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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Broadly speaking, adoption is the legal practice of transferring parental 

rights and obligations for a person under the age of eighteen (Moe 1998: 2).  This 

definition has historical and cultural roots, and is a very common practice both in 

the United States and other countries.  Transnational adoption (TNA), or inter-

country adoption (ICA), then, is defined as the legal practice of transferring 

parental rights and obligations for a person under the age of eighteen from 

foreign countries. Carp (2002:433) shares U.S. State Department [2002] 

statistics, stating, “because of the dearth of healthy white infants available for 

adoption, 18,477 adoptions in 2000 were inter-country adoptions, slightly more 

than half coming from Russia and China.” Volkman (2003:1) offers similar U.S. 

Immigration and Naturalization Services [2001] statistics, stating that immigrant 

orphan visas issued “tripled between 1991 and 2001: from 7,093 to 19,237.  In 

the United States alone, more than 139,000 children have been adopted 

internationally in the last ten years.  Over 50,000 of these children were born in 

China and Russia.” Transnational adoption is not specific to the United States. A 

recent news article reported that Spain is now “Europe’s first country and the 

worlds’ second after the United States in adopting foreign children…” (Andalusi 

2005). Further, there are children born in the United States who are adopted 

overseas. Therefore, this is neither a new phenomenon, nor is it specific to the 

United States. However, this research will focus on transnational adoptees 

brought into the United States. 
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Why study adoption in the first place? What can sociologists provide to 

better understand adoption and adoptees and their role in society? Fisher 

(2003:336-337) provides four sociological approaches for studying adoption: (1) 

a change in the definition of family and family forms in the past 40 years, such as 

“stepfamilies, single-parent families, and families headed by gay and lesbian 

partners”; (2) families are not only blood relations, but socially constructed and a 

matter of choice; (3) “…it raises important questions about the influence of race 

and ethnicity, social class, and gender on how families are formed and how they 

function”; and (4) the affected lives of adoption: on the triad (birth parents, 

adoptive parents, and adoptee), and insight as to how the impact of adopting 

versus not adopting means for society and the definition of family.  

Although there are two studies conducted on young adult transnational 

adoptees (see Cederblad, Höök, Irhammar, and Mercke 1999; Tieman, Ende, 

and Verhulst 2005), the overall research on adoption seems to focus primarily on 

adopted children, both international and domestic.  There is little research on 

identity issues conducted on international adult adoptees living in the United 

States.  What transitions do children face when they are adopted from foreign 

countries and brought to America? Among other things, they lose biological ties 

(ties to their biological family), they lose their birth/home language and culture, 

they gain a new family formation, and from these losses and gains they form 

hybrid social, ethnic, and cultural identities, and perhaps an adoption identity.  

Therefore, the impetus for this research is based on four postulates: 

1. Are there effects on the adoption identity of international adult 
adoptees? 
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o If so, what are they? 
2. Are there effects on the ethnic identity of international adult 

adoptees?   
o If so, what are they? 

3. How do adult transnational adoptees see themselves (ethnicity, 
adopted, homeland, etc.)? 

o Across interviews with individuals from sending countries, is 
their a shared salient identity that emerges? 

4. What are the mechanisms/ factors which effect these identities? 
 

History 
 

It has only been within the past 50 years that awareness of adoption 

across cultures, ethnicities, and races has come to the fore of particular research 

areas, such as family studies, ethnic studies, and immigration studies.  As Pilotti 

(1993:166) shares, inter-country adoption began in the wake of World War II:  

Orphans, displaced minors, and neglected or abandoned 
children from disrupted families or born out of wedlock, 
many fathered by soldiers of occupying forces, were likely 
candidates for adoption by couples living in countries 
spared of the devastating social effects of war.  

 
But this presupposes that the intention of international adoption is finite, that 

once children are adopted they are “saved,” or “spared.” However, Pilotti argues 

that after children are adopted, there is still the issue of “…the acquisition of new 

citizenship and the language and general culture of the adoptive parents’ 

homeland” (Ibid).   

Similarly, Volkman (2003) asserts that wars led to the death of husbands, 

which left widows to care for themselves and their children.  Alternatively, foreign 

soldiers would meet local women, father children, leave, and not return, leaving 

“mixed-race orphans fathered by American soldiers” (p. 32).  This left very few 

options for mothers in caring for their families.  The mothers would often choose 
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to have the children cared for by the state, with the hopes of the children being 

adopted, and perhaps the only chance the children would have for a better life.  

In Korea, and subsequently in Vietnam, children were the forgotten casualties of 

such wars, and it was because of the abandoned children that compassion and 

altruism were taken on them by Americans and other wealthier (i.e. more 

developed) nations’ citizens (e.g. Sweden) who saw the impact the wars left on 

the children.  Thus a movement began in the late 1950s and 1960s to adopt 

children from these and other countries, and the cross-cultural adoption 

movement resulted in large immigrations of Asian-born adoptees.  From this 

work, social workers and other social scientists began to study this phenomenon 

and have since conducted studies to assess the contrasting developments and 

identities of adoptees versus biological children. 

This phenomenon of adopting cross-culturally has, in its wake, stirred 

racial, cultural and international controversies. Volkman (2003) relates the ethnic 

undercurrent of what would be hindsight for adoptees: that while adoption of 

children from South Korea in the 1950’s was taking place, “it seems that little 

thought was given to how such children would fit into a society where sameness 

was the unquestioned norm” (p.32).  Two decades later the theme of biracial 

adoptions emerged in America, as the Civil Rights movement sparked biracial 

and transracial adoption issues by the National Association of Black Social 

Workers (NABSW), which gave cause for furthering international adoptions: 

The civil rights movement sparked some adoptions in the 
late 1960’s of black or biracial children by white parents.  
But in the early 1970’s, in part because of the strong 
stance of the National Association of Black Social Workers 
against transracial adoption, race again became an explicit 
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barrier in domestic adoption.  Around this time Americans 
began increasingly to embrace adoption from other 
nations. (Ibid) 

 
As a result of NABSWs’ stance and the increased international adoption 

rates, there is increasing dialogue among scholars with regard to racial and 

ethnic identity of transethnic adoptees.  The dominant issues of identity, including 

racial, cultural, and ethnic, have yielded results from studies regarding the mental 

health of child and adolescent adoptees (McGuinness and Pallansch 2000; 

Borders, Black, and Pasley 1998; Kohler, Grotevant, and McRoy 2002; Miall 

1996; Cederblad, Höök, Irhammer, and Mercke 1999; Hollingsworth 1997; 

Friedlander et al 2000; Grotevant, Dunbar, Kohler, and Esau 2000; Andujo 

1988).  Although not critical to this research, other issues, such as open or 

closed adoptions (making available birth records for the adoptees), have also 

caused contention on both sides of the adoption debate (Carp 2002). 

Who Adopts and Why? 
 

Who adopts is of major importance in understanding the adoptees’ 

identity. Goodman and Kim (1999) assert that the majority of parents adopting 

internationally were well-educated (graduate school completed=39% (mothers) 

and 40% (fathers)) and married (84%).  Being well-educated presumes that 

these families were most likely white and of middle class socio-economically.  

Because 84% were married, we can presume that 16% were single, which has 

steadily increased in the past 20 years.  Haugaard, Palmer, and Wojslawowicz 

(1999) found that in only two years (from 1989-1991) the rate of single persons 

adopting rose 7 points (from 5% to 12%).  Haslanger and Witt (2005), citing 
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Department of Health and Human Services statistics, state that in 2000, 33% of 

children from foster care and 25% of special needs children were adopted by 

single persons/single parents (p.5).  A greater proportion of women were the 

adopting parents, as the process and encouragement tends to favor women, 

perhaps due to the believed natural nurturance of women. 

Peter Selman (2002) conducted demographic information on ICA 

(intercountry adoption) from 18 countries.  Short of providing the in-depth data 

from his results, he concludes that “Today it [demographic approach to ICA] is a 

phenomenon involving over 30,000 children a year moving between more than a 

hundred countries” (p.206).  He continues: “…European states were the main 

source of children to America until the late 1970s…when adoptions from Korean 

became increasingly important in numbers, accounting for over half of all ICAs in 

America by the 1970s” (p.209). It is due to this trend of Korean adoptees that my 

research population is vast and has been the most researched group among 

adult transnational adoptees (see also Huh and Reid 2001; Lieberman 2001; 

Volkman 2005, Meier 1999). 

Fisher (2003) and others (Rojewski and Rojewski 2001; Moe 1998; 

Triseliotis, Shireman, and Hundleby 1997; Harnack 1995; Lifton 1994) expound 

on why people adopt, with the primary reason being infertility.  An analysis of a 

national family survey conducted by Leslie Hollingsworth (2000) found that 15% 

of all women treated for infertility (N=10,019; ages 18-44) sought to adopt, while 

3% of women who had not been treated for infertility had chosen to adopt. A 

second reason for adopting is altruistic motives (Brannan 2003).  Goodman and 
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Kim (1999), studying the motives for 70 American families adopting children from 

Mother Teresa’s orphanage (in India) in the late 1970s to the mid-1980s, found 

that more than half (53%) of families adopted [children of all ages and with 

special needs] because they wanted to offer a home to a child in need.  As well, 

the families held the view that “all people were of equal value and equally 

deserving of respect” (p.10).  As Fisher points out, “This altruism appears to be 

especially important in motivating special needs adoptions…” (p.339). 

Auto-ethnography 

 I have personal interest in this research due to my history. I was born in 

Iran in 1969, lived in an orphanage for six and a half years, and ultimately 

adopted by an American family. I was raised in a homogenous small town in 

northeast Wisconsin.  It was difficult growing up trying to understand where I fit 

in, a “brown” boy in a homogenously white town.  My identity began to take 

shape as “brown-on-the-outside, white-on-the-inside.”  Throughout my life I have 

struggled to make meaning of what it means to be Iranian and adopted in the 

United States.  From the Iranian Revolution of 1977, it was frustrating having to 

feel patriotic toward two countries that were polar opposites in ideology. 

Furthermore, not knowing the exact date of my birth caused some anxiety and 

feelings of fakeness and fraudulence of my identity, which was exacerbated by 

celebrating it with “special” Iranian meals provided that much more dissonance of 

who and where I fit in, both in my family and in society.  I addressed the first 

process of creating my identity, the Iranian portion, through my Master’s thesis 

on Iranian Americans and their identity formation. Yet the aspect of being 
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adopted was always in the back of my mind, becoming ever more salient later in 

my adult life, