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Abstract

Adoption is a complex process that includes multiple actors, including birth parents,
adoptive parents, children, lawyers, and multiple nonprofit organizations. Using au-
toethnography, I explore the process of adoption from my experience. I then use this
process to explore the ethics of adoption. To conclude, I explore the ways that nonprofit
studies and public administration can contribute to adoption studies with our unique
perspective. Through this study, we are able to see the complexities of adoption and
discuss next steps for the field.
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Introduction

I come to this special issue as a researcher of nonprofit management, a social
worker who has worked in foster care, a professor of nonprofit studies and ethics, and
an adoptive parent of two. Specifically, I see adoption from two perspectives: as a par-
ent who has benefited and a professional and researcher who understands the complex
and cyclical nature which leads to people entering the world of adoption. Building
on previous literature on adoption, this article uses autoethnography to explore the
complexity of adoption and understand how nonprofit studies can better support the
diverse interests within the field of adoption (Samuels, 2022; Wall, 2012). In this article,
I will start by looking at adoptions and providing basic information about the structure
of private adoption. I will then explore the ethical issues associated with adoption. To
conclude this article, I will suggest areas of future research for public administration
and nonprofit studies around the topic of private adoption.
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Private Adoption: An Introduction

In this article, I am looking specifically at private adoption. Private adoption is
different from foster care; it is when a nonprofit organization coordinates an adoption
between a birth parent and prospective adoption parents, either before the birth of the
child or right after/shortly after the birth of the child.! These adoptions are approved by
a judge in the state that the child is born in. These adoptions used to be closed, which
means that the adopted child did not know information about their birth families and
the birth families have no contact with the adopted child. Now, most adoptions are
open, which is on a spectrum from the child being aware of the existence of birth par-
ents to having continual contact with the birth parents.

The process of private adoption is not always understood. There are two different
pathways: the adoptive parent and the birth parent path. To illustrate these pathways,
I will be using my story as an autoethnography as well as an opportunity for educa-
tion,? which means most of the focus will be on the adoptive parents’ process. To start,
I would like to explore the paths my husband and I took when adopting our children.
Figure 1 provides a simplified version of the path of adoption in our case.
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When my husband and I first decided to adopt, we interviewed with nonprofit
organizations in the state where we resided at the time. When adopting, you usually
start with an agency that is based in the state in which you live. Once we decided on

"This article will focus mainly on domestic adoptions within the United States. International adoptions,
where the adoptive parents are from a different country than the birth parents, have a unique set of ethical
issues (e.g., Stuy, 2013; Wall, 2012)

*Please note, while I will be talking about my story, some of the parts of the story may be edited, changed,
or left out. This is to protect the privacy of my children as well as their birth parents. In this autoethnography,
I aim to focus on my story while allowing my children and their birth parents the opportunity to have their
story as their own.
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an agency, we had a lot of paperwork to fill out. This paperwork was not only a back-
ground check, but we also discussed our lifestyles and what we thought parenthood
would be like for us. Once the paperwork was done, social workers came to do home
visits. During these visits, we went over our paperwork and discussed what we would
be open to in terms of adoption. This can lead to difficult conversations about what
you, as an adoptive parent, are willing to accept regarding race and ethnicity, attitudes
toward a known or unknown birth father, your willingness for an open adoption, and
thoughts on drug use during pregnancy. Lastly, you need to create an adoption book.
This book is what is shown to the birth parents, which highlights the life that we have
and helps the birth parent envision what the child’s life will be like. The adoption book
includes information on the adoptive parents individually, their parenting philosophy;,
and their friends and community. Once everything is done, the adoptive parents are
put on a list. Sometimes, they will also work with other agencies as secondary agencies
to expand the number of birth mothers who might see their book. To build our family,
we went with an agency in a state other than ours for both of our adoptions.

When a birth parent(s) is interested in putting their child up for adoption, there
are several ways they find an agency. This includes internet searches or recommenda-
tions from friends, families, or professionals, either before or after the child is born.
Once the birth parent(s) contacts an agency, a social worker talks with the birth mother
to learn about their background as well as what they are looking for in an adoptive
parent(s). The social worker will, based on this conversation, show the birth parent
several adoption books. The birth parent(s) will choose an adoptive parent based on
the books provided (or they may ask for additional books if they do not connect with
any of the parents provided). If possible, the birth and adoptive parents will meet either
by phone or in person before the baby is born. This is not always possible, as sometimes
the birth parents make the decision once the baby is born.

