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Abstract

why African-American couples do not take
part in adoption programs. The shared aim
was to better fulfill the National Association
of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics
(NASW, 1996) and policy statement (NASW,
2001), which stress the importance of
culturally competent practice. Accordingly,
the goal of the project was to construct a plan
to attract more African-American clients to
the domestic and international adoption
programs, to educate the adoption staff
at the agency, and to propose strategies
that would facilitate positive change in
adoption programs regarding issues of racial
diversity. The guiding question was: How
can adoption agencies attract more AfricanAmerican adoptive couples to their domestic
and international adoption programs? As
part of the background research, this paper
explores some of the values in the AfricanAmerican community that affect use of
adoptive services.

This paper, motivated by the request of an
agency seeking to improve its recruitment of
African-American adoptive parents, explores
issues involved in attracting African-American
couples to adopt through the domestic and
international adoption programs at a faith-based
organization in a mid-sized Midwestern city.
It discusses several variables, both systematic
and sociocultural, that appear to interfere with
African-Americans’ use of the services. Previous
research suggests several issues: values, finances,
the legacy of controversies about transracial
adoption, and cultural competence. To explore
those issues, statistical demographic data are
presented concerning the racial makeup of the
staff and clients who participate in the adoption
programs at the agency. These findings are then
compared to the racial breakdown of the city. In
addition, some African-Americans’ perspectives
are explored regarding this issue: Four AfricanAmerican community activists in the area were
interviewed. An African-American adoption
caseworker and a Caucasian caseworker were
also interviewed, and their viewpoints are
compared and contrasted. The information and
knowledge gained from the interviews, as well as
the empirical literature, are utilized to construct
a recruiting strategy for adoption programs that
would appeal to African-Americans.

Literature Review
It is important to note, when controlling
for certain socioeconomic variables, that
African-American couples adopt at four
times the rate of Caucasian couples (Avery,
2000). However, the literature identifies
several reasons and variables that often
deter African-American couples from
utilizing domestic and international adoption
programs: values, finances, controversy over
transracial adoption, significant participation
in foster care conversion adoption, lack of
recruitment that targets African-American
clients, and incompetent cultural practice.

Introduction
This research was conducted while the
first author was doing her social work field
placement in the adoptive services program at
a faith-based social service organization in a
mid-sized Midwestern city. She observed that
few African-American couples participated
in the domestic and international adoption
programs. In collaboration with the adoption
staff, who wanted to find better solutions
to this problem, she decided to investigate
ILLINOIS CHILD WELFARE

Values
African-American persons face many
stressors, such as high rates of unemployment,
inadequate housing, and racial discrimination
(Carter, 1997). Although some aspects of life
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have improved for African-Americans, there
is still the imprint of the history of racism
and the ongoing experience of racism. As a
result of years of discrimination, the AfricanAmerican community has constructed a
value system to adapt to ongoing racism
and protect its members. According to
Carter (1997), many of these values have
affected how African-Americans perceive
and approach the “system.”

want to participate in a system that removes
children from their homes.
Lastly, African-Americans often fail to
continue with domestic adoption when they
are informed of the home study process,
which includes a thorough examination
of the client’s history and present lifestyle.
Many African-American persons consider
their private lives a very personal matter;
they regard the home study process as very
intrusive and unnecessary (Carter, 1997).

Family pride and connectedness
constitute one of the core values of the
African-American community; “blood
ties are given primacy over other types
of close relationships” (Carter, 1997, p.
532). However, kin relationships are held
in high regard, and they extend beyond
bloodlines. These relationships encompass
relatives, in-laws, godparents, neighbors,
and church members. The community is
very close-knit, and the members consider
it their responsibility to “take care of their
own” (Carter, 1997). Grandparents often
play an essential parental role in the family
system, and are very accepting of children
BORN OUT OF WEDLOCK  OF BABIES BORN
out of wedlock are kept by some member
of the family (Hollingsworth, 1999). This
has affected domestic adoption programs
because African-American birth mothers are
less likely to voluntarily place their children
for adoption.

