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Introduction  

Transracial adoption, which is the adoption of a child of a race or ethnicity different from 

the race or ethnicity of the adoptive parents, is a relatively new practice with the first reported 

case in the U.S. in 1948 (The Adoption History Project, n.d.).  As such, there is a limited amount 

of academic research that is currently available studying the effects of this practice on the 

Transracial Adoptee (TRA) in their cultural, ethnic, and racial socialization processes and on 

how well they adjust to a racialized society outside of their adoptive family unit. Since the 1940s, 

an estimated one million children have been adopted internationally, most frequently to white 

parents (Hu, Zhou & Lee, 2017).  In recent years as adult TRAs have come forward and shared 

their experiences growing up in a transracial adoptive home, the need for culturally competent 

training programs has come to light. Cultural competence in reference to transracial parenting 

can be defined as developing a “particular set of attitudes, knowledge, and skills into the ability 

to meet their children's unique racial and cultural needs” (Vonk, 2001, p. 248).  

Currently, there are some training programs that exist for adoptive parents interested in 

adopting transracially, however, they are rarely mandatory and very few training programs have 

been studied or researched for effectiveness. Additionally, post-adoption support for adoptive 

parents to increase their cultural competence seems nonexistent and something that must be 

sought out by the parents themselves who may not recognize the need for more support in that 

area. Through this literature review, I will be presenting the current research about cultural 

competency in transracial adoption parenting, I will present a table I created compiling available 

cultural competency training programs for purchase on the internet, and I will argue the need for 

future research to be conducted to analyze the effectiveness of cultural competence training that 
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includes teaching cultural competence, racial awareness, cultural socialization, and racial 

socialization. In the next section, I will be describing the importance of adoptive parents to learn 

strategies to help their TRAs to develop a healthy racial-ethnic identity as well as the research 

showing the tendency of adoptive parents not developing adequate strategies to foster racial 

socialization. Next, I will detail the overwhelming parental influence on cultural and racial 

socialization and how TRAs with higher levels of racial socialization do not experience the same 

level of distress from the effects of racism. Finally, I will be describing tools for measuring 

parental cultural and racial socialization skills. 

Developing Racial-Ethnic Identity 

With much of the research available on transracial adoption focusing on parental 

perception of their skill in socialization practices and the racial discrimination their child faces, 

there is still much to learn about the most effective practices when it comes to white parents 

raising TRAs. Focusing on parental perception of their socialization practices is a limitation as 

one study showed that parents tended to report engaging in higher levels of socialization 

practices than their children reported (Hu, Zhou, & Lee, 2017). In an age of colorblindness, 

defined as “the denial of racial dynamics,” many white parents are unequipped to address the 

multifaceted ways in which racism, bias, and discrimination affect people of color in society, 

even (or especially) when it comes to their TRA (Lee, Crolley-Simic & Vonk, 2018; Morgan & 

Langrehr, 2019). In same race families of color, discussion of racial structures in society is a 

common practice in many homes and built within the family structure (Morgan & Langrehr, 

2019). The awareness for these conversations and everyday interactions is lacking for many 
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white parents adopting transracially due to the unlikelihood of similar conversations such as 

these to be thought of as necessary in many white homes.  

The development of a racial or ethnic identity comes about through racial awareness, 

cultural socialization, and racial socialization (Lee, Crolley-Simic & Vonk, 2018). Racial 

awareness is one’s understanding of race in their own life and in other people’s lives. Cultural 

socialization is the incorporation of important cultural values and practices in one’s home, life, 

and identity. Racial socialization refers to one’s skills and ability to cope with racial prejudice, 

bias, and discrimination (Lee, Crolley-Simic & Vonk). For this research, I am particularly 

interested in how adoptive parents can gain skills and awareness to better foster racial 

socialization for their TRA as it has been found that adoptive parent racial socialization works as 

a buffering variable for better mental health outcomes for adult TRAs as they are better equipped 

with healthy ways of coping in a racist society (Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu, 2019).  

Current research supports that most white adoptive parents tend to think they are doing 

enough to promote their TRA’s racial and ethnic development, often focusing on cultural 

festivals, making food from their child’s culture, and providing books and movies related to the 

child’s birth culture (Hu, Zhou, & Lee, 2017). However, access to these events, information, and 

media may be difficult for a family to access depending on location or socioeconomic status. 

Additionally, results indicate that TRA perceptions of their parent’s racial-ethnic socialization 

are less than what parents tend to report (Hu, Zhou, & Lee). It has also been found that parental 

ethnic socialization tends to decrease as the TRA enters adolescence and beyond. This is 

concerning for a variety of reasons. First, focusing on cultural celebrations, food, and books 

tends to not go far enough to develop racial socialization and meaningful discussions of race, 
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racism, and coping skills when faced with racial discrimination. Second, racial socialization is 

particularly vital in the adolescent years as the TRA is experiencing more independence from 

their home life where they experience their families’ white privilege to living in a society that 

treats them individually as minorities (Hu, Zhou, & Lee). 

For parents aware of the need for either further training or any training at all, they must 

be largely dependent on their own further research or they must seek out training through other 

resources. There are a few training programs available for purchase through organizations and 

individuals that offer webinars, lectures, or video conferences that have positive reviews and 

seem to yield good results (Goller-Sojourner, C., n.d.; The North American Council on 

Adoptable Children [NACAC], n.d.; O’Connor, R., n.d.). However, this is arguably not enough 

for several reasons. First, parents must recognize the importance of further training and input 

from outside sources and then decide for themselves if they should purchase one of these training 

programs and which one to choose which is further complicated by the fact that there is not a 

wealth of resources to choose from. Second, the most comprehensive classes tend to range from 

$200-$300 with many different kinds of classes to choose from (Goller-Sojourner, C., n.d.). If a 

parent was to go through all of these training programs, which would likely be incredibly 

beneficial, they could potentially spend over $1000. Additionally, there is little to practically no 

research looking at the effectiveness of the particular training programs or which kind of training 

tends to be most successful particularly given that different levels of racial socialization are 

needed through the course of the TRAs’ life (Montgomery, 2019). Furthermore, different kinds 

of training programs may be useful for adoptive parents depending on the ethnicity or race of 

their TRA as racism and discrimination tend to manifest differently in society for different races.  
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For white adoptive parents, studies find that approximately 50% of agencies that facilitate 

transracial adoption provide cultural competency training for adoptive parents (Vonk & Angaran, 

2003). While it is encouraging that there appears to be plenty of adoptive parents getting this 

training pre-adoption, there are many who are not and virtually none that have any form of 

agency provided cultural competency training post-adoption. The Hague Convention on the 

Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption is an “international 

agreement to safeguard intercountry adoptions” and facilitates adoption from over 90 countries 

to the United States and others (U.S. Department of State - Bureau of Consular Affairs, n.d.). As 

a part of the Hague Conventions, adoptive parents are required to undergo a 10-hour 

pre-adoption which covers topics “about life within an orphanage, promoting healthy 

attachments, health, and development, transitions, becoming a multicultural adoptive family and 

highlights of travel” (Hague Training Online Courses, n.d.). It offers some amount of cultural 

competence training but this is not the main focus and has the same issues as listed above 

mainly, not enough scholarly research about the effectiveness of the training and no 

post-adoption training. 

In sum, there is a wealth of research on the importance of cultivating a healthy racial and 

ethnic identity and for transracial adoptees, it is important that they are not excluded from this 

development due to having white parents. Additionally, the importance of creating effective, 

research-based training programs is to encourage white adoptive parents to implement healthy, 

age-appropriate, culturally responsive day to day interactions with their TRA as related to 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which posits a child’s development is shaped by the 

‘layers’ of their environment. Under this theory, white adoptive parents with a strong racial 
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socialization foundation will be better equipped to provide an ecological system that will help 

support the TRA in their overall development through their racial and ethnic identity, racial 

awareness, cultural socialization, and racial socialization.  