After the baby is born, it will go to the adoptive parent(s). That said, the birth
parent may still decide to parent instead of giving the child to the adoptive parent(s).
Before we had our first child, we were matched with a birth parent for three months.
Following the birth of her child, she decided she wanted to parent instead of putting
her child up for adoption. That was certainly her right, but for us, it was tragic. We,
as potential adoptive parents preparing for three months, felt a loss. We spent time
mourning the fact that we weren’t going to be parents and the life we would not have
with that baby. Two days later, our agency informed us of another baby who was just
born and the mother thought we would be perfect parents for this child. We traveled
across the state and, the next day, we met our son for the first time. In comparison, for
our second child, the birth mother was very clear that adoption was the best choice for
her, and once my daughter was born, the adoptive mother immediately called us say-
ing, “Your daughter is born,” and handed us our daughter as soon as she could.

Once the adoptive parent(s) has the child, there is still a revocation period where
the birth parent(s) can change their mind. That period is different in each state and can
last from four days to thirty days. For us, it was an incredibly tense time as we waited
but continued to bond with our child. If the adoptive parent is adopting in a state dif-
ferent from where they live, once they have the baby, they can go home once paperwork
between the state the baby is born and the state that the parents live in is completed,
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also known as the Interstate Compact on the Placement of Children (ICPC), which can
take anywhere from a few days to a month. For our first child, it was only four days,
while for our second, it took two weeks.

Lastly, there is finalization, which can be complicated. For my second child, fi-
nalization included two lawyers and three adoption agencies from two different states
to complete. Before finalization, the adoptive parents are considered foster parents,
and the adoption agency is the legal guardian of the child. The finalization is usually a
mere formality. But for many families, mine included, it is both a huge relief and a day
that is celebrated yearly. It means that the adoptive parent(s) finally become the legal
parent(s) and they are now legally a family.

Adoption is a complicated and emotional process for both the birth and the adop-
tive parents. As this is a short autoethnography, it only scratches the surface of the
process. There are many stories; stories of adoptive parents, birth parents, professionals
within the adoption process, and most importantly, stories of children who have been
adopted. To create an honest, useful, and representative discussion within the field of
nonprofit studies, all of these perspectives need to be taken into account. By seeing
private adoption through the multifaceted lenses, we can start to explore the complex
ethics that nonprofit adoption agencies, as well as all nonprofit organizations, need to
consider in their field.

Ethics and Issues in Private Adoption

As ethics is one of the main pillars of public administration and nonprofit stud-
ies (Meyer et al., 2022a; 2022b), it is important to explore how ethics plays a role in
private adoption. While there is a growing literature around adoption, ethics is not al-
ways central (Koh & Reamer, 2021). To create an ethical adoption process, there should
be a focus on the protection of the most vulnerable in the situation, nonjudgemental
respect, good faith agreements between the adoptive and birth parents, and honesty
(Reamer & Siegal, 2007). This means an acknowledgement of the power dynamics that
exist between an agency, birth parent(s), and adoptive parent(s) and creating policies
and procedures which support all parties in an ethical manner.

Transracial adoption, which is when one of the parents are of a different race than
the child being adopted, represents over 50% of all adoptions in the United States
(Pinderhuges et al., 2021). There have been many books (e.g., Hall & Steinberg, 2013;
Roodra, 2015) and articles (Boiven & Hassan, 2015; Castner, & Foli, 2022; Luyt et al.,
2021; Samuels, 2022) exploring transracial adoption, meaning there are fertile avenues
for the field of nonprofit studies to better understand the impacts of transracial adop-
tion. Considering the complex ethics involved in transracial adoptions, public admin-
istration should consider how to guide nonprofits through public programs and policy
making. This includes making sure that transracial parents are prepared for supporting
the needs of their family (Goldberg et al., 2016). Research on transracial adoption is
limited and mostly focuses on the adoptive parents (Luyt et al, 2021). Though adoption
is sometimes identified as a trauma (see also Brodinsky et al., 2022, and Hartinger-
Saunders et al., 2016, for views of trauma in adopted children), Samuels (2022) sug-
gested that transracial adoptees may have unique traumas from the injustices which
come at the intersection of “adoptee” and “mixed race”

There are also legal aspects to consider around transracial adoption, specifi-
cally concerning the adoption of Native American children due to the history of
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Native American children being stolen from their homes and given to White fami-
lies (Haskins & Jacobs, 2002; Jones et al., 2008). Due of the Indian Child Welfare Act,
which was upheld by the Supreme Court in Haaland v. Brackeen (2022), when chil-
dren with Native American birth parents are up for adoption, preference will be given
to Native Americans from the child’s tribe or Native Americans in general (National
Indian Law Library, n.d.).

