. Notably, it was Nicole’s supervisor, the director of international 
 programs, who offered the strongest rebuttal. She raised her hand and ar-
gued, “ Someone has to integrate schools.” Her rejoinder implicitly positions 
the adoption agency as pioneers taking the first needed step toward racial 
integration. Granted, a lone racial minority child raised by White parents in 
a White community may technically be integration, but at the expense of the 
child, who has to bear the brunt of it. Nicole concedes that it is “a lot of 
 pressure” for these children, but she suggests that their isolation may be for 
the  greater good, since, for these areas, it “may be the only way to get more 
diverse.”

In my interview with Olivia, she offers further evidence supporting the 
argument that many White social workers do not recognize how White 
privilege pervades private adoption. She discusses attending a conference 
held by a national organization supporting intercountry adoptions. Despite 
the fact that the majority of transnational placements are also transracial, 
Olivia notes, “There were very few workshops on race. I attended two, and 
they were fantastic.” Olivia laments that these workshops were not better 
attended and relates how among those who did attend, “there were all these 
discussions. There were all these adoption professionals in the audience, and 
afterwards there was a lot of discussion how this is something that people are 
still not comfortable talking about, including adoption professionals.” The 
fact that private adoption is overwhelmingly facilitated by White social 
workers who are uncomfortable talking about race hit home during the 
lunch session since Olivia got to compare the small minority of workers who 
attended the race-specific conversations compared to the full body of confer-
ence attendees. Olivia continues, “It was on my mind, and at this luncheon 
I looked around to my coworker and said, ‘Do you realize that you are one 
of three people of color in this entire room of three hundred people?’” Al-
though Olivia knew that White women are disproportionately represented 
among intercountry adoption social workers, the visual brought the racial 
imbalance in stark relief. She states, “We are in an international adoption 
conference, and there are a lot of transracial and transcultural [adoptions], 
and that just sort of blew my mind. And there were some heated discussion 
on how people just want to glaze over it, minimize it.”

Ironically, even though adoption social workers were hesitant to proac-
tively engage in discussions about racial privilege and racial difference, 
 several had no qualms about invoking highly explicit racialized descriptions 
of the children they placed. In the following section I describe this phe-
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nomenon, paying particular attention to how notions of race, color, and 
beauty played into these accounts.

Color-Explicit Depictions
In her essay analyzing photographs of waiting children, sociologist Lisa 
Cartwright astutely notes that the circulation of images depicting heart-
wrenching pictures of children available for adoption provides a telling 
glimpse into the adoption marketplace. She writes, “These images  functioned 
initially as lures, drawing prospective clients into the adoption market, help-
ing them to imagine ‘their’ child or themselves as parents of children ‘like 
these.’”32 While it can be beneficial for prospective adoptive parents yearning 
for a child to identify with one in need, Cartwright warns that these por-
traits increase the “potential for racial and esthetic discrimination,”33 as 
some waiting children are bypassed in favor of more attractive children. In 
my interview with Nora, she describes how this bias routinely affects 
 adoptive placements, especially when parents have the opportunity to select 
their son or daughter from a photo roster of available children. Nora states, 
“ People want to adopt a pretty child,” because they have “the assumption 
that if the outside is good, the inside is good. That is a bias. There is social 
bias all over the place.”

Adoption providers play into these biases by providing explicit racial 
descriptions of the children they place. Whether these descriptions are 
meant to “lure” parents in or serve as a caveat emptor, the use of specific 
racial descriptions sharply contrasts with the race-evasive discourse charac-
terizing the rest of the information meetings. The use of color-explicit warn-
ings was especially prevalent when the typical phenotype of children placed 
might not align with parents’ expectations. For example, despite the fact that 
there are over fifty ethnic groups living in mainland China,34 because the 
children placed from China are perceived as uniformly East Asian, adoption 
providers never offer any specific racial descriptions of Chinese children. 
The presenter at Baby Talk reinforced this point, stating with certainty, “Ob-
viously, with Asian countries your child is going to look a little more Asian.” 
This matter-of-fact depiction contrasted with the caveats she offered when 
adopting from Russia. Aware that some parents were considering Russia be-
cause it provided a source of White children, she warns prospective parents 
that Russia “is a huge country which goes all the way to Europe. Depending 
on what part of Russia he’s from, he might look very Caucasian—you know, 
blond hair, blue-eyed. Or he might look very Asian, you know, when you get 
more into Siberia and part of the country. I have kids who come home from 
Russia who look very Asian. So it really depends.”

Perhaps wanting to drive home this point further, later in Baby Talk’s 
presentation the speaker reiterated her cautionary message about children 
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from the former Soviet Bloc. She advised, “If you want a Caucasian child, 
there are very few. I shouldn’t say very few, but there aren’t as many countries 
that have Caucasian children. The former Soviet countries do, depending. 
Like I said, Russian children can look very Asian. Kazakhstan can look very 
Asian. All those countries can look [trails off]—they look a little bit darker 
than you would assume. If you think you’re going to Russia to get a blond, 
blue-eyed child, that is not always the case.”

Representatives from Baby Talk were not alone in warning parents that 
some children might not fulfill prospective applicants’ preferences for White 
children. At the information session given by Coordinated Care, the social 
worker introduced the Kazakhstan program, providing a similar warning 
about the children’s racial composition, describing them as “an exotic-look-
ing people.” Likewise at Coastal Adoptions, the presenter introduced the 
Bulgaria program by informing audience members, “Most [children] have 
an olive complexion, brown eyes, and brown hair.” Later, when she got to the 
program in Peru, she also warned parents about the children’s skin color, 
emphasizing that some can be dark-skinned, stating, “Children are of mixed 
Spanish and Incan heritage. Beautiful children. Skin tone ranges from fair 
to dark.”

Taken together, these comments deserve further analysis. What does it 
mean when social workers tasked with modeling child-centered approaches 
to transracial adoption rely on such explicit descriptions? To play devil’s 
advocate, as described in the previous chapters, social workers believe that 
achieving the best interest of children means allowing parents to be picky 
consumers who need to be armed with the knowledge of what their child 
could look like in order to make informed decisions. Abiding by this rea-
soning, such racial descriptions are necessary. Although I can understand 
how fighting against a “see no color” mentality is useful, I would counter that 
this hyperawareness about pigmentation and phenotype is for the benefit of 
the parents, not the children. It is important to take into account how the ra-
cial hierarchy gets embedded in these descriptions, such that the darker 
the child, the more embellished the description. As argued in Chapter 4, 
 adoption providers incentivize White parents to choose children that are 
lower on the racial hierarchy by applying what I call a “dark-skinned dis-
count.” In intercountry adoption, the fees are not as fungible. So instead, 
many  providers, perhaps unconsciously, take the time to assure their White 
clients that dark-skinned children can still be considered valuable because 
of their  beauty.

When discussing White Russian children, the social worker did not feel 
compelled to comment on the children’s attractiveness. Perhaps the descrip-
tion “Caucasian, blond hair, blue-eyed” is enough to evoke beauty, so no 
further assurances were needed. But with Kazakhstan, since the children do 
not align with the dominant definition of what it means to be pretty, the 
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speaker gave an additional description, highlighting the children’s “exotic” 
appearance. Notably, the darker the children, the more the presenter felt 
compelled to emphasize their extrinsic worth. Peruvian children, with their 
Spanish and Incan heritage, were labeled “beautiful.” But the strongest en-
dorsements are reserved for Ethiopian children, who have the darkest hues 
among the spectrum of children placed. For example, at Synergy Adoption, 
the presenter introduced her agency’s Ethiopian program, spontaneously 
exclaiming, “The children are fabulous and beautiful.” Similarly, at Kid 
 Connection’s information session, the presenter worked to assure potential 
customers that “for Ethiopians, I can tell you for every child I have seen, 
these kids have some kind of light that just shines.” Her choice of words is 
significant. Although these children have dark skin, she alludes that there is 
“lightness” about them. Put another way, the extent that compliments are 
doled out is inversely proportional to the children’s racial status: White 
 Slavic children are described as blond-haired and blue-eyed without ex-
plicit mention of their beauty, Kazakh children are racially different enough 
that they get the Orientalist label “exotic,” Peruvian children whose skin tone 
can range from fair to dark are just “beautiful,” and the darkest children 
are “fabulous and beautiful.”

It is important to underscore that the same social workers that employ 
explicit racial descriptions of children’s phenotypes are also responsible for 
training prospective adoptive parents to adopt transracially. While as social 
workers, they may hope to impart a strong educational curriculum that 
equips parents to think about race and privilege in a nuanced way, by ap-
proaching transracial adoption as a market calculation and downplaying the 
role of race (except when highlighting children’s features), I show how these 
social workers undermine their capacity to do so. The overarching message 
they put forth becomes one that underscores parents’ roles as customers and 
consumers while minimizing the significance of race.

Market Concessions
In a down market, when retaining every paying client is paramount to busi-
ness survival, the focus on appeasing the parent customer can be even more 
pronounced. Beth describes how sometimes she has to make concessions 
that may not fully align with her ideals. She laments that private adoption 
has become “adoptive parent driven,” and some clients approach it thinking, 
“I paid you, so when do I get my child?” Although she and like-minded col-
leagues try to fight against this attitude that children are paid-for goods to 
be delivered, some competitors do not follow suit. Since “there is an agency 
for every family who wants a situation,” Beth describes how consumers can 
search around for a provider that requires the bare minimum. With this in 
mind, Beth wonders whether it is better for her agency to take on these 
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 clients, knowing she can provide them with opportunities for education, or 
reject them outright. If she does turn down their application, she is fully 
aware that, “if I say no, I know that they are going to go down the road to 
another agency to get their child.”

In this section, I detail three ways in which adoption professionals con-
cede to market demands. First I describe how some social workers allow 
clients to be even pickier in identifying the profiles of their preferred chil-
dren, essentially creating a gendered racial color line. Second, I outline how 
providers relax their standards regarding parent education by permitting 
applicants to do their trainings online despite their deep misgivings about 
the pedagogical benefits of this medium. Third, I show how social workers 
are reluctant to turn away potential clients, even if they foresee that these 
parents will not necessarily be good transracial adoptive parents.

As argued in Chapter 4, adoption agencies’ policies are reformulating a 
new racial divide that positions monoracial native-born African Americans 
on one side of the divide, and everyone else on the other. Ceding to this 
 delineation, practitioners often allow White parents to pursue adopting bi-
racial Black children while excluding monoracial Black children. As if this 
color line was not specific enough, some go a step further by enabling pro-
spective parents to pinpoint a willingness to adopt Black girls but not Black 
boys. For example, at the session “Is Transracial Adoption Right for You?” 
the social worker acquiesced to the racial hierarchy, telling her audience, 
“You may feel okay with a Hispanic child but not a Black child.” She assured 
listeners that this “is an okay choice” because “you have to pick the child who 
is going to work for you.” After endorsing the notion that transracial adop-
tion is a customer-focused negotiation, she went a step further, giving par-
ents permission to winnow their search even more by assuring them, “Some 
parents say they cannot parent an African American boy.”

This presenter was not the only one to articulate a gendered color line. 
During my interview with Alyssa, she describes how she has a White client 
“who is only open to African American girls but not boys.” She notes, “Most 
of our birth moms don’t get prenatal care,” meaning that the sex of the baby 
is unknown. Given her client’s unwillingness to adopt Black boys, “[these 
birth mothers] can’t be shown [in the mix of profiles presented to the client].” 
I was somewhat taken aback by this allowance because at the information 
session at her agency, I was told that it does not fulfill gender preferences. Yet 
when gender and race intersect, perhaps the organization loosens its policies, 
conceding to White parents who only want to raise African American 
daughters but not sons.

In my conversation with Sylvia, she explains how her clients are often 
opposed to adopting darker-skinned males, bluntly stating, “Any Latino or 
African American male is scary.” She acknowledges that these gendered ra-
cial stereotypes are complex, citing the disproportionate representation of 
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Hispanic and Black men in the criminal justice system: “If you look at who’s 
in prisons and things like that, it is complicated.” In contrast to a young 
brown or Black boy who will grow into a brown or Black man, Sylvia sur-
mises that girls are “much less threatening.” The desire for girls is especially 
pronounced among White prospective adoptive fathers, since, “males are 
much more interested in having a little girl if they are going to go there [and 
adopt]. It is much less threatening or strange to adopt a little girl. They think 
they are cute. Different aspects of objectification, like the child is a pet. I 
think it is a lot less threatening than having a male enter the home.”

Similarly, Danielle details how many of her clients draw the line at 
adopting African boys. “I think that people are more uncomfortable with 
Black men. So I think that there are people—and we get this in the [Ethiopia] 
program as well—who say that they would be comfortable raising a Black 
girl but wouldn’t be comfortable raising a Black boy. And that’s racism, and 
images of Black men in our culture—so that’s very concerning to me. I feel 
like, who are those Black girls going to marry?”

She goes on to tell a story about when she answered the intake lines at 
her agency and the phone call she fielded:

I had one couple. I turned them down. It was actually on an intake 
phone call, so it wasn’t like I had to turn them down down. I just had 
to say, “This isn’t for you.” The woman said, “I really want to adopt 
from Africa, but my husband is afraid that if we adopt from Africa, 
it will give our other children the message that is okay to marry a 
Black person.” And I said, “You know what, he’s right. It will give 
them that message, and if that’s not the message you want to give, 
you shouldn’t adopt.”

As previous social science research has shown, although the number of 
interracial marriages has increased,35 the prospect of White-Black intermar-
riage remains the most controversial pairing.36 Although it is presumptuous 
to assume that transracially adopted Black girls eventually will want to ro-
mantically partner with Black men, I think that Danielle’s question speaks 
to a larger issue about belonging. If parents make the trade-off that a Black 
girl is a palatable market calculus but a Black boy is not, what is the ultimate 
message to Black daughters about their race and self-worth? I was reminded 
by Kathryn Sweeney’s research on White transracial adoptive parents’ racial 
attitudes and her assessment that “adoptive parents may not understand the 
experiences of people of color and those that do adopt across racial lines are 
not prepared to assist their multiracial or Latino or Hispanic child to navi-
gate life as a person of color.”37 She raises the concern that parents are left to 
negotiate transracial adoption “with little guidance” from adoption workers, 
suggesting that these workers could do more to prepare parents.38 However, 
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Sweeney suggests that White adoption social workers may lack a critical un-
derstanding of race, finding that “agency workers may benefit from a better 
understanding of the experiences of various groups.”39

Yet as Brian uncovers via her conversations with social workers facilitat-
ing Korean adoption, few adoption professionals are equipped to adequately 
educate parents. These potential shortcomings are especially disconcerting 
because, according to Brian, “adoption social workers have an immensely 
vital role to play in ensuring that adopters are prepared to do the hard work 
of parenting children who will be confronting multiple forms of marginal-
ization.”40 But instead of tackling these issues, adoption facilitators treat par-
ents like consumers and hence do not want to push them into uncomfortable 
territory. She cautions that this tactic has ramifications for adopted children 
because “when facilitators merely encourage adoptive parents to bring an 
easy color-blindness or cultural openness to the adoption process, they fail 
to alert white adoptive parents to the prejudice and racial isolation virtually 
all transracial/transnational adoptees confront at some point in their lives.”41

As child welfare advocates, many of the adoption workers I interviewed 
were insistent that their training and curriculum were sufficient to ade-
quately prepare transracial adoptive parents. Jennifer explains how her or-
ganization asks participants to formulate a “transcultural parenting plan,” 
describing it as

actually forcing families to sit down and write down a worksheet, so 
it launches a process of conversation with the social workers and so 
on. They can, in turn, leap into additional books and videos that 
expand beyond what we’ve talked about with them. That’s pretty 
hard for families. . . . Now we’ve got them in these classes, and that’s 
kind of, boom, there it is. The video that we use and the conversation 
that we have is launched from young adults that have been adopted 
internationally, and some of what they have to say is quite candid and 
difficult to hear. So right off the bat, we are talking with families right 
from the start.

While Jennifer frames the education process as bringing up race “right 
from the start,” I wonder if by this juncture it is already too late to reach 
some of these families. Applicants already have been sold on the idea that 
their needs as consumers are central to the adoption process and that trans-
racial adoption is a valid and even savvy market calculation. With this 
 foundation, it could be difficult for social workers to break applicants out of 
this customer mind-set.

Heather describes the limit of these trainings. Although she qualifies it 
by saying, “Some people really use the home study process as a learning 
process,” she acknowledges that there are some clients “who are just going to 
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hear what they want to hear.” Despite Heather’s reservations, these families 
are still allowed to adopt because “there’s not a lot that we can do about that, 
if they are not saying things that alarm us that they will be an inappropriate 
family for a child. So what we can do is just hope that there will be some 
recollection of that later when they will need it.”

Even Michele, the social worker who confidently declared that her clients 
would have a good understanding of race and privilege when she “got 
through with them,” concedes, “I think that people aren’t always ready [to 
talk about race]. What is important is to point out multiple opportunities for 
people to learn. People aren’t always totally ready. The aspect of race or cul-
ture or identity [is one] that they have not come across.” She admits, “I know 
that people aren’t 100 percent with us while we are doing the educating, but 
my goal is really to plant a seed to think about these things. And my hope is 
that in the future, they will remember this.”

Nicole laments that when working with preadoptive families, she expects 
very little to actually sink in, no matter what she does. She insists, “Some-
times I feel like the best we can do, when we are working with families pre-
adoption—I can require a million hours of training and for them to read all 
of these books, but 90 percent of the time it is not going to seep in until they 
are dealing with it. So sometimes I think that my goal is more for families to 
be aware of what the resources are and to know where to turn and to know 
what to be mindful of.”

The stakes are even higher for families who live in remote geographic 
locations where they do not have access to in-person adoption trainings. 
Here the influence of the market is especially important to understand. As 
placement agencies grew their operations and expanded their geographic 
reach, they were compelled to network with more regional affiliates that 
oversaw the education and home study process. To efficiently process these 
applicants, many large agencies relaxed their standards requiring applicants 
to take part in face-to-face trainings and instead permitted clients to take 
their trainings online. As a social worker, Gretchen is critical of this inter-
face because “it is hard to know how much is being absorbed and how effec-
tive and impactful it is. And where do they go when they have a question?” 
She also notes that the online model allows parents to eschew potentially 
uncomfortable topics, like race, and take other trainings instead. “And that 
is kind of my biggest pet peeve,” she states, “that families don’t come in with 
a cohesive understanding and training. They are all over the map in terms of 
their understanding. They may choose to do infant CPR instead of race or 
ethnicity.”

Similarly, Penelope expresses concerns about the pedagogical implica-
tions of online trainings, describing how “people can click, click, click, rush 
through and not pay much attention and just get to the end to get their cer-
tificate to show that they’ve done it.” In contrast, if they were in an in-person 
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group, “people might be more engaged. There is a level of challenge that is 
not there [online].” Michele also articulates her reservations about online 
trainings, stating, “I would not replace the work that is done in the group 
experience with an online training.” However, with the market downturn, 
agencies have fewer resources. She realistically surmises, “But due to budget 
cuts, there are many agencies that do that,” even if it means, “online you are 
in a bubble.”

While these trade-offs may compromise the best interests of children, in 
a time of crisis when the threat of losing paying customers is the main con-
cern, once competitors started accepting these credentials, others had to fol-
low suit or risk losing business. Nora describes this capitulation, noting, “We 
are in a different world now. There is a great deal to be said for clustering 
people and letting them ask questions. There is a lot to be said. It works. It 
would be wonderful to get people in a room together. To laugh, talk, to have 
a cup of coffee. But people have no time. It is two working parents; they are 
glad to sit at the computer and do the training. Does it sink in? Probably no. 
You would hope.”

It is disconcerting to think that some of the applicants who live in the 
most racially segregated rural areas are the least likely to access in-person 
education before adopting transracially. Angela, an adoption social worker, 
details how her agency expanded, and now “we work with families all over 
the country, though in some of the truly rural areas of the country.” With 
these geographic barriers, applicants have limited options outside of online 
trainings. With this in mind, Angela describes how “we often help families 
piece together sort of the best of the online options, which we are willing to 
accept as a requirement.” Likewise, Fiona’s client roster mostly consists of 
White families living in remote areas adopting Black children. She shares, 
“All of my families are all Caucasian, and they all live in very rural White 
towns. Very rural, like rural, rural, rural, and these children are going to 
stand out.” Following up, I asked her about offering only online trainings to 
these vulnerable families, and she responds that she wishes these families 
had access to in-person trainings, but they are not available: “We would like 
to have them. I have been really trying to get—I look all the time to . . . find 
trainings to send families to. But it is hard to get people to come together for 
me to do it.”

Of course, the irony is that the more adoption providers rely on adoptive 
parent education to serve far-flung clients, the less leverage they have to com-
pel these very customers to participate. Providers faced competition from 
other agencies with less stringent requirements that would accept online 
trainings. This interface was easier to access and potentially more cost- 
effective. Moreover, it enabled applicants to skip lengthy and potentially un-
comfortable in-person discussions that would challenge White parents to 
recognize how race and privilege manifests itself. Even though social  workers 
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harbored reservations that applicants could just “click, click, click” through 
these surface-level presentations and not really absorb the material, adoption 
providers still accepted these certifications and moved applicants through 
the paper process.

The goal of this project is not to judge the content of online adoption 
trainings or assail a specific agency’s practice but to show how, at the aggre-
gate level, adoption social workers sell the idea of transracial adoption. As 
my findings indicate, race gets repeatedly downplayed and when it is dis-
cussed, race gets conflated with culture. Penelope’s assessment that social 
workers “missed the mark” by not grounding their work in a framework of 
White privilege is an important critique. Olivia confirms this appraisal, 
 describing how among the three hundred White attendees at an adoption 
advocacy conference there was a palpable desire to glaze over discussions. 
The overarching message is that frank conversations about race, privilege, 
and adoption are peripheral, such that when colleagues do try to initiate 
further dialogue, they are told, “We just don’t have time to do it all.” What 
does it mean when race gets pushed to the margins in transracial adoption? 
What are the implications for adoptive families? I tackle this question in the 
Conclusion, bringing together my arguments about race, kinship, and the 
marketplace.



Conclusion

The Consequences of Selling Transracial Adoption  
and the Implications for Adoptive Families

This book shines a spotlight on the pathway toward transracial adoptive 
parenthood and the ways in which market constraints shape how adop
tion providers sell their services to prospective customers. During this 

bureaucratized exchange, the fiscal realities of running a small business 
often conflict with workers’ espoused ideology that adoption should be a 
practice purely grounded in child welfare. Over the course of my research, 
the landscape of the adoption marketplace continued to evolve, especially as 
potential clients looked to other forms of family building such as assisted 
reproductive technologies and surrogacy. Although adoption workers would 
like to solely focus on finding parents for children, faced with greater 
 financial pressures they must also convince customers that they can find 
children for parents. To do so, adoption facilitators rely on a form of emotion 
work that subtly (and not so subtly) urges clients to see themselves as con
sumers and winnow the pool of children to find the child who will best “fit” 
their family.

Of note, I have purposely avoided the subject of what happens after the 
adoptions are completed. This question, although important, is outside the 
scope of the project. Yet prior research indicates that transracial adoptees 
face unique challenges and may struggle at times to make sense of their up
bringing. In her study featuring the voices of adult Black transracial adopt
ees, Sandra Patton shares her interview with Kristin, a Black woman raised 
by White parents. Kristin describes the disconnect she feels between her 
Black appearance and her White racial socialization, stating, “I would prob
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ably say I’m White with very, very dark skin.”1 Later in the interview she 
adds, “I feel like I have been conditioned White, and I am White in a Black 
body.”2 Patton’s work is not the only study to report a mismatch between the 
way that transracial adoptees look versus how they feel. Kim Park Nelson’s 
ethnographic research on adult Korean adoptees uncovers similar themes, 
such that among her respondents many “experienced a great desire to be 
White.”3 She cites an interview with John, who recalls how “growing up, I 
didn’t wan[t to] be Korean; I wanted to be more Caucasian because [that is] 
what this society values as beautiful.”4 These findings indicate that there are 
consequences to selling transracial adoption as an expedient market option 
because this promotional strategy can leave White parents unprepared to 
navigate the racial issues which will inevitably arise.

I do want to stress my firm belief that most White adoptive parents are 
doing the best that they can with the resources that they have. Recall Sylvia’s 
assessment of her decadeslong work with adoptive parents as she ada
mantly states, “Parents love their children; don’t get me wrong.” The goal of 
this book is not to question this indisputable fact. Indeed, as someone who 
grew up in a transracial adoptive family, I can testify to the irrevocable bond 
that adoptive families can form. But as Gretchen insightfully points out, love 
is necessary but not sufficient when raising children of another race. Thus, 
the goal of the conclusion is to pose the question, so what? Why does it mat
ter that private adoption operates as a marketplace where parents are posi
tioned as consumers and children are advertised as the products? If parents 
are directed to think about transracial adoption as a market calculation that 
allows them to maximize getting a healthy baby or toddler, what are the 
implications when these children grow up? What are the missed opportuni
ties and barriers as social workers attempt to prepare White parents to adopt 
transracially?

Overall, I follow two main points of inquiry. First, I examine how private 
adoption workers sell transracial adoption to prospective clients who often 
come to adoption only after facing significant barriers to biological repro
duction. While infertile heterogamous married couples have long been a 
mainstay of private adoption, their customer base has expanded to serve 
homogamous couples and single parents. These applicants are often looking 
to emulate the asifbegotten model of biological reproduction by adopting 
the most racially similar, healthiest, and youngest child available. However, 
as regulations tighten making it harder for those who fall outside of the tra
ditional mold to adopt from abroad, these wouldbe parents are often rele
gated to the second tier of the marketplace. Adoption professionals are faced 
with the challenge of breaking the news to these prospective adopters that 
they do not qualify for certain programs and thus part of the adoption work
ers’ role is to funnel disadvantaged applicants into transracial adoption—a 
pathway where they are more likely to be successful.
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My second research question analyzes how transracial adoption in the 
private sphere is shaped by racial hierarchies such that Asian and Hispanic 
children are seen as preferable to Black children. Yet, there is a crucial 
 exception to this color line, such that biracial Black and foreignborn Black 
children are distinguished from monoracial nativeborn Black children. 
Adoption providers underscore these differentiations in two key ways. First, 
some allow White parents to limit their transracial adoptions to biracial 
Black children as opposed to monoracial Black children. Second, they play 
up supposed differences between foreignborn and nativeborn Black chil
dren by subtly positioning foreignborn Black children as higher status.