Parental influence on cultural and racial socialization 

Culturally competent parenting in a transracial adoption is associated with better mental 

health outcomes for TRAs (Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu, 2019). White adoptive parents are more 

likely to engage in socialization practices with their TRA, such as going to cultural events or 

preparing ethnic food, however they are less likely to use racial socialization practices that would 

help equip their child with tools for how to cope with racism and discrimination (Presseau, 

DeBlaere & Luu). Studies have found a link between racial discrimination and psychological 

distress among people of color which can be mediated with proper support and tools to cope with 

discrimination (Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu). A study conducted by Presseau, DeBlaere and Luu 

in 2019, administered with adult TRA looked at how parental racial socialization works as a 

buffering variable against psychological distress caused by racism. They used surveys to assess 

the parameters of racial socialization, racial discrimination, psychological distress, and 

psychological well-being of 206 adult TRAs adopted by white parents (Presseau, DeBlaere & 

Luu). It was found that TRAs who had developed higher levels of racial socialization 

experienced moderated perceived effects of racial discrimination and distress while TRA with 

lower levels of racial socialization experienced more distress caused by racial discrimination 

(Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu). This clearly demonstrates the importance for white parents to have 

training and skill on how to help foster racial socialization in their adopted children to alleviate 

the distress caused by racial discrimination. Higher levels of racial socialization were related to 
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having more coping strategies to deal with discrimination and having the ability to be able to be 

open with and supported by loved ones about racism (Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu). It was also 

found that those living in more diverse neighborhoods were another moderating factor for higher 

levels of racial socialization (Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu). For parents adopting transracially, the 

community the child will be raised in should be considered of immense importance. A transracial 

child will already have the difficulties associated with being adopted and being of a different 

race or ethnicity than their adoptive parents, therefore, by surrounding the child with a more 

diverse community with opportunities to make friends and mentors that share their race or 

ethnicity can presumably have positive effects in their development. Presseau, DeBlaere and Luu 

also suggest that adoption agencies should implement mandatory psychoeducation for white 

parents adopting transracially to address topics of discrimination and racial socialization to 

encourage better mental health outcomes for TRAs (Presseau, DeBlaere & Luu). As this research 

has shown, TRAs learn much of their racial socialization skills from dialogue, everyday 

interactions and support/opportunities via their adoptive parents, if more parents have the 

training, knowledge, and skills necessary to foster this kind of environment, the outcomes for 

higher levels of racial socialization and well being will be more positive for this population. 

Measuring parental cultural and racial socialization skills 

Due to the implications of racial socialization skills leading to better mental health 

outcomes and the fact that parents are instrumental in helping their child develop these skills, it 

is necessary to ensure that white parents adopting transracially understand the importance and 

necessity of developing racial socialization skills. Particularly in an age where many white 

people claim to be colorblind, or believing that race should not and does not matter, white TRA 

 



CULTURALLY COMPETENT ADOPTION TRAINING                     9 

parents with these assumptions tend to be less likely to encourage racial socialization skills and 

less likely to perceive racism in society and the implications of racism in their adopted child’s 

life. Combined with the fact that many white people’s definition of racism only includes overt, 

malicious acts against people of color, more covert instances of discrimination and 

microaggressions are easily missed by white people who may not believe that these situations are 

racist and harmful (Morgan & Langrehr, 2019).  In a study conducted by Morgan and Langrehr 

in 2019, a sample of 172 white parents who adopted children transracially, completed a series of 

questionnaires about their experiences (Morgan & Langrehr). This study aimed to gauge TRA 

parents' perceptions of covert racism in their child’s life combined with their perceptions of 

adoption-stigma they experience to act as symbolic interactionism to better perceive nuanced 

forms of racial discrimination (Morgan & Langrehr). By looking at the symbolic interactionism 

of the biases and discrimination adoptive parents encounter as a “less legitimate” form of 

parenting compared to biological parenting, this study aimed to see if parental awareness of their 

own experiences of discrimination worked to help better understand nuanced forms of racial 

discrimination (Morgan & Langrehr). Studies show that people who experience discrimination 

from being a part of a stigmatized group tend to be able to better identify discrimination toward 

other stigmatized groups. The researchers hypothesized that parents who accurately identify 

microaggressions about adoption status with comments such as “it’s a shame you couldn’t have 

your own children,” they would also be more aware of racial microaggressions such as 

comments like “where were you born?” which works to make the child feel as though they do 

not belong in their community (Morgan & Langrehr, p. 243-244). Many people with colorblind 

attitudes tend to be well-meaning and do not perceive the harm in statements and questions such 
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