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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

In an effort to promote their child’s ethnic identity development, parents of
transnational adoptees regularly engage in cultural exploration activities with
their children. This practice is aligned with Erik Erikson’s identity theory and
constructs of exploration and commitment. Using qualitative analysis of interviews with adult adoptees, this study identifies four themes common to
participants including: (1) travel to one’s birth country is a transformative
experience; (2) relationships with other adoptees are important; (3) adoptees
feel differently about the importance of cultural activities during childhood;
and (4) adoptees feel both unique in their personal ethnic identity and have
feelings of marginality.
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Transnational adoption, the process where parents in one country adopt a child born in another, is a
common practice global practice (Selman, 2014). Most of these adoptions represent transcultural
placements with the majority of them being transracial as well (McGinnis, Livingston Smith, Ryan, &
Howard, 2009). Current adoption practice, supported by national and international policy (The
Hague Conference of Private International Law, 1993) involves teaching transnational adoptive
parents about the importance of promoting their child’s ethnic identity as it relates to her country
of birth. The practice of adoptive parents promoting the ethnic identity of their adopted child
translates into large numbers of families seeking out activities such as culture camps, homeland
tours, language classes, and ongoing contact with people from their child’s birth culture. The
purpose of this study was to explore adult adoptees’ views regarding which exploration activities
were most useful in the development of their ethnic identity.
Parenting advice for transnational adoptees has changed significantly over the years; initially,
parents were advised by adoption professionals to be colorblind in their parenting, believing that this
would promote better integration into the family. This advice led parents to ignore their adoptive
child’s racial and cultural differences in favor of full assimilation (Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001; Vonk &
Massatti, 2008). In the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, discussions (led by American Indian
and African-American groups concerned about the needs of transracial adoptees) began to change
the discourse on the needs of adoptees in relation to identity development (Scroggs & Heitfield,
2001). The field of adoption social work now actively promotes and advocates for cultural connectedness, celebration, and acknowledgement of adoptees’ birth cultures. A host of activities including
adoption camps, culture and language classes, family support groups, and homeland tours have
developed in response to this change of attitude, but questions remain about how useful these
activities are from the perspective of adoptees (Bergquist, 2003; Huh & Reid, 2000; Scroggs &
Heitfield, 2001). The goal of this study was to identify what activities are reported as most useful
to adoptees to support their sense of ethnic identity and cultural belonging or to promote a resolved
sense of their own ethnic identity. This study sought to parse out, from an adult adoptee’s
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perspective, which of these exploration activities had the most influence on the participant’s sense of
ethnic identity resolution.

Theoretical framework
Identity is a complex construct. There is overlap where one’s personal, racial, ethnic, and group
identity domains merge to form an overall understanding of “who am I?” and “how do others see
me?” (Cokley, 2007; Kim, 2009; Ponterotto & Mallinckrodt, 2007; Ponterotto & Park-Taylor, 2007).
Most people construct a sense of identity through the blending of these domains; however,
transnational adoptees have an arguably different and more complex path to developing a resolved
sense of ethnic identity (Baden, 2002; Mohanty & Newhill, 2011).
Erikson (1968) first described the process of individual identity formation. Marcia (1994)
operationalized Erikson’s identity development model into more concrete stages by conceptualizing
the identity defining process along two continua, exploration and commitment. Marcia also believed
that the act of exploration was essential to the development of a settled sense of identity. Following
Marcia’s general identity model, Phinney emphasizes the exploration process as crucial to the
development of ethnic identity as well as a person’s current status of identification (Cokley, 2007;
Ong, Fuller-Rowell, & Phinney, 2010; Phinney, 1988; Phinney, Jacoby, & Silva, 2007).
Current thinking on ethnic identity research makes careful distinctions between exploration and
resolution (Ong, Fuller-Rowell, & Phinney, 2010; Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Bámaca-Gómez,
2004). According to Umaña-Taylor et al. (2004) exploration can lead to resolution, where “individuals. . . develop a meaning for their ethnicity in their own lives and define the salience of their
ethnic identity with respect to the broader social self” (p. 12). Baden (2002) offers evidence that a
resolved sense of ethnic identity, especially in transnational adoptees, may fall along a range of selfperceptions from fully identifying with the ethnicity of their birth to fully identifying with the
ethnicity of their adoptive parents. Umaña-Taylor et al. provides this criticism of the assumption in
much identity theory that exploration will lead to identification with one’s ethnic group. She writes:
Past research on ethnic identity has been conducted under this assumption that an achieved ethnic identity
implies a positive identification with the group. In such research, the critical component has centered around
one’s positive response to one’s ethnic group, rather than focusing on the process (e.g., ways in which
individuals have explored identity and developed and understanding of how they feel about that group
membership. (2004, p. 12)

While many theorists can agree exploration is elemental in shaping identity, there is limited data
to support what a helpful exploration process entails for transnational adoptees; Is birth country
travel essential for exploration? What is the role of birth country language learning? From a concrete
perspective, parents are likely still left wondering what the right course of action is that will lead their
adopted child to a healthy sense of self, one that incorporates resolved ethnic identity and a sense of
group belonging.

Literature review
A number of studies suggest at least some ethnic identity-promoting activities are important in the
lives of transnational adoptees (Huh & Reid, 2000; Ponte, Wang, & Fan, 2010; Rojewski, 2005;
Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001; Vonk & Massatti, 2008). In 2009, the Evan B. Donaldson Institution on
Adoption published a comprehensive report looking specifically at the needs of transnational
adoptees (McGinnis et al., 2009). There were several key findings in this report including that
while most adult transnational adoptees report an overall moderate to high level of comfort with
their race/ethnicity, 34% of the adult respondents remained uncomfortable with their ethnic identity.
Another point made in the study is that according to adult adoptees “race/ethnicity is an increasingly
significant aspect of identity for those adopted across color and culture” (McGinnis et al., 2009, p. 5).
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Other research has looked more specifically at different types of interventions. One study found
that adoptee participation in cultural activities, along with open parental communication about
adoption, was strongly associated with high self-reported ethnic identity, especially when the
adoptees experienced racism in school settings (Huh & Reid, 2000). Other studies have found
strong, positive correlations between parental support of ethnic socialization and subjective wellbeing (Yoon, 2004).
In a qualitative study of adult adoptees who had returned to their birth country for a homeland
tour, Bergquist (2003) notes that the majority of participants reported having a sense of belonging
and acceptance as a result of their travel experience. Other research has found a positive association
between cultural socialization and self-esteem which was mediated by a feeling of belongingness
(Mohanty, Keokse, & Sales, 2007). While no research to date appears to compare the various
strategies families have employed to expose their transnationally adopted children to their birth
culture, several activities are frequently noted in the literature. The Adoption Institute report
(McGinnis et al., 2009) notes that “positive racial/ethnic identity development is most effectively
facilitated by ‘lived’ experiences such as travel to native country, attending racially diverse schools,
and having role models of their own race/ethnicity” (p. 6). In addition to these lived experiences,
research also frequently notes parental encouragement of ethnic identity exploration, attending
culture camps, taking language courses, participating in cultural celebrations and through reading
materials as useful tools, correlated to positive ethnic identity development (Bergquist, 2003;
Mohanty & Newhill, 2006; Rojewski, 2005; Tuan & Shiao, 2011).
Still other studies suggest that transnational adoptees cycle through a process from denial to
emergent cultural consciousness and that this process becomes more pronounced in the years
immediately following the adoptees’ move out of their parents’ home, and the experiences and
environments that the adoptees have during this stage can be crucial to the development of positive
ethnic identity (Meier, 1999). In contrast, one study highlights the complexity in trying to simply
follow a list of prescriptive activities. Adams, Tessler, and Gamache (2005) looked at the attitudes of
school-aged Chinese adoptees toward race when considering school diversity. Surprisingly, the study
found that adoptees who were in more diverse school districts had lower opinions of AsianAmericans than did those adoptees in schools that were largely made up of white students. The
authors hypothesized that this might reflect a confounding of poverty and diversity in their study
and speculated that the adoptees, most of them were of higher socio-economic status (SES), were
more likely to affiliate with other children of the same SES status group. In schools with greater
diversity, the authors suggested that adoptees are more likely to feel similar to other Whites than to
other Asians and to be more rejecting of this difference. In summarizing their study, the authors
wrote “the results do not support the assumption that diversity at school encourages children
adopted from China to associate socially desirable traits with being Chinese” (Adams et al., 2005,
p. 25). These contradictory findings indicate that there is much to be learned about the nuances of
resolved ethnic identity for adoptees despite the general evidence to support these activities. The
research question guiding this study was “what lifetime experiences and activities lead adoptees to
feel resolved about their ethnic view of themselves?” In answering this question, the study seeks to
add the voices of adult adoptees to the growing but still limited data on the importance of birth
country exploration in the development of a resolved identity.

Methods
This study used qualitative, in-depth interviews to gather data from adults who were born in other
countries and adopted by families in the United States and took a phenomenologically based
approach to the research. Phenomenology is a method that focuses on the lived experiences of
individuals who have shared a similar experience (Creswell, 2012). This method employs in-depth
interviews and coding analysis that distills interviews down to the “essence” (Moustakas, 1994) of the
experience, whereas the researcher can develop “clusters of meaning” (Creswell, 2012, p. 61). These
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meanings are reflected in the findings and identify underlying and shared structures that connect the
participants’ experiences together, despite individual differences.

Study sample
Participants were ten adult adoptees between the ages of 19 and 34 born in four different countries
(see Table 1). Participants were recruited using e-mail list-serves and snowball sampling. The
interviews were conducted, recorded, and transcribed over a 1-year period, with coding and analysis
occurring between each interview. By the completion of the final interview, consistent ideas and
themes were observed repeatedly across interviews, indicating saturation in the data. Additionally, to
insure study rigor, member checking (Barusch, Gringeri, & George, 2011) was used and participants
were asked individually for feedback on the study findings and conclusions.
Each of the adoptees participated in in-depth interviews that were between 45 and 90 minutes in
length. Interviews followed a prepared interview guide but were flexible in nature (see Appendix A).
All interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed, and then uploaded into Atlas.ti. Line-by-line coding
was initially conducted, followed by content coding. At both stages, the author reviewed and discussed
coding with colleagues knowledge about transnational adoption and qualitative methodology (Barush
& Gringeri, 2011). Content coding on the ten interviews resulted in 33 initial codes (see Table 2). Some
of the codes were edited in process, such as “relationships with others from my birth country”; which
started out as “not fitting in with others from my birth country” but was changed to incorporate a
broader range of experiences. Adoptee travel was originally “birth country travel” but was subsequently
divided into two categories during the coding process, one that was specific to adoptee travel, and one
Table 1. Participant description.
Participant name
Ava
Adam
Becca
Clare
Erin
Hayley
Kate
McKenzie
Molly
Nicholas

Birth country
Philippines
Thailand
Korea
Korea
Korean
Korea
Thailand
China
Korea
Korea

Age
34
30
26
22
28
26
27
19
26
29

Participant gender
F
M
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
M

Traveled to birth country? (# of times)
Yes (2×)
No
No
Yes (1×)
Yes (2×)
Yes (1×)
Yes (1×)
Yes (1×)
Yes (1×)
No

Note. Pseudonyms were used, and some identifying information was changed to protect participants’ confidentiality.
Table 2. Initial content codes and related themes.
Content codes

Related theme

Adoptee travel, adoption story, cultural identity, racial identity, marginality, Travel to one’s birth country is a transformative
relationships with Others from my birth country, relationships with other
experience
adoptees, parent beliefs and attitudes about adoption, cultural activities,
learning/thinking about birth country, and thinking about birth parent.
Adoption camp, cultural identity, cultural activities, racial identity,
marginality, parent beliefs and attitudes about adoption, different
experience than other adoptees, relationships with other adoptees,
looking different, not looking like my parents, school diversity, and
stereotypes.
Adoptee travel, adoption story, cultural activities, birth country traditional
items, parent’s beliefs and attitudes about adoption, relationships with
others from my birth country, racial identity, and cultural identity.
Adoptee travel, cultural activities, cultural identity, looking different than my
parents, racial identity, stereotypes, school diversity, normalizing
adoption, marginality, and relationships with others from my birth
culture.

Relationships with other adoptees as a
normalizing factor in my life

Adoptees feel differently about the importance of
cultural activities during childhood
I feel both unique in my personal ethnic identity
and have feelings of marginality.
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that incorporated adoptive parent travel during the adoption process, or at other times. Codes were
also sensitive to the language used by participants; since all were clear that the term “parents” referred
to their adoptive parents, this language was used in coding and organization as well.
From these content codes, four broader themes emerged as follows: Travel to one’s birth country
is a transformative experience; Relationships with other adoptees as a normalizing factor in my life;
Adoptees feel differently about the importance of cultural activities during childhood; and I feel both
unique in my personal ethnic identity and have feelings of marginality. These secondary themes
encompassed many, but not all, of the initial content codes. For example, Theme 1: “Travel to one’s
birth country is transformative experience” incorporated the following primary codes: adoptee travel,
adoption story, cultural identity, racial identity, marginality, relationships with others from my birth
country, relationships with other adoptees, parent beliefs and attitudes about adoption, cultural
activities, learning/thinking about birth country, and thinking about birth parent.
In addition, Theme 2: “Relationships with other adoptees are important” included primary codes:
adoption camp, cultural identity, cultural activities, racial identity, marginality, parent beliefs and
attitudes about adoption, different experience than other adoptees, relationships with other adoptees,
looking different, not looking like my parents, school diversity, and stereotypes.
For Theme 3, “Adoptees feel differently about the importance of cultural activities during childhood,” incorporated primary codes: adoptee travel, adoption story, cultural activities, birth country
traditional items, parents’ beliefs and attitudes about adoption, relationships with others from my
birth country, racial identity, and cultural identity.
Finally, for Theme 4, “I feel both unique in my personal ethnic identity and have feelings of
marginality,” included primary codes: Adoptee travel, cultural activities, cultural identity, looking
different than my parents, racial identity, stereotypes, school diversity, normalizing adoption,
marginality, and relationships with others from my birth culture (see Table 2).