My findings suggest that because of this consumer orientation toward 
finding children for parents, adoption social workers may be selling 
 transracial adoption to those who do not fully understand the implications 
of raising children of color. Of course, it may be that White parents will grow 
into their roles. According to Danielle, one of the phenomenal things about 
transracial adoption is that it catalyzes White parents to reevaluate their 
racial boundaries in the pursuit of parenthood. She attests that the desire to 
love and raise a child can supersede racial differences, stating, “People’s drive 
to be parents is stronger than anything. It is stronger than racism. It is stron
ger than their fears. People have such a strong desire to love a child that it 
trumps [all].”

She describes how this shortage can actually be a good thing in terms of 
overcoming racism: “In a world where they [White parents] can choose, they 
are going to choose the fairer kid, and that’s about racism. But in a world 
where they can’t, they are going to get over it.” This was certainly the case in 
the early years of international adoption, when Asian children were  perceived 
as forever foreigners,5 but the availability of healthy young infants in closed 
adoptions outweighed these concerns.6 Danielle references this calculus: “I 
think, if you look at the beginning at international adoption too, people got 
over wanting a child that looked like them too and adopted an Asian child. 
And I do think that the parents are forever changed by that.”

Notably, Danielle sees this change as an optimistic harbinger, arguing 
that the experience of becoming a transracial adoptive family irrevocably 
alters parents’ conceptions of race. Despite this evolution, she admits that 
some White parents maintain their racist worldviews. She continues, “You 
or I might interview them and still think, ‘Oh my God, they are so racist, and 
they have kids of color, and blah blah blah.’ But they are in a very different 
place than if they didn’t have their children.” She closes on an optimistic 
note, describing how these parents “do learn and grow.”

Parenthood, whether biological or adoptive, provides a lifechanging op
portunity for growth and selfreflection. Thus I have no doubt that Danielle 
is correct in her assessment that transracial adoptive parents “do learn and 
grow” from their experiences. However, what does it mean to expect trans
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racially adopted children to be the source of parents’ racial education? At 
whose expense are these teachable moments originating? It is important to 
juxtapose this positive interpretation with Danielle’s admission that if some 
transracial adoptive parents were interviewed, one might rightfully con
clude, “Oh my God, they are so racist.” Danielle seems to dismiss the sig
nificance of this admission (“blah blah blah”), which is worrisome, since the 
goal of transracial adoption is supposed to prioritize the needs of children. 
But as this book shows, at the selection stage, the private marketplace is in
herently structured to favor the wants of paying clients.

One thing that surprised me about my research was the fact that  adoption 
social workers had little latitude to turn down prospective clients. Instead, 
many saw it as a given that even applicants who were considered below par 
would eventually be approved. Describing this perfunctory process, Nicole 
concedes that she hardly ever turns down clients, even if she harbors doubts 
that they are adequately prepared to parent across race. She attests, “I never 
feel like I can turn down families because their lifestyle wasn’t diverse 
enough or they don’t live in a diverse enough area.” She echoes the sentiment 
that the home study serves as a rubber stamp of approval, stating, “My role 
there—it wasn’t my job to turn down people.” Likewise, Lindsay confirms 
that she writes positive home studies for applicants who might be considered 
marginal, noting, “Would I want these people to be my parents? Not neces
sarily, but you can’t use that as your guide.”

Heather also expressed a hesitancy to reject applicants, much preferring 
for prospective clients to come to the realization on their own. Part of this 
motivation may be clinical, as social workers try to shield vulnerable parents 
who have come to adoption after significant losses. But the preference also 
protects the provider’s image, since getting a reputation of being difficult to 
work with could be bad for business. As Heather puts it, “I think that our 
goal generally if we feel that adoption is not right for a family, we help them 
try to come to that themselves. It would be preferential for all involved to 
kind of screen themselves out of the process. And better for the family to 
control that decision rather than be denied. It is not good for everybody.”

Recall from Chapter 5 Danielle’s story regarding how she dealt with a 
caller who wanted to know if adopting an African child would signal to her 
White children that it was acceptable to marry a Black person. In telling the 
story, Danielle differentiates between dissuading a caller at the intake stage 
versus “turning them down down.” As the interview progressed, she went on 
to describe that she has only blatantly turned away a few people in the course 
of her career, stating, “I can count on one hand the amount of people I have 
said no to in fifteen years. I have said that ‘I am sorry, but I am not going to 
be able to write a positive home study for you no matter how much you want 
it.’” However, she juxtaposes this small number with a larger group of people 
she has proactively dissuaded from applying, essentially turning them down 
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by not encouraging them to continue. She relates, “But I am sure there is 
probably a couple dozen people who I have counseled out [by conveying the 
message], ‘You need to go to couples’ counseling. It doesn’t sound like he is 
on board with this plan. You can come back after this. Is this is really right for 
you?’ Getting people to take a break, getting people to really think about it.”

But in a down market, when there is a limited supply of adoptable chil
dren, and every paying customer matters, it is getting harder to counsel 
people out or move them toward what are seen as easier placements. Danielle 
recounts the new dilemma she faces when deciding whether to approve ap
plicants for adoptions that they are not ready for or turn them down 
 altogether. She elaborates, “If you know they can only adopt from Ethiopia—
otherwise they are not going to be parents—then saying no to them is very, 
very hard.” Danielle describes how in the past she would funnel parents into 
what she saw as an easier placement. “We used to be able to counsel that 
family younger, [telling them,] ‘Why don’t we look at China? That would be 
a good option for you. [You would adopt] one at a time, under one [year 
old].” In retelling her story, notice how Danielle depicts China’s program as 
a good tradeoff between age and race, emphasizing the benefit of getting an 
infant (“under one”) with a seemingly innocuous transracial placement. But 
with this option no longer available, often applicants now qualify to adopt 
only from Ethiopia, a country with lessstringent eligibility requirements. 
Danielle continues, “But now I get couples who only qualify for a child over 
four or five. For those people, ten years ago I would have counseled those 
people down to a baby.” But in this market downturn, she faces a new ethical 
quandary, stating, “I either have to approve them for, or accept a home study 
from another agency approving them for, a fouryearold child from Africa, 
or I have to turn them down and say we don’t have any options for you. So it 
is tough.”

Danielle emphasizes that in general, her preference is not to outright 
reject these applicants, even if they are not prepared to transracially adopt a 
schoolage Black child who has grown up in a different country speaking a 
different language. Instead, she and her colleagues take this strategy: “I 
think that most of what we do is try to push people more through education. 
You know, try to really ask people to do extra education, to really work 
[pauses], to really try to consider to whether they would move, whether they 
would go to church in another place. Getting them to really try to consider 
what it will be like for their child, to get to know families who do understand 
race. So by and large, as a social worker we have always tried to counsel 
people out but not refuse them.”

Daniele’s statement raises an important issue regarding the goal of 
 adoption. By their own admission, several social workers disclosed that they 
harbored doubts about the readiness of some of these families, acknowledg
ing that they would “not necessarily” want them to be their parents. Al
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though Danielle hopes to push her lessprepared clients through education, 
she has little leverage to compel disinterested clients from heeding her ad
vice. Whereas those adopting internationally—especially via a country that 
has signed the Hague treaty on intercountry adoption—have to complete ten 
hours of education and training,7 for private domestic adoption only thir
teen states require any education and training to adopt.8

Several of the social workers I interviewed lamented that some domestic 
adoption providers did little to offer training for future parents. Wanting to 
rectify these deficiencies, they often went above and beyond their paid duties 
to augment the mediocre curriculum. For example, Nicole subcontracts for 
an agency that provided only a cursory level of training. She describes it as 
“ridiculous, like two to four hours.” Wanting her families to be prepared to 
be adoptive parents, she recounts how she would “mandate additional train
ing” to try to fill in some of these knowledge gaps. Likewise, Penelope de
scribes a similar strategy. She shares her frustration that the applicants she 
works with have not been taught even the most rudimentary skills, such as 
protecting the details of their child’s privacy regarding his or her adoption 
story. She angrily describes how, “when people get to me for the home study, 
by the time they’ve supposedly gone through the training, they haven’t 
heard, ‘You’re the guardian of your child’s story; give your child control.’ 
They don’t know about life books. We talk a little bit about basic open adop
tion stuff. They kind of don’t know anything, which is kind of scary. So in the 
basic home study process, although I am not being paid to provide training 
and education, I feel like I am doing a lot of that anyway.”

As a private adoption attorney, Christine has witnessed firsthand the 
gaps in the home study process. She describes how occasionally she works 
with applicants that she knows will make subpar adoptive parents. Despite 
their shortcomings, these wouldbe parents are still able to find a social 
worker willing to approve the home study. Christine is blunt in her critique 
of the process, detailing that among her clients she has seen “lots of horrible, 
disgusting marriages of men and women,” elaborating that these couples 
have gone on to adopt children. Since her role is to advise clients, she admits 
that the approval process is out of her control, stating, “I have, in my prac
tice, made a conscious decision that it is not up to me. The court has to ap
prove them. They have to have an approved home study, and the court has to 
approve them.”

I followed up with Christine, asking her if she wonders who approved the 
home studies for these questionable families. In her response, she gives an 
honest, even brutal, characterization of the fallibility of the procedure, stat
ing, “You know, that’s why the home study is sort of baloney.” She notes that 
it is easy for prospective adoptive parents to impart a good impression, since 
“when you sit with a caseworker for a couple of hours, you can have the best 
marriage in the world.” This polished image is easy to maintain when  creating 
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a profile meant to market oneself to expectant women. Through this me
dium, clients can selectively emphasize and embellish their biographies. Not
ing this tendency for clients to exaggerate their circumstances, Christine 
cynically continues, “And the profiles, that’s what is hysterical. Everyone is 
awesome. Everyone is totally awesome. I have the best husband in the whole 
world.” These depictions can be outright disingenuous, as Christine describes 
how she had had clients who represent themselves as happily married despite 
the fact that, “in the middle of an adoption, she is like, ‘He doesn’t want to be 
married to me anymore.’ And I looked at their profile, and it’s glowing.”

Following a best interest of the child model, one would assume that if an 
adoption worker felt that a prospective adoptive parent was going to be a 
mediocre transracial adoptive parent, than that parent would be turned 
down. Instead, what I more often heard was that facilitators tend to acqui
esce, often hindered by loose state regulations that make it difficult to justify 
denying these applicants. Thus, these marginal parents were moved onto the 
next stage of the process, and all that social workers could do was hope that 
some of the information would imprint. Olivia describes this capitulation, 
rhetorically asking and answering, “Do I think every one of the parents I 
work with totally get it and are going to be fabulous transracial families? No, 
I don’t.”

The stakes for preparing White parents to adopt nonWhite children are 
even higher given that the population of children available for adoption is 
changing, as the supply shifts away from White and Asian children toward 
Black and Hispanic children. This is not to say that Asian Americans do not 
face racial discrimination.9 But in a society where violence against black and 
brown bodies is carried out with frightening regularity,10 there is particular 
cause for concern about the future safety of these children. If White parents 
are encouraged to adopt Black (and to a lesser extent, Hispanic) children 
because these children can be obtained in a shorter time frame and for a 
cheaper price, the White parents making this transracial adoption calculus 
may not be thinking ahead to what happens when these children grow into 
adult persons of color.

I spoke with Patricia about the potential drawbacks of this mindset and 
she responds:

People look at babies and think, ‘Oh, I can raise any baby. But your 
baby turns two and five and ten, and thirteen, and eighteen. I think 
that people want to be parents, and they think baby, and they forget 
that they are babies [makes a pinching sign with her fingers] for this 
long. They are babies for this long, and then you have to send them 
out in this world. And how do you do this when you have no under
standing of what their experience is like when you walk through life? 
Yes, we have a human experience, but you have to be realistic too.
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As Patricia insightfully states, some of these children are raised by White 
parents who “have no understanding of what their experience is like,” and 
they then grow up and are sent “out into this world.” The fallibility of this 
colorblind approach is brought into stark relief by the events that a Black 
man and his White adoptive mother describe during a joint interview as part 
of the NPR StoryCorps program. The son describes how “we never talked 
about race growing up,” while his mother states, “I thought that love would 
conquer all, and skin color really didn’t matter.”11 The notion that we have 
achieved a postracial society was shattered for this family during a traffic 
stop when, at nineteen years old, the son was pulled over for a minor traffic 
violation and then brutally beaten by three police officers.12 In a later inter
view, the mother describes how she regrets not doing more to prepare her 
son for the possibility of these encounters, stating, “Had I prepared [him] 
properly, he would have suffered less.”13 One has to wonder whether the 
adoption professionals involved with the placement adequately communi
cated the gravity of the commitment that transracial adoption entails.