Understanding the ethics of adoption is an important route for nonprofit studies.
Ethics is a central part of our field; when exploring the field of adoption, we should be
no different. As mentioned in the introduction to this special issue (Irizarry et al., 2025),
when talking about adoption within marginalized communities, there are unique ethi-
cal issues to consider. In this article, we explored specifically transracial adoptions, but
the ethics of working with LGBTQIA+ adoptees or adoptive parents, individuals with
disabilities, children with special needs, or single parents, among other communities,
may lead to a more fully thought out and representative literature around adoption and
nonprofit studies. Creating an ethical framework means that nonprofit studies should
critically examine what adoption means and exploring best practices have been identi-
fied in fields like social work (e.g., Featherstone et al., 2018) and nursing (Castner &
Foli, 2022). The unique experiences of adoptees should be central to the conversation
of managing organizations which facilitate adoptions and work with adoptive parents,
birth families, and adoptees.

Continuing the Discussion
This essay, and this special issue in general, is not meant to be an be-all, end-all

around foster care and adoption. Instead, it is aiming to start a much-needed con-
versation, especially amongst those working in adoption (Featherstone et al., 2018;
Featherstone & Gupta, 2020). Nonprofit studies can fill a niche in adoption studies
by exploring the unique needs of the management of adoption agencies and service
delivery to adoptive parents, adoptees, and birth families at various stages of the adop-
tion process. Considering the focus on ethics within nonprofit studies with conflict-
ing stakeholders (e.g., Chapman et al., 2025), the field has a lot of opportunities to
shine light on the ways that adoption agencies are managed. Building a future research
agenda can include many avenues including:

o  Ethics in adoption: Nonprofit studies can explore the unique ways that adoption
agencies manage the complex ethical issues which are inherent in the adoption
system. Bringing a nonprofit management approach, nonprofit studies can support
the models of adoption ethics.

o Race in adoption: Much has been explored about the complexities of transracial
adoptions (Bolvin & Hassan, 2015; Pinderhughes et al, 2025). Nonprofit studies
can continue to build on the understanding of the complexities of how race impacts
adoptive families. Building on the guidance for transracial adoptive families
(e.g. Hall & Steinberg, 2013; Roodra, 2015), nonprofit studies can help provide
nonprofits with tools on supporting transracial families. Though not always at
the forefront of nonprofit studies (davis & Chikoto-Shultz, 2025), having honest
conversations about race within adoption can help create a stronger perspective
from nonprofit studies into adoption management and lead to better outcomes for
all of the parties being supported.
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o  Support for adoptees: Nonprofits can explore how to support adoptees, both
adoptive nonprofits and all nonprofits which work with children in general. As
most adoptions in the United States are open, understanding the way that openness
impacts adoptees (e.g., Nelson et al., 2025) can help build supports and services
that go beyond adoption agencies.

These are just a few avenues which are available for the future of the intersection
of adoption and nonprofit studies. By building up a research agenda around adoption,
nonprofit studies can merge our interdisciplinary perspective on nonprofit manage-
ment and ethics to provide unique perspectives on supporting adoption organizations,
professionals, and families.

References

Boivin, M., & Hassan, G. (2015). Ethnic identity and psychological adjustment in
transracial adoptees: A review of the literature. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 38(7),
1084-1103. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2014.992922

Brodzinsky, D., Gunnar, M., & Palacios, J. (2022). Adoption and trauma: Risks,
recovery, and the lived experience of adoption. Child Abuse ¢» Neglect, 130, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105309.

Castner, J., & Foli, K. . (2022). Racial identity and transcultural adoption. Online Journal
of Issues in Nursing, 27(1), 5. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9885821/

Chapman, C. M., Hornsey, M. ], Bleiker, R., & Hutchison, E. (2025). Serving three
masters: Thematicanalyses reveal inherent ethical tensions in fundraising. Nonprofit
and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, https://doi.org/10.1177/08997640251323586

davis, b. g., & Chikoto-Schultz, G. L. (2025). The racialized nature of nonprofit
organizations: The current state of research and education. Journal of Nonprofit
Education and Leadership. https://doi.org/10.18666/JNEL-2025-13229.

Featherstone, B., & Gupta, A. (2020). Social workers’ reflections on ethics in relation to
adoption in the UK: Everywhere but nowhere? The British Journal of Social Work,
50(3), 833-849. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz033

Featherstone, B., Gupta, A., & Mills, S. (2018). The role of the social worker in adoption-
ethics and human rights: An Enquiry. British Association of Social Workers.

Goldberg, A. E., Sweeney, K., Black, K., & Moyer, A. (2016). Lesbian, gay,
and heterosexual adoptive parents socialization approaches to children’s
minority statuses. The Counseling Psychologist, 44(2), 267-299. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0011000015628055

Hall, B., & Steinberg, G. (2013). Inside transracial adoption (2nd ed.). Jessica Kingsley
Publishers.

Jones, B. J., Tilden, M., & Gaines-Stoner, K. (2008). The Indian Child Welfare Act
handbook: A legal guide to the custody and adoption of Native American children.
American Bar Association.

Hartinger-Saunders, R. M., Jones, A. S., & Rittner, B. (2019). Improving access to
trauma-informed adoption services: Applying a developmental trauma framework.
Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 12(1), 119-130. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$40653-016-0104-1



106 Meyer

Haskins, V., & Jacobs, M. D. (2002). Stolen generations and vanishing Indians: The
removal of indigenous children as a weapon of war in the United States and
Australia, 1870-1940. In J. Martin (Ed.), Children and war: A historical anthology
(pp- 227-241). New York University Press.

Irizarry, J. L., Meyer, S. J., & Mirabella, R. M. (2025). Confronting systems of care and
harm: Advancing nonprofit education, leadership, and praxis in foster care and
adoption. Journal of Nonprofit Education and Leadership, 15(3), ix—-xxiv. https://
doi.org/10.18666/JNEL-2025-13490

Koh, B. D., & Reamer, F. G. (2021). Why moral theories matter: A review of ethics and
adoption literature. Adoption Quarterly, 24(1), 5-24. https://doi.org/10.1080/1092
6755.2020.1719255

Luyt, J., Swartz, L., & Vogel, L. (2022). A systematic review of empirical research on
transracial adoption in South Africa. The British Journal of Social Work, 52(5),
2455-2474. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab189

Meyer, S. J., Johnson III, R. G., & McCandless, S. (2022a). The new Es: Engagement,
empathy, equity, and ethics in public administration. Public Integrity, 24(4-5) 353
363. https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2074764

Meyer, S. J., Johnson III, R. G., & McCandless, S. (2022b). Moving the field forward
with empathy, engagement, equity, and ethics. Public Integrity, 24(4-5) 422-431.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2089476

National Indian Law Library. (n.d.). Topic 18: Adoption. https://www.narf.org/nill/
documents/icwa/fag/adoption.html

Nelson, L. J., Gallagher, A. M., Burgon, J. P., & Heist, H. D. (2025) Impacts of structural
and communicative openness on psychological safety in adoptee experiences.
Journal of Nonprofit Education and Leadership. https://doi.org/10.18666/JNEL-
2025-12524

Roodra, R. M. (2015). In their voices: Black Americans on transracial adoption. Columbia
University Press.

Pinderhughes, E. E., Matthews, J. A., Zhang, X., & Scott, J. C. (2021). Unpacking
complexities in ethnic-racial socialization in transracial adoptive families: A
process-oriented transactional system. Development and Psychopathology, 33(2),
493-505. https://doi.org/10.1017/50954579420001741

Reamer, F. G., & Siegel, D. H. (2007). Ethical issues in open adoption: Implications for
practice. Families in Society, 88(1), 11-18. https://doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.3587.

Samuels, G. E. M. (2022). Epistemic trauma and transracial adoption: Author (iz) ing
folkways of knowledge and healing. Child Abuse ¢ Neglect, 130(2),1-12. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105588

Stuy, B. H. (2013). Open secret: Cash and coercion in China’s international adoption
program. Cumberland Law Review, 44(3), 355-422.

Wall, S. (2012). Ethics and the socio-political context of international adoption:
Speaking from the eye of the storm. Ethics and Social Welfare, 6(4), 318-332.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2011.576256