Findings
Theme 1: Travel to one’s birth country is a transformative experience
Nine of the 10 adoptees interviewed indicated that they frequently think about visiting their country
of birth. The reasons expressed for wanting to return for a visit were generally similar among
adoptees: A desire to explore their birth story; to try and locate biological parents or more
information about their early history; and to have a “lived” experience in country, where they
learn about the culture and the day-to-day lives of people. Finally, those who were parents expressed
wanting to share a travel experience with their own children in the hopes of expanding their
children’s connection to their cultural heritage. The one adoptee who stated she did not regularly
think about birth country travel said she was interested in traveling “everywhere” and noted she was
about as interested in birth country exploration as she was in visiting other places.
Seven had returned to their birth country for a visit, two of whom had visited twice. In one
instance, a participant had lived for 6 months in her birth country, teaching English as a foreign
language. Of the three who had not visited, two stated that they hoped to travel back within the
next year or two. Among those who traveled, all had (1) spent some time either in the
community of their birth, (2) met with foster parents who cared for them as young children,
or (3) visited the orphanage where they first lived. The seven travelers had visited at different
developmental points in their lives: One traveled during her grade school years; one visited
during her middle school years; four traveled with their families when they were in late high
school; one other traveled just after high school with an agency sponsored homeland tour. Of the
two who returned for a second visit both did so in their late 20s. Each had important memories
of their travel trips. When discussing her return visit, Hayley, age 26, who visited Korea with her
parents, described one of the most meaningful parts of her trip:
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We went to a family’s home, and that is a moment that sticks out. We had dinner with them, like we were just
friends but we weren’t really, we had just met them. It was nice to see somebody’s home, not a hotel. This is
what they did, like normal people. Like living in an apartment building and how they ate their meals, and their
little boy was like showing us his video games. This is what it maybe would have been like had I not come over,
you know, to the United States.

McKenzie, age 19, reflected similar feelings during her trip, noting “it was just really interesting
seeing China and just thinking what it would have been like to grow up there.” For these two
participants, envisioning what their lives could have been like had they not been adopted was one of
the most lasting memories of their travel experience.
Going once is usually not enough
Erin and Ava, both who had made return visits to their birth countries, had more complicated
feelings about their trips. They reported that their birth country travel helped solidify their
identity as Americans more than they imagined. Erin stated that after her first travel trip, she
had a somewhat simplified perspective of her birth country; she reacted to this first trip
feeling, “This is great! The language is great, the people are great, the food is great. It’s all
really great, and you don’t really get what Korea is about. So that was me. I was like, this is
great.” For her, moving to Korea in her 20s meant seeing the country in a much more nuanced
way. She stated, “But when you go to Asia, and when you go to Korea, and when you actually
understand how the culture and society works, then you are like, Holy cow, I’m an American
and that is awesome.” Erin further described her complicated feelings, noting that for the first
2 months she lived there, she did everything she could to look and seem as Korean as possible.
However, she then began to feel disillusioned, primarily because of the limitations on civil
rights in Korea and the low value placed on women in the society. After recognizing her own
personal values were very different than the values of the Koreans she was working with, she
reports she began to try to seem as American as possible, not wanting to be subjected to the
expectations of Korean culture. She left after 6 months noting that the experience has had
surprising consequences—she expected the trip would make her feel more connected to Korea
and enhance her Korean identity, when in fact, the experience made her feel more connected
to her American identity.
Ava was surprised her initial travel experience was difficult: “So the first time I went back, being
19 you know, I was actually thinking I was relatively prepared for it, but I wasn’t really prepared for
it.” Ava’s primary purpose for return was to meet and spend time with her birth parents and siblings.
She described her arrival and greeting by her birth parents and siblings as, “Just overwhelming, like,
on a cultural level, on, you know, an emotional level.” Ava reported feeling swept into her birth
family, but, in not speaking the language, also felt like a continual outsider. Ten years later, when
Ava returned for a second visit, she felt more emotionally prepared and spent more time with her
birth siblings, many of whom now spoke English, and did more tourist activities.
Travel has different benefits and struggles at different periods of life
For those who had traveled, the timing of the travel and their corresponding development played a
role in how they experienced the trip. Clare, who traveled at age 16, noted that the trip was a mix of
positive experiences, along with a sense now that she didn’t benefit from the experience as much as
she should have:
I don’t think I was even really thinking about the fact that we were. . . . it was like a family vacation. It was like
we had gone to Mexico. But I remember crying really hard when we met with my foster mom.

When asked if she thinks her birth country travel trip was positive, she noted:
I think it was positive. I remember there were times on the trip when I was really fascinated by just what we were
seeing, and it was so different. I think it was kind of neutral in some ways too, because I don’t have a lot of
strong memories from it. I don’t have a lot of experiences in my life now that remind me of it. (Clare)
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Kate, who traveled to her birth country during elementary school, also wondered about the
impact of a travel trip earlier in her life:
I think I was too young to actually grasp going back and everything, but I was also so young when I left that I
don’t remember too much. So, it was more of an ‘Oh, I’m in a foreign country.’ We did go back to the
orphanage and visit there with some of the nurses who remembered me but I was just so little when I left I
don’t think it had a huge significance on me. (Kate)

For those that had not traveled to their birth country, plans to do so were prominent in their
thinking. Becca noted, “I have always wanted to wait ‘til my daughter got older, we could go over
together.” Although he had not traveled yet, Adam said a return trip was important to him:
My to-do list would be to visit the woman who took care of me from when I was born until when I left. The
head nurse there would need to see her and then to see, just to see where I grew up all those years. And, uh, you
know, maybe see a little bit of Thailand. (Adam)

Interestingly, for those who had already traveled, going once or even two times did not lessen an
adoptee’s desire to return again. Hayley described her own personal “claim” to being Korean as
connected to her ability to visit:
Sometimes I feel like even saying yea, I’ve been back to Korea five times would make us feel better. I think it
would. You know, once is better than nothing, but like, I mean, I can’t even say that I know how to cook a
bunch of food or like, I don’t even have a big Korean friend circle. (Hayley)

Even participants who had more mixed feelings about birth country travel acknowledged their
ongoing thoughts about travel to their birth country:
I don’t think it’s done (my interest in birth country travel). I wouldn’t . . . there are so many places in the world
that I would go besides there, but there is a part of me that would want to go back someday, maybe because I
just feel badly for not having appreciated it before. Yea, I would go again, but I don’t feel, I’m not superinspired to right now. (Clare)

Erin and Ava, who both described somewhat difficult travel trips at different points, also shared
the perspective that return travel continues to be important. Ava would like to travel back and take
her children sometime in the future, while Erin noted, “I do consider myself to have a relationship
with the country, and one that I would go back to.”
Searching for biological connections is a part of travel
Birth and foster family reconnection was part of the purpose of most of the participants’ travel. Of
the adoptees interviewed, many had given thought to searching for these individuals, but their
reactions crossed the continuum from eager and ready to search to ambivalent to indifferent. The
reasons noted for searching were less about filling some kind of void, and more about satisfying
curiosity or understanding something about their own genetics:
My real desires to meet her (birth mom) are like, you know, how do we look alike and how are our behaviors
similar? What are the characteristics that I get from her? Do I feel a void because I haven’t met her? Would I
seek her out? Would I do irrational things to meet her? No. (Erin)
I mean if the opportunity came if someone were to call or email and say “hey, I am your birth mother” I
wouldn’t say no to it, you know, but it is definitely not, I don’t need those answers. Honestly, I think only if it
fell in my lap. It’s just like, it’s nothing, the process has never entertained me and I am happy with who I am,
where I am, you know? (Clare)

Ava was the one study participant who had met her biological family, including birth parents and
birth siblings. In her case, the adoption was open throughout her life, and she grew up with
knowledge about who and where her birth family was and the circumstances of her adoption. In
high school, she exchanged an occasional letter with her family, but the initial visit was overwhelming and she wound up shortening her trip by a week because the experience was so
uncomfortable. As Ava stated,
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The first time I was actually like with my family, I felt really guilty for leaving. Part of the discomfort was that
for them, it was like I never left, so when I got put into that situation they were just suffocating and even though
they didn’t talk to me, they were just like, with me, on me, all the time. I just couldn’t handle the emotional
feelings I was feeling and so I just need to separate myself. (Ava)

She did return for a second visit almost 10 years later and noted that this time her trip was more
structured with activities, and she was more prepared. At this point, she reported feeling more
connected to her birth siblings than to her biological parents.
Theme 2: Relationships with other adoptees are important
Another idea shared by most participants was the important role relationships with other adoptees
had in their lives. For some, this meant being comforted by having adopted siblings, while for others,
it was having friendships with other transnational adoptees in the community. Five participants grew
up with adopted siblings with whom they were close. Six participants had meaningful friendships
with other adoptees during childhood, and eight reported they had important adult relationships
with other adoptees. Nine of 10 participants reported that their parents made some effort to connect
them with other adoptees by attending family adoption camps or by belonging to community
groups. For some, these relationships were peripheral, while for others, they were core to their
experience. The adoptees who had close relationships reported these friendships or sibling relationships were important to their experience that adoption was a normal event, and that being a different
race than their parents was not unusual or outside the range of normal experience.
Hayley grew up with a best friend who was also adopted from Korea, a younger sister from Korea,
and numerous other adopted friends:
I think that’s what made it so normal for me, like, I mean I definitely had friends that weren’t adopted, and I
can’t ever remember it being, I mean, it was just normal for them because they knew me, but, I mean I think
having that around, it was very normal, like it wasn’t like, “Oh Hayley’s just like that” so, you know. I actually
think I grew up with the impression that a lot more people did that (adopted from Korea) then, I don’t know
how many people out there did but I grew up thinking it was very normal. (Hayley)

Not only did having other adopted peers increase interviewees’ sense of normalcy, for some
these were relationships that provided a sense of understanding and belonging in ways other
connections did not. Adam described the friendships he developed with other adoptees in
childhood as being very important friendships to this day—there are some things only another
adoptee can relate to:
Sometimes a friend will pick up the phone and call me and say “I don’t relate to these people.” You are
supposed to be happy that it’s Christmas or the holidays, but, like, you grew up with these people, they’re gonna
all want to be here. I think, you know, we are always going to appreciate and love our parents for what they did,
but there is always a distance because, you know you look at a Christmas photo, and you stand out, and
everyone else is the same. So you always have that distance a little bit. Sometimes you feel bad and he (your
adopted friend) will say “nah, you are not the only one.” (Adam)

Some adoptees reported not appreciating the importance of these relationships until they were
older, and some, like Erin, didn’t really develop close relationships with other transnational adoptees
until adulthood. Erin described meeting and connecting with two adoptees in college, and forming
fast and intense relationships partly based on this shared experience. Both the sense of normalcy and
the unique support these friendships provided were important to most of those interviewed.
Theme 3: Adoptees feel differently about the importance of cultural activities during
childhood
Participants expressed varying levels of involvement with learning about their birth culture while
growing up. One adoptee attended out-of-state adoption camp every summer for approximately
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4 years and was surrounded by Korean items in her home. Others had limited to no exposure to
adoption camps, cultural activities, or holiday celebrations. Reactions to the question about whether
these activities were important to them growing up were mixed. Some, like Erin, felt they were
important:
I know that there are other adoptees I’ve talked to that consider camps and hanbok and dinners to be
materialistic and not counting, but I think that when you are young, that those things count for a lot and
that if they are systematic and consistent that they do create a culture and an awareness.

Hayley reported a sense of regret over not having more opportunities to participate in cultural
activities:
I do wish that we had done more like cultural stuff like about Korean heritage or like their culture and stuff, but
my parents just didn’t for whatever reason, I don’t know. I notice now with adoptions that that’s more of a
requirement now that people fly over there and do more studying and things like that, but I don’t know if at
that time it was such a big deal.

Still other adoptees felt cultural participation activities were not important. Adam stated that his
family did not go out of its way to participate or celebrate Thai culture:
You know, like my parents had some friends who really tried to instill the Asian culture in their house because
they had adopted three kids. And I just saw how that turned out, their house, so you know, I’m happy we don’t
do all those cuckoo things that they do over at their house.

We wish we spoke the language
While they were mixed about the benefits of participating in some cultural activities, participants were
more in agreement about their wish to have learned the language of their birth country. None of the
adoptees interviewed were fluent in their birth language. Adam, who was adopted at age five, remembers
speaking Thai fluently, but no longer speaks the language. He stated that his parents took him to Thai
lessons for the first 8 or 9 months, but remembered being more interested in English than Thai, and after a
while his parents stopped taking him. Nicholas grew up with a Korean-speaking parent, but did not learn
the language. Ava, who was adopted at age three and also first learned her birth language, lived with one
parent who spoke the language, but was not taught it. Some participants mentioned their disinterest was
due to wanting to integrate and not be different (this was especially true for the adoptees who were older at
the time of their adoption). Though the two with parents who spoke their birth country language indicated
this was not pushed by their parent, nor were they very interested at the time. The remaining seven
participants had limited language exposure having had only few lessons or learned a couple of words.
Many of the young adults indicated they resisted or lacked interest in learning the language when
they were younger, but now looking back, they wished their parents had pushed more. This desire
was linked to their ability to connect more fully with others who were raised in their birth culture.
Many of the adoptees felt limited in their ability to truly connect to people from their birth culture,
because of their lack of language. They felt if they were able to speak their birth language, it would be
easier to join and feel comfortable in immigrant communities. Despite indifference or resisting
language learning during childhood, most participants believed if they knew the language of their
birth country, it would be easier to connect and explore. Table 3 illustrates this information.

Theme 4: I feel both unique in my personal ethnic identity and have feelings of marginality
Striking in the data is that most adoptees report feeling both unique and special because of their adoption.
Many had the perception that their parents had to work very hard to adopt them, which made them feel
special when compared to some peers. At the same time, they also report struggling with a sense of not
belonging fully in either of the ethnic identity groups to which they are connected. Seven of the10
participants talked about the pleasure of having access to marginalized communities, to having a unique
story, and of feeling totally comfortable with who they are. Most described themselves as feeling culturally
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Table 3. Feelings about learning the language of their birth country.
Participant
Thoughts on learning the language
Erin
So I would still love to learn the language. I also feel like it’s this really strange place to be in and that if you stay in
these groups too long or if you are there in depth, not just like on the skimming of things, if you hang around a
Korean community, then you realize, “Well, you know, I can’t speak the language, I don’t eat the food every day,
I don’t have family in Korea.” Then it’s like “Do I really belong?”
McKenzie
Hayley

I didn’t really want to learn a language at that time (while growing up). I still don’t know any of it. I took Japanese
in high school because they offered that, they didn’t offer Chinese.
I think that if I’d had the opportunity to learn it, I would have. Yea, I would have tried to, I would have taken that
opportunity.

Becca

I guess I kind of feel different, just because of the language thing. Like when I went to the church, they were all
speaking, a lot of them were speaking Korean and with the pastor and his family, they do the whole service in
Korean so it’s like, you know, I can’t understand. In that way I feel totally different.

Adam

Saturday mornings we’d go off to these Thai lessons to keep my Thai, but it was kind of pointless after 6 months
because, you know, they were also trying to get me to learn English and I was more interested in learning
English then keeping my Thai up. I definitely wish that I had kept it now. I mean, now it would be awesome.

Nicholas

(My parents) tried on several occasions but Korean is very, very difficult to learn. Um, I think my sister actually took to
it better than I did. I just didn’t have the patience or interest. Um, but now I wish that mom would have been a
little more forthright as far as “You need to learn this because this is going to be important to your future, to your
past.”

white, using phrases like “I’m a banana,” “a white Asian,” or “I’m as white as they come” to describe their
identity. Yet they simultaneously report a sense of not quite belonging. Adam describes feeling surprised
during his first year of college when he was asked to join his university’s Asian student group and was
thanked for the cultural diversity he brought to the campus. He remembered thinking “what are you talking
about?” He later reported a Chinese friend in college said, “You’re definitely not Asian, you grew up
without any Asian culture didn’t you?” Adam replied, “I know I’m Asian on the outside, but sooooo
White.” Hayley also talked about her feelings of being not quite Korean:
But I have been Korean my whole life and I don’t have a lot to say about it. You know, I can’t be like, “Oh yea,
I’ve tried that food or I speak or I’ve been there or I don’t know when that Korean holiday is, I didn’t even
know we had Korean thanksgiving.” I don’t know, things like that. I just kind of wish I could offer it. I feel like
maybe people identify me as Korean but I can’t really as well because, I don’t know that much, or I’m not that
knowledgeable. (Hayley)

Becca stated that she liked being adopted growing up, that it gave her a feeling of specialness. She
identifies herself culturally as a blend of her partner’s indigenous culture and the unique culture of her
current community. She also noted that when she introduces herself she tells people right away that she is
Korean, but adopted, so that people do not have expectations about her culturally. In this way, she is
preemptive in dealing with the expectations from others that she have knowledge about or background in
Korean culture.

Discussion
Theorists and researchers (Erikson, Marcia, Phinney, Umana-Taylor) describe exploration as critically
linked to a sense of identity resolution. Transnational adoptees have a unique experience where exploration
of birth culture, in additional exploring more general aspects of identity, is incorporated by both themselves
and their (adoptive) parents. The purpose of this article was to identify and clarify the perceived importance
of different ethnic identity exploration activities of a group of adult transnational adoptees. To date, most
research has focused on clarifying if cultural exposure is happening (Huh & Reid, 2000; Rojewski, 2005;
Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001; Vonk & Massatti, 2008), and if it is important, but few scholars have asked if some
of these efforts are more useful than others, from an adoptee’s perspective. This study asked participants to
reflect on the value of these exploration activities individually and share their perceptions about which
activities were most important. The findings in this data reflect a mix of activities that were valued; both
long-term experiences such as developing deep relationships with other adoptees, and more time-limited
experiences such as birth country travel.
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From a theoretical standpoint, it is interesting to note that the participants’ sense of the importance of
most of these activities had changed greatly over time. In the example of birth country language learning,
participants reflected that they often were disinterested or resisted parental attempts to send them to
language classes; however, in adulthood, many wished for this skill or the opportunity to learn. Similarly,
participants noted that the initial reasons for their childhood friendships with other adoptees was due to
their parents promotion, rather than their own interest in these friendships; however, in adulthood, these
relationships took on much more importance to them both historically and currently. Additionally, while
Erikson’s theory emphasized the placement of exploration during adolescence (e.g., “Identity vs. Role
Confusion stage), data from this study suggest that in practice, many of these young adults continued to
incorporate or wish for additional exploration activities as their sense of identity and self-perceptions about
the role birth culture played in their lives evolved.
The findings from the current study bolsters these previous conclusions, expanding further to suggest
that many adoptees need to be supported in ongoing and varied travel experiences, not just a single trip.
These findings begin a discussion on what adult adoptees view as the influence of ethnic exploration
activities such as birth country travel, language learning, and the important role of friendships with other
adoptees. Based on the perceptions of these adoptees, travel becomes more complex and nuanced through
repeated experiences and different types of exposure. Furthermore, birth country travel may be important
throughout an adoptee’s lifetime to promote a continued development of their understanding of their
relationship with both their birth country and the country and culture in which they were raised. As with
several of the participants, their first travel experiences may differ from later travel experiences. Adoptees
may feel connected to their birth country in some ways, while at the same time feeling more tied to the
beliefs and values in their adoptive culture than they initially imagined they would.
Other studies have explored the frequency and usefulness of cultural activities such as participating in holiday celebrations, reading books, and learning about birth culture in other ways. Studies
have either been positive or neutral about the importance of these activities (Baden & Steward, 2000;
Huh & Reid, 2000; Mohanty & Newhill, 2011; Rojewski, 2005; Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001; Vonk &
Massatti, 2008). No study has delineated which facet of cultural and identity connectedness efforts
may be perceived as more important and decrease an adoptee’s sense of marginality. The interviews
in this study reflect a generally positive or neutral attitude toward “cultural” activities by the adult
adoptees, but show a strong wish to have learned the language of their birth country or birth region.
The participants in this study saw having the language as a pathway to connecting to their birth
culture, if desired, and their lack of language as limiting their ability to do this.
All of these aforementioned activities (birth country travel, friendships with adoptees, language
learning, etc.) represent the Ericksonian’s construct of identity exploration, and findings seem to
support the idea that with increased exploration come an increased sense of identity resolution, but
also highlights that, unlike described by Erikson (1968) & later Marcia (1994), “resolution” is not so
much a developmental stage that one crosses, but rather a continuum of self-understanding and is
promoted by ongoing exploration.
As adoption practitioners continue to recommend and refer families of transnational adoptees to
exploration activities, these findings that prioritized birth country language learning, birth country
travel, and on-going relationships with other adoptees may be useful. Additionally, the findings of this
study appear to support current international, national, and agency-based policies that suggest that
exploration activities are important to the process of transnational adoptee identity development.

Limitations
It is important to note that this is qualitative study with adults, and these findings are not meant to be
generalizable. Given the differences in practice and policy and changes over time, it is critical to recognize
these participants are young adults, and their perspectives and experiences are likely different from older
transnational adoptees. Nevertheless, there are several concepts in the findings that may have transferable
application in the field of transnational adoption practice.
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Appendix A: Interview guide
Adoption
(1) Tell me about your family.
(2) Tell me your adoption story. What do you know about your adoption?
(3) What are your memories about your adoption from when you were younger—did your family talk about
adoption while you were growing up? If so, what did you talk about?
(4) When you think about your adoption now, what do you think about?

Exploration
(1) Are you interested in/do you think about your birth country? What do you think about your birth country?
What do you think about other people from your birth country?
(2) What do you know about your birth country?
(3) Did you do things while growing up to learn about your birth country? (holidays and dress, language classes,
culture classes, hang out with other adoptees, friendships with others from your birth country, integrated
schools, culture camps, and travel back to birth country)
(4) If you did any of these things, did you think they were useful? Why or why not?
(5) If you participated in any of these, what do you remember about your reactions? What are your reactions to
these activities now?
(6) Do you have pictures of your adoption? Can we look at them/will you tell me about them?
(7) Has your interest in your birth country/culture changed over time? How so?

Ethnicity
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

How would you describe your ethnicity?
Have you always felt this way?
Do you see yourself as (Chinese/Korean, etc)?
What does it mean to you that you see yourself as (Chinese/Korean, etc)

Resolution
(1) Do you currently have friends or people that you are close to that are from your birth country?
(2) Where do you think you fit in ethnically? Racially?
(3) Do you think your perspective will change? If so, how might it change? What would cause your perspective to
change?
(4) Would you change anything about your ethnicity/race/adoption? Is there anything that would make you feel
more comfortable with who you are?