It is troubling that, during the early phases of the adoption process, sev
eral opportunities that could help prospective parents are missed. These 
occur at every stage as social workers repeatedly describe how they have 
little leverage to compel clients to do more. Instead, applicants are passed 
through the pipeline, and adoption professionals hope for the best. Irene, a 
private adoption attorney, details how she often works with parents who 
quixotically endorse a colorblind perspective when pursuing transracial 
adoption. “We definitely have families where race is not a factor at all.” In her 
followup, she states, “And we just hope that they have really thought it 
through and [thought about] the issues that they will be confronting.” Notice 
how Irene’s statement frames the potential implications in terms of whether 
the parents made a wellinformed consumer choice in selecting the right 
child for themselves, rather than emphasizing the needs of the child.

From the intake stage forward, a consumer attitude, coupled with a 
“hope for the best” approach, prevails. Recall from Chapter 5 how Jennifer 
opts not to turn away a caller who makes a racist comment, with the justifi
cation that these misconceptions can be addressed once applicants sign on. 
“My hope would be that everything that I had said to a family is in fact 
complemented and considerably expanded on.”

However, there is little impetus for uninterested adoptive parents to 
more deeply engage in discussions about uncomfortable issues, even when 
these subjects are raised during preadoption education. Penelope describes 
how she wishes she could compel her clients to undergo more training. 
While the Hague convention mandates ten hours of training, according to 
Penelope, this only “scratches the surface.” She states, “As a social worker I 
thought, there is so much information out there, and the ten hours required 
by the Hague, it is not enough. It is just  scratching the surface. It is hopeful 
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that people will continue to do their own reading and learning, but I bet they 
don’t in general once they get that kid home.”

Those living in rural areas where their child may represent the sole racial 
diversity in a homogeneous White community potentially need the greatest 
additional support. Yet paradoxically, precisely because of their isolation, 
these future parents are allowed to take online classes to fulfill their training. 
Even though social workers articulate their concerns that these families are 
“in a bubble” and could simultaneously be “watching American Idol,” these 
providers bow to logistical constraints and the threat of competition from 
agencies that will accept online training.

Michele acknowledges the inherent limitations of her agency’s educa
tional curriculum, admitting, “I know that people aren’t 100 percent with us 
while we are doing the educating, but my goal is really to plant a seed to 
think about these things.” Whereas Michele tries to remain optimistic about 
the trajectory of these families, stating, “And my hope is that in the future 
they will remember this,” Nora is more cynical. She describes these limita
tions of the education process, bluntly concluding, “Does it sink in? Probably 
no. You would hope.” Olivia sums up the compromises social workers have 
to make when approving some parents, detailing how she hopes for the best, 
even if evidence suggests that there are few reasons to be hopeful. She states, 
“And being hopeful that parents are going to get it—that’s the reality.” Yet 
Olivia is all too aware that her hope may be unfounded, since, in her experi
ence, she has found that “people can be very uncomfortable with race.” Con
sidering that many of her clients come to adoption only after exhausting all 
options for biological parenthood, she laments that some of her past clients 
“can be very uncomfortable with the whole adoption piece too.”

Given the fact that adoption can be seen as “still not quite as good as 
having your own child,”14 it is vital that adoptive parents get the training that 
they need. But in reality, the bar seems to be getting lower for prospective 
families, not higher. For example, I was on the email list of one agency that 
routinely advertised to potential clients that its application process was the 
most accommodating, since “no mileage fees or classroom attendance is 
needed for your adoption home study.” Another boasted to its recipients that 
all of its training can be completed online “from the comfort of their home.” 
While this consumerfriendly approach prioritizing customer convenience 
may be good for business, it is less clear whether this approach makes sense 
for child welfare.

Abigail describes how the threat of losing clients led her agency to 
soften its oncerigorous training requirements. Cognizant that “we lose a 
ton of families because of our gender policy, and our home study process 
takes way more time and is way more invasive than other agencies,” she 
states that “we’ve started to flex a lot of our guidelines.” She elaborates, 
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“They’re no longer policies. They are all guidelines. Like fertility work—it 
is now a guideline that you be done with it. Gender, it used to be a policy. 
Now it is like, ‘Well, if you’ve adopted a child of one gender, you can re
quest one of another gender.’ We can put in preferences, but we can’t put 
in requests.”

With the focus on applicants’ preferences, there is little leverage to 
compel prospective parents to do more to prepare themselves. In my inter
view with Heather, she describes how race, like age, health, and gender, is 
“just one of several things on the table.” She acknowledges that race is often 
one of the things that parents are flexible about but stresses that her  agency 
assumes that if parents opt for transracial adoption, they will change their 
lives to accommodate raising a child of color. Heather avows that there is 
“this expectation that they are going to adjust their lives accordingly in 
order to parent a child from whatever race or ethnicity they are adopting 
from.”

It seems that we can and should do better—beyond just articulating the 
expectation that parents will “adjust their lives accordingly.” One way to do 
this is to raise the bar higher. For example, it has long been considered best 
practice to encourage transracial adoptive parents to seek out samerace role 
models for their children.15 While social workers often espouse this advice, 
adoption providers frame it as nice to have, rather than as an essential ele
ment of transracial adoptive parenting. In terms of policy changes, adoption 
providers could mandate that one of the required letters of recommendation 
furnished by applicants has be written by a friend or family member who is 
the same race as their future son or daughter. If prospective parents do not 
have anyone in their immediate circle willing to write on their behalf, it 
signals that these applicants may not yet have the resources in place to adopt 
transracially.

But this type of policy change will likely never happen. First, it goes 
against MEPAIEP’s ordinance that prohibits taking race into account in the 
placement process. But as others have argued, MEPA’s colorblind approach 
is inherently flawed.16 Since race will inevitably play a significant role in the 
lives of transracial adoptive families, it is shortsighted not to allow it to play 
a role in the matching process. Second, unless adoption practitioners enact 
universal standards, these types of policy initiatives will never get off the 
ground because customers can seek out providers that do not adhere to the 
same strict rules. With these barriers, it is impossible to institute significant 
change, and adoption providers are left to hope for the best.

Although some providers would like to institute greater oversight and 
training, in some cases adoption agencies are organizing against changes 
that could potentially strengthen adoptive families. In September 2016 the 
U.S. Department of State (the government body in charge of regulating 
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 intercountry adoptions) published a document detailing suggested changes 
regarding accrediting adoption agencies working in overseas adoption and 
new rules for training prospective parents.17 The proposed changes included 
mandating that adoption agencies obtain countryspecific authorization 
(CSA), thus increasing oversight when placement agencies decide to branch 
into an emerging market—for example, expanding from Ethiopia to Ghana.18 
Another suggested change would increase the number of hours of manda
tory training from ten to twenty, either by requiring applicants to take part 
in their home state’s preexisting public training for foster care adoptive par
ents or by having private agencies develop their own curricula.19 Considering 
that several workers I spoke with lamented that the current regulation delin
eating ten hours of training could only scratch the surface of what they 
wanted to cover, raising the bar to require more preparation could have been 
a step in the right direction.