Finances
As an effect of the stressors that the
African-American community faces, many
potential clients are unable to afford the
extensive costs of domestic and international
adoption. On the average, domestic adoption
costs between $10,000 and $20,000, and
international adoption costs approximately
$25,000 to $35,000. Many African-American
children are taken out of their biological homes
and placed in the foster care system because
their parents cannot financially provide for
them (Hollingsworth, 1999). Hollingsworth
declared, “biological parents frequently did
not have the financial resources necessary
to correct the circumstances that led to the
child’s removal” (1999, p. 445), although this
statement is puzzling because it is illegal to
remove a child from her or his parents’ home
for financial reasons alone. Smith believes
that instead of implementing anti-poverty
programs, children are removed from their
homes and placed in wealthier homes
(1996). Thirty-eight to forty percent of all
children in foster care are African-American,
ALTHOUGH THEY REPRESENT ONLY  OF THE
population (Avery, 2000). If many AfricanAmerican parents cannot afford to provide
for their biological children, according to the
standards of the Department of Children and
Family Services, how are they going to afford
domestic or international adoption fees? In
the past, a policy allowed the government to
pay for African-American families to adopt
African-American children (Smith, 1996).
However, many Caucasians felt that this was
discriminatory, and the policy is no longer
followed.

Many African-Americans are
uncomfortable with the idea of adoption
outside of the communal network.
Hollingsworth stated, “Adoption has been
interpreted by African-Americans as a natural
and informal process arising in response to
need rather than a formal one involving legal
ownership and individual rights” (1999, p.
446). They are often resistant to domestic
adoption because they associate paying fees
for a child with slavery. Furthermore, many
African-Americans are hesitant to place any
trust in the adoption system because they
have witnessed many African-American
children unjustly taken from their homes
(Hollingsworth, 1999). Often they do not feel
that the parents who had to surrender their
children were unfit. As a result, they do not
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Transracial adoption controversy

Participation in foster care adoption

An issue at the forefront of social work
practice is the placement of African-American
and biracial adoptees in Caucasian homes. In
1972, the National Association of Black Social
Workers declared its opposition to transracial
adoption by Caucasian families:

Another reason why African-American
couples are not very active in domestic and
international adoption programs is the fact
that they frequently adopt through foster
care. Foster care adoptions are more likely
to be kin related, and they are also free.
Adoptive foster parents actually receive
monthly funding for necessary child care.
Forty to ninety percent of children in the
foster care system are adopted by their
foster parents, and a large percentage
of foster parents are African-American
(Administration for Children and Families
[ACF], 2001). In contrast, almost all of the
prospective adoptive parents involved in
domestic and international adoption are
Caucasian (Smith, 1996). Even though many
African-Americans become foster parents,
there is still a huge population of AfricanAmerican children circulating in the system.
“While Blacks adopt children at a higher rate
than Whites do, they cannot keep up with
the demand caused by more Black children
placed in foster care” (Smith, 1996, p. 6).

Black children should be placed only
with Black Families[,] whether in foster
care or for adoption. Black children
belong physically, psychologically,
and culturally in Black families in
order that they receive the total sense
of themselves and develop a sound
projection of their future (quoted in
Smith, 1996, p. 5).
After this statement was issued, many
adoption agencies ceased placing AfricanAmerican children in Caucasian homes,
fearing disapproval and censure (Smith,
1996). In addition, the use of the NABSW
statement (2003) as a policy to limit foster
and adoptive placements for black children
was criticized as having detrimental
consequences. It resulted in black children
being more likely to languish in larger group
care settings, which are known to be inferior
to family care. Now, carrying out foster
and adoptive care practices based on racial
guidelines is illegal and exposes agencies to
corrective enforcement action by the Office
on Civil Rights.

Inadequate recruitment of African-American
adoptive couples
In many cases, adoption agencies are
not successful in their efforts to recruit
African-American adoptive couples. Many
agencies do not initially seek out extended
family and community members in the
African-American population (Smith, 1996).
Some authors believe that there is a form
of de facto adoptive parental screening, in
that the ideal family is often perceived by
adoption caseworkers as middle class and
college educated with two parents, which
excludes many capable parents in the
African-American community (ACF, 2001).
Avery believes that an increasing number
of agencies settle for transracial adoptions
instead of aggressively seeking out AfricanAmerican adoptive parents: “Private and
public agencies have been reluctant to
either establish or use specialized minority
adoption recruitment programs, even though
studies have demonstrated that specialized
programs are more likely to make successful

The ideology of the NABSW trickled
into many African-American homes, but
it did not have a significant impact on
the number of African-American families
adopting domestically. Efforts such as the
One Church One Child Movement have
been made to attract more African-American
adoptive parents, but these have focused
mainly on foster care. There are no legal
barriers preventing interracial adoption, but
institutional barriers still exist, and the issue
of transracial placement and adoption has
affected how African-Americans perceive
domestic adoption. They see it as a process
essentially designed for Caucasian families
(Avery, 2000).
ILLINOIS CHILD WELFARE
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adoptive placements for African-American
children than traditional programs” (2000,
p. 402).

and insufficient knowledge create agency
policies, practices, structures, and climates
that impede African-American clients instead
of attract them” (2000, p. 402). Carter believes
that institutions do not seek to preserve the
culture of or provide information about the
history of African-Americans; therefore,
there is no recognition or appreciation of
their positive attributes and communal
strength (Carter, 1997). According to Proctor
and Davis, another flaw in practice is when
agencies attempt to be “color-blind.” This
approach is unrealistic and potentially
destructive (Proctor and Davis, 1994).
The literature consistently stresses the
importance of culturally competent practice
when seeking to attract an African-American
clientele, especially to adoption programs.

Recruitment efforts need to target the
African-American community, or people will
not respond to it. This means that agency and
program philosophies and policies should
be applicable to—and acceptable to—the
targeted population (ACF, 2001).
Difficulties with culturally competent practice
The final barrier addressed in research
has been the failure of adoption agencies
to practice in culturally competent ways.
The policies, procedures, and practice
methods must be culturally competent if an
agency wants to attract African-American
clients. Often the staff are not equipped or
trained to service African-American clients,
and the agency has few, if any, AfricanAmerican staff members onsite (ACF, 2001).
However, although clients tend to identify
with people of their own race, there is no
empirical evidence that racial differences
affect the outcome of treatment (Proctor and
Davis, 1994). In fact, there is evidence that
“experienced[,] sensitive, skilled practitioners
can work effectively with racially dissimilar
clients” (Proctor and Davis, 1994).

Interviews with Community Activists
and Adoption Caseworkers
Open-ended interviews were used to
gather information from local AfricanAmerican community activists and from
caseworkers (both African-American and
Caucasian) in the adoption program at the
agency. The interviews were conducted in
a one-on-one format in private settings by
the first author, to encourage candor and
openness. Seven interviews were conducted:
four in the community and three through the
agency, and data were manually recorded.
A series of open-ended questions (included
at the end of this article) were asked. The
questions were piloted with the faculty
advisor and a co-worker. All interviewees
signed a consent form that included the
purpose of the research, a statement of
agency approval, a sign-off sheet, and a list
of the questions to be asked. Anonymity was
assured throughout the interview process,
and data were reported in aggregate form.
Direct quotations were attributed to “a
subject.” All subjects agreed that quotes
could be used.

Nevertheless, adoption agencies may
not demonstrate the sensitivity that Proctor
and Davis emphasize: They do not have
pictures or reading material that are geared
toward African-American clients, and they
do not utilize language that is characteristic
of the African-American community (ACF,
2001). Another failing is that many adoption
agencies do not collaborate with social
organizations, churches, or committees in
the African-American community. Thus, they
do not build relationships or establish trust
(ACF, 2001).
Some authors have charged that many
domestic and international adoption
programs do not adapt their practice to
the unique experience of African-American
clients, nor do they recognize diversity
within diversity (Hollingsworth, 1999).
R. J. Avery wrote that “negative attitudes
2006-2007 • Volume 3 • Numbers 1 and 2

Sample
A convenience sample of interviewees who
were African-American community activists
was selected based on recommendations
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from the research supervisor and the
adoption supervision staff at the agency.
A few of the interviewees also provided
contact names. From the list of potential
interviewees, five were selected to maximize
representativeness, and four of the five
agreed to participate. All four were male.
The agency interviewees were chosen
using racial demographics and job title as a
sorting mechanism. African-American and
Caucasian adoption workers in different
positions of power were selected, resulting
in three workers with varying ethnic
backgrounds and job titles who were selected
for the study. The caseworkers were all
female. Although every interviewee had a
unique perspective regarding the research
topic, three themes consistently appeared
and recurred throughout the course of the
interview process, and are discussed later in
this paper. The perceptions of a Caucasian
adoption worker and an African-American
adoption worker are compared later in this
report.

s

Lack of trust in the legal system. They
do not trust the legal system because
they or someone close to them has
been unjustly treated previously,
and they believe there is institutional
discrimination.

s

Finances. Many African-Americans
cannot afford the costs of domestic
($10,000–20,000) or international
($25,000–35,000) adoptions at the
agency. In addition, the specter of
slavery arises when parents must pay
money to adopt a child. In the past,
the government paid for AfricanAmerican couples to adopt AfricanAmerican children. However, this
policy no longer exists and so there is a
relative shortage of funds available to
potential adoptive African-American
families.

s

The agency’s religious title. Very
few African-Americans in this city
practice the agency’s religion. Many
attend Pentecostal and evangelical
churches and are turned off by the
agency’s religious title.

s

Lack of community support. The
African-American community in
this city does not support domestic
or international adoptions from other
communities because it infringes on
one of their core communal values:
taking care of their own.

s

Foster care conversion adoptions. AfricanAmericans frequently undergo foster
care conversion adoptions because
they can adopt “kin,” which includes
both the immediate family members
and also extends to family friends,
godchildren, and so on.

Findings
Agency and city racial demographics
According to the 2000 U.S. Census, the
POPULATION OF THE CITY IS APPROXIMATELY 
#AUCASIAN AND  !FRICAN !MERICAN 4HE
agency has no African-Americans on its
board of directors, has only one AfricanAmerican in its administration, and has no
African-American workers in its adoption
programs. Further, the agency had no
African-American foster homes at the time of
this study, and no African-American couples
were participating in the agency’s domestic
and international adoption programs.
Themes
The interviewees felt that AfricanAmericans do not participate in or use the
agency’s domestic and international adoption
programs for the following reasons:
s

The majority of the interviewees felt
that the agency does not have culturally
competent practice. Factors in this perception
include:

Privacy issues. They feel that the
licensing and home study process is
intrusive.
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Lack of diversity training. There is no
diversity education or training, even
though every employee is required to
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participate in systems and generalpractice training.
s

s

Some of the ways the interviewees
thought the agency could attract more
diversity to its domestic and international
adoption programs included:

Attempt to be “color blind.” Many
wor ker s do not acknowl edge
diversity, but rather attempt to be
“color blind.” This means that they
do not address issues that pertain to
the client’s unique life experience.
Failure to recognize diversity within
diversity. Not every African-American
client has the same value system or
situation. Individual circumstances
must be recognized and addressed
and there was a concern that another
problematic attitude was stereotyping
African-American clients rather than
recognizing their individuality.

s

Networking—collaborating with other
service organizations in the AfricanAmerican community.

s

Making allies—forming relationships
with influential African-American
community activists and councils.

s

Changing marketing strategies—
adapting advertising methods to
appeal to the African-American
community.

s

Hiring more African-American adoption
workers—developing training
programs that would facilitate
employment opportunities for
African-Americans. Also, the agency
needs a screening process for potential
employees prior to interviewing, and
must have more accountability for
persons with hiring power.

s

Lack of African-American workers.
African-American workers are highly
underrepresented at the agency
site, especially in administrative
positions.

s

Inappropriate use of language. The
language used at the agency site is
not culturally sensitive; ownership/
superiority terminology is often
used.

The caseworker perspective

Physical environment. Pictures, reading
material, and other paraphernalia are
not culturally diverse, but are mostly
geared toward people from the
majority cultural group and faith.

Although these two adoption workers
had differing opinions regarding the majority
of the interview questions, their statements

s

The following table contrasts the
statements of a Caucasian and an AfricanAmerican adoption worker.

Caucasian Adoption Worker
Believes that the domestic and international
adoption programs at the agency are
culturally competent.
Does not feel that there is a huge problem
with practice methods, but wants to
improve.
States that she does not recognize color
when she interacts with clients and staff.

African-American Worker
Believes that the practice in the domestic
and international adoption programs are
culturally incompetent.
Believes that every agency adoption
worker must acknowledge that there is a
significant problem with practice methods.
Embraces diversity and addresses racial
issues as an essential component of
practice.
Credits value-based reasons and ineffective
agency practice with causing lack of
participation in domestic and international
adoption programs.

Attributes lack of African-American
participation in domestic and international
adoption programs to financial and valuebased reasons.
2006-2007 • Volume 3 • Numbers 1 and 2
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did coincide in two areas. They both agreed
that:
s

4HE DOMESTIC AND INTERNATIONAL
adoption programs at the agency are
geared toward Caucasian couples.

s

!FRICAN !MERICAN COUPLES ARE
more likely to adopt through kin
networks.

life. They are trusted leaders and many are
active catalysts in meeting the needs of their
congregation and community members.
Furthermore, the church congregation takes
on many of the same characteristics as a
family in the African-American community:
They take care of their own. Communication
is taken seriously and trusted in this
environment, so it is more likely to produce
results. For example, many congregations
have introduced the “One Church, One
Child” program, which focuses on adopting
African-American children in the foster
care system. This program has had great
effects on the African-American community.
Accordingly, it is crucial to utilize the
churches as points of contact. The agency
should:

Recommendations for Recruiting
African-American Adoptive Parents
After conducting the interviews and
examining the literature, a recruiting strategy
was developed to assist the domestic and
international adoption program coordinators
at the agency in appealing to an AfricanAmerican clientele. The plan includes three
main parts: networking within the AfricanAmerican community, altering marketing
techniques, and incorporating culturally
competent practice.

s

#OLLABORATE WITH THE CHURCHES
in service projects outside of the
adoption programs.

s

)NVITE CONGREGATEES CHURCH BOARD
members, and ministers and pastors
to agency events and open houses.

s

(OLD INFORMATIONAL SESSIONS IN THE
churches, and distribute effective
reading material, using appropriate
language and pictures that appeal to
this community.

Networking within the African-American
community
Networking is essential when appealing
to any population, but especially when the
African-American community is the target.
The agency needs to establish relationships
with churches, community leaders, and
other service organizations located in the
targeted community. If the agency were to
collaborate with these resources, there would
be a greater likelihood of attracting AfricanAmerican clients, because trust would have
been built and contact persons established.
This would in turn lead to referral, which is
one of the greatest forms of communication
in the African-American community.

Community leaders
Involvement of community leaders
must extend beyond ministers and pastors
to include influential African-American
community activists. These leaders serve
as gatekeepers in the community. They
facilitate the agency’s access to people in
the community and help to shape policies
and procedures that are congruent with the
culture and traditions of their communities
(ACF, 2001). It is crucial that agencies
form relationships with persons that the
African-American community looks to for
leadership and guidance. These are the
persons who shepherd the people and serve
as their voice. They fight for the rights of
the community, and they determine what
services are dependable. If the agency builds
trust with them, listens to them, and adheres

Churches
Carter (1997, p. 537) stated, “The African
American church is often considered
the heartbeat of the African American
community.” The church is often the best
and fastest means of communication in
the community. Ministers and pastors in
the African-American churches in the city
play a very influential role in community
ILLINOIS CHILD WELFARE
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to their service advice, it is more likely that
the agency will attract African-American
adoptive couples. Agencies should:
s

#ONTACT COMMUNITY LEADERS FORMAL
and informal) and offer services to
them in any projects that they are
undertaking.

s

)NVITE THEM TO AGENCY EVENTS

s

!SK FOR THEIR ADVICE AND SUGGESTIONS
about agency projects targeting the
African-American community.

s

)NFORM THEM ABOUT THE OPEN ADOPTION
process and answer any of their
questions.

s

5SE THE HUMAN RESOURCES DEPARTMENT
to recruit a committee of retired
African-American persons who
would be willing to dedicate their
time to this cause.

s

5SE COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS AS SITES
to conduct workshops and training
sessions for potential committee
members, as well as persons interested
in adoption.

Appealing to a certain group requires
more than just knowing the right people; it
requires the ability to advertise effectively.
Thorough knowledge of the audience is the
key to successful advertising. Another reason
it is so important to network with churches,
community leaders, and African-American
service organizations is that the agency can
use insights gained from these sources to
appeal to the community.

In addition to establishing ongoing
relationships with African-American
community leaders, it is also vital to form
open lines of communication with service
organizations in the targeted community.
To effectively serve the African-American
population in the city, the agency has to
team up with organizations that are already
meeting their needs. These organizations are
located in the neighborhoods where many
African-American persons live, and they
have a reputation of working hand in hand
with this population.

For example, one of the interviewees
expressed the importance of appealing to
the “heart of the people” by inviting AfricanAmerican families who have adopted
domestically or internationally to describe
their experiences. This person also suggested
that the agency advertise in newspapers that
circulate in the African-American community
instead of the predominately “White”
papers. When constructing advertisements,
it is crucial to use language, graphics,
and pictures that are characteristic of and
speak to the African-American community.
Furthermore, adoption should be described in
an attractive manner, and all advertisements
should provide a culturally inviting message
(ACF, 2001). Some marketing strategies that
the Administration for Children and Families
(2001) suggests include:

One of the interviewees had the excellent
idea of organizing a committee of retired
African-American persons who would be
willing to volunteer their time to conduct
adoption workshops within the community.
The agency would have to take the initiative
to seek these persons out, and offer training
to equip them properly, but such a process
would supply contact persons with whom
members of the community could identify.
These contact persons could also serve as
an advisory committee that would provide
the agency with valuable insight into the
community. The agency should:
#ONTACT ORGANIZATIONS ALREADY
working in the African-American
community to open the lines of
communication.
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/FFER TO PARTNER WITH THESE
organizations on projects serving
the African-American community.

Marketing techniques

Community organizations

s

s

s
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#REATE RECRUITMENT BROCHURES POSTERS
or booklets for display in community
settings such as churches, day care
centers, barber and beauty shops,
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medical care facilities, and grocery
stores.
s

(AVE STAFF APPEAR ON LOCAL MEDIA
shows to discuss their work.

s

&EATURE SPECIAL ADOPTION STORIES IN
community newspapers.

s

$EVELOP A MEDIA CAMPAIGN
introducing the need for AfricanAmerican caregivers, utilizing
professionals who will work pro
bono or at reduced cost.

s

The agency currently has a linear approach
to diversity, but to truly be sensitive to
African-American clients, it has to take into
account the unique experience of the client
and be aware of specific variables affecting
the African-American community. Garthwait
(2005) suggested:

0ARTICIPATE IN COMMUNITY FAIRS
and other events that allow an
information booth.

s

5SE FREE PUBLIC
announcements.

s

#OLLABORATE WITH COMMUNITY LEADERS
institutions, and organizations to
help “spread the word.”

s

5TILIZE ADOPTIVE PARENTS AS INFORMAL
volunteer recruiters.

s

h"E ALERT TO POSITIVE EXPERIENCES
resulting from minority group status,
not just negative implications” (p.
137).

s

h7ORK TO UNDERSTAND NEGATIVE
experiences clients have had due to
minority status” (p. 137).

s

h3TRIVE TO LEARN DIFFERENCES IN
worldview, values, and meanings”
(p. 138).

s

h"E ALERT TO THE FACT THAT CLIENTS FROM
minority groups may have had or
may expect negative experiences
when dealing with social workers/
agencies” (p. 139).

s

h#ONSIDER ALL CLIENTS AS INDIVIDUALS
first, members of minority status
second, and members of an ethnic
group third” (p. 139).

SERVICE

Culturally competent practice
Lastly, one of the key components in
attracting and maintaining an AfricanAmerican clientele is instilling culturally
competent practice in the agency. The
agency has to practice in a way that caters
to clients from many different sociocultural
backgrounds. For the most part, the domestic
and international adoption programs appeal
only to Caucasian clients. This is ingrained
in the agency system as well as the physical
environment. There are three key components
to instilling culturally competent practice:
providing extensive diversity education,
incorporating staff diversity, and creating an
atmosphere that is sensitive to all cultures.

I t is al s o i m po rta n t to c o n s ide r
perspectives that will be the most effective
from clients’ points of view. AfricanAmerican clients, for the most part, tend
to respond better to strengths perspectives,
empowerment, and cultural models during
service implementation (Hollingsworth,
1999). Furthermore, it is important to establish
mutual respect and strive to attain respectful
relationships with African-American clients,
because they are, fortunately, sensitive
to whether casework relationships are
empowering or corrosive of their dignity
(Hollingsworth, 1999). To properly educate
its workers on issues of diversity, the agency
should:

Diversity education
Diversity education should be an ongoing
service provided by every agency. Although
acquiring knowledge related to diverse
values and beliefs is necessary, diversity
training has to extend much deeper than this.
ILLINOIS CHILD WELFARE
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0ROVIDE THOROUGH TRAINING ON VALUES
beliefs, traditions, and language of
the African-American community.
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s

!PPLY STRENGTHS PERSPECTIVES
empowerment, and cultural models to
African-American client situations.

s

%STABLISH PEER RELATIONSHIPS AND
use mutual respect—know what is
offensive.

s

Even though a person need not be of the
same race to deliver culturally competent
services, the race of staff does make a
difference when initially attracting AfricanAmerican clients. People tend to be more
comfortable in an environment that includes
people of their own race (a multicultural
setting). For example, a couple might feel
uneasy if they walked into the adoption
agency site and did not see a single AfricanAmerican worker. As discussed in the
“Findings” section of this article, there are
no African-American workers at the agency,
nor are there any African-American persons
in administrative positions. This complete
lack of representation—far more than
underrepresentation—affects the quality of
practice and reflects poorly on the agency.

!DVERTISE JOB OPENINGS IN AREAS AND
through channels that are accessible
to African-American persons.
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%STABLISH ACCOUNTABILITY FOR
supervisors who do hiring.

s

!CQUIRE AND DISPLAY PICTURES AND
photographs that have AfricanAmerican persons in them.

s

0ROVIDE MAGAZINES BROCHURES AND
other reading material that appeals
to African-American clients.

s

5SE CULTURALLY SENSITIVE LANGUAGE

Conclusion

The agency needs to address its hiring
process as well. No one prescreens qualified
applicants for the interview process to
enhance the diversity of agency staff.
Instead, the agency supervisors select the
applicants to interview, and it is ultimately
the supervisors’ decision as to who receives
a position. Moreover, the agency publicizes
its job openings in areas that are not readily
accessible to many African-Americans.
To gain a more diverse staff, the agency
should:

s

s

What clients see when they initially walk
into the agency will affect their perception
of the agency and its services. Therefore, it
is crucial to present an environment that is
appealing to persons of diverse sociocultural
backgrounds. The adoption sector at the
agency is greatly lacking in this regard. For
example, the only paraphernalia displayed
on the walls are closely tied to the agency’s
religion (which is not the religion of most
African-Americans in the community). To
provide a physical environment conducive to
African-American comfort and participation,
the agency should:

Staff diversity

(IRE MORE !FRICAN !MERICAN STAFF
members, especially in administrative
positions.

$EVELOP PRESCREENING METHODS FOR
interviewing applicants.

Agency atmosphere

, E A R N T O RE C O G N I Z E D I V E R S I T Y
within diversity, acknowledging
the individual experience of every
client.

s

s

Although the lack of participation by
African-American parents in domestic
and international adoption may seem
mysterious or irremediable, this project
has identified reasons why this problem
exists, and also some solutions agencies can
implement. Numerous African-American
children await adoption and foster care.
Social workers can play a significant role
in remedying this problem as they develop
the cultural competence of their practice,
promote a flexible transracial adoption
policy, and improve their ability to recruit
African-American clients who are willing
to adopt. Adoption agencies can implement
many strategies to recruit African-American
adoptive parents (specified in detail earlier
in this paper). To bring about organizational
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changes, agencies might use the model
developed at the Iowa School of Social
Work. Raheim (2003) suggested that
organizations:
s

#REATE A STRUCTURE THAT IS RESPONSIBLE
for planning and developing
organizational capacity

s

# L A R I F Y T H E I R V A L U E S T H RO U G H
participatory processes

s

$EVELOP A LOGICAL MODEL TO GUIDE
development of capacity

s

+EEP ABREAST OF DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS
in their service area

s

#ONDUCT SELF ASSESSMENTS TO GUIDE
planned change

#REATE A PLAN TO INCREASE CULTURAL
competence

s

!DOPT AND ADAPT LESSONS LEARNED BY
other organizations

s

#REATE A REFUGE OR SAFE AREA FOR
sharing and learning (2003, pp. 148,
149)

Improving the recruitment of AfricanAmerican foster and adoptive parents is
within the reach of adoption and foster
care agencies, which can be beacons of
inspiration, setting an example for caregiving
environments that are richly multicultural,
truly democratic, and just.

References

National Association of Black Social Workers.
(2003). Preserving families of African
ancestry. Washington, DC: National
Association of Black Social Workers.

Administration for Children and Families
[ACF]. (2001). Necessary components
of effective foster care and adoption
recruitment. Washington, DC: ACF,
U.S Department of Health and Human
Services. Retrieved October 6, 2005 from
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/
laws_policies/polict/pi/pi9523a4.htm

National Association of Social Workers. (2001).
NASW standards for cultural competence
in social work practice. Washington, DC:
National Association of Social Workers.
National Association of Social Workers.
(1996). Code of Ethics. Washington, DC:
National Association of Social Workers.

Avery, R. (2000). Perception and practice:
Agency efforts for the hardest-to-place
children. Children and Youth Review, 22(6),
399-420.

Proctor, E. D., & Davis, L. E. (1994). The
challenge of racial difference: Skills for
clinical practice. Social Work, 39(3): 314323.

Carter, C. S. (1997). Using African-centered
principles in family preservation
services. Families in Society: The Journal
of Contemporary Human Services, 78(5),
531-538.

Raheim, S. (2003). Building organizational
capacity for cultural competence.
International Journal of Diversity in
Organizations, Communities and Nations,
3B (Papers presented at the Managing
Diversity Conference, Melbourne,
Australia, 1–3 October 2003), 137-151.

Garthwait, C. L. (2005). The social work
practicum. Boston: Pearson.
Hollingsworth, L. D. (1999). Symbolic
interactionism, African-American
families, and the transracial adoption
controversy. Social Work, 44(5): 443-453.

ILLINOIS CHILD WELFARE

s

Smith, J. F. (1996). Analyzing ethical conflict
in the transracial adoption debate: Three
conflicts involving community. Hypatia,
11(2), 1-33.
128

2006-2007 • Volume 3 • Numbers 1 and 2

Interview Questions
1. How do you feel about being a Black social worker in a primarily White agency (for
African-American social worker)?
2. What do you think could be done to incorporate more diversity into this agency? Attract
more Black workers and clients?
3. What are some reasons that you think Black clients do not utilize your agency’s adoption
services? Do you think it is value or culturally based?
4. Do you think your agency practices in culturally competent ways? Why or why not?
5. What is your view of formal (legal) adoption?
6. Why do you think the majority of adopting couples at your agency are White? How
could this be changed?
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