But despite the U.S. Department of State’s assertion that these new rules 
would institute “stronger preparations of prospective adoptive parents for 
successful intercountry adoption, greater transparency as to adoption fees in 
both the United States and abroad, and the potential for improving prac
tices in certain countries of origin through CSA,”20 these proposed regula
tions generated a passionate campaign led by adoption agencies that painted 
these safeguards as an “antiadoption agenda.” A coalition of adoption rep
resentatives banded together to argue that the additional step of obtaining 
countryspecific authorization would “restrict the number of agencies work
ing in foreign countries,” perhaps making it harder for agencies to generate 
revenue by continually opening up programs. Moreover, they contended that 
the rules requiring additional training and fee disclosures would be difficult 
to put into practice and that implementing this level of supervision would 
“put the nail in the coffin” of international adoption.21 Perhaps in response 
to the outcry among adoption providers, in April 2017 the Department of 
State withdrew its proposal.22

Although I strongly support requiring comprehensive training for pro
spective adoptive parents, critics of my analysis could retort that biological 
parents do not need to jump through any hoops outside of sexual reproduc
tion to become parents, so why should adoptive parents be held to a higher 
standard? Certainly, there are biological parents who would benefit from 
training and education. Kiera describes this seeming double standard, stat
ing, “Sometimes I tell [adoptive] families that I wish that biological parents 
had to do this. Adoptive parenting is like thinking forward. We ask people 
to imagine what it is like for the child when they become teenagers just to 
help to make it real.” Similarly, Nora responds, “Let me do devil’s advocate: 
you don’t have to do training to give birth. You should.”

In response to this rejoinder, I would counter that it is a mistake to com
pare adoptive parenting to biological parenting. This is the weakness of the 
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asifbegotten model. Adoptive parenting is inherently different (not infe
rior, just different) from biological parenting because the child being placed 
was somebody else’s child first. The birth mother relinquished her son or 
daughter to adoption, probably hoping that he or she could have a prover
bial “better life.” Given the sacrifice made by the placing mother, it does not 
seem too much to ask transracial adoptive parents to do slightly more to 
prepare for the road ahead.

This obligation is especially important in the case of transracial adop
tion, as it may not have been the first choice of the birth mothers placing 
their children. Patricia describes how women of color making adoption 
plans tend to have fewer family profiles to choose from, making it more 
likely that these women will have to settle for families that might not have 
been their first choice. She states:

And so that’s where the pain is for me, that they don’t have the choice. 
If a woman of color decides that a nonBlack or a nonHispanic fam
ily is the family for her child, I think that is wonderful, and it’s abso
lutely her choice to do that. But I think what happens is that they 
have an absence of choice because they are so limited in what is avail
able. So they end up with families who, even though they may like, 
would not have been their first choice for their child.

Patricia’s response underscores how birth mothers’ feelings are often 
overlooked when adoption workers sell transracial adoption. For White pro
spective adoptive parents to have an array of choices when pursuing adop
tion, these options often come at the expense of lessprivileged women. As 
Patricia poignantly states, “They have an absence of choice.” These women’s 
perspectives are often silenced because they trouble the winwin consumer 
narrative of choice that encapsulates private adoption. But just as genera
tions of adult adoptees have grown up and are beginning to research and 
write about their experiences,23 in the future we are likely to see new waves 
of birth mothers (and to a lesser extent, fathers) speak out about their con
cerns and open new directions for research.24

The increasing focus on first mothers’ experiences is just one of the ways 
in which private adoption is changing. When I was collecting research for 
this book, the field was facing a time of crisis as the number of adoptions 
declined and the balance of placements shifted away from intercountry to
ward private domestic placements. Data from the Child Welfare Information 
Gateway indicate that the number of total adoptions fell between 2008 and 
2012, from almost 140,000 adoptions per year to 120,000.25

Since the number of foster care adoptions remained relatively stable,26 
the decline most likely originated in the private sector as the number of 
 international placements dwindled. But the weakening numbers may also 
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signal that overall interest in adoption is diminishing as wouldbe parents 
either seek out fertility treatments or surrogacy, or perhaps forego parent
hood altogether in favor of being childfree.27

Just as the prior decade witnessed a vast evolution in the scope of private 
adoption, the following years are likely to generate other changes and chal
lenges. For example, there has been a resurgence of interest in intercountry 
adoption led by evangelical Christians wanting to alleviate the global orphan 
crisis, especially in Africa.28 Many of the children placed in these families 
tend to be in grade school and older, suggesting that they will have very 
 different transracial adoption experiences than the cohorts of infants and 
toddlers who came before them. For adoption professionals, the practice of 
placing older children who are bound to face greater acculturation barriers 
raises new issues about how to adequately prepare adoptive families. Al
though some may applaud these plucky parents for taking on harderto
place kids, news reports that a subset of these children are being 
“rehomed”—passed on to new adoptive families without any legal or clinical 
oversight—are very worrisome.29

As adoption practitioners and policy makers grapple with this new world 
of adoption, it will be all the more important to contextualize these place
ments within the market framework. It may be that the marketplace will 
become even more segmented, with foster care still perceived as an inferior 
pathway that places troubled children. International adoption will likely be
come more of a “boutique” industry, catering to parents willing to pay tens 
of thousands of dollars to adopt older children who have not been through 
the U.S. foster care system. Absent another blockbuster intercountry pro
gram with a large supply of babies, private domestic adoption will likely be 
the sole remaining outlet for healthy infants.

Regardless of the market sector, a subset of these adoptions will be trans
racial placements. Thus, adoption providers will still be faced with selling 
transracial adoption to prospective parents. For some of these applicants, 
transracial adoption will be their first choice, but for many, the decision to 
adopt across race will likely result from a complex evaluation of their market 
options. As this book shows, this market mentality makes it difficult for 
adoption workers to adequately prepare White parents adopting across race, 
and several of the women I interviewed harbor doubts that parents are ade
quately prepared for the road ahead. Yet in a down market, it will be even 
harder for adoption providers. With the diminishing supply of highdemand 
children, workers will face an uphill battle selling transracial adoption, let 
alone educating parents. These market concessions are poised to have sig
nificant implications for children’s wellbeing, because, in an unequal racial 
society, these minority children and their White parents will likely need 
continued support and resources to strengthen their families.
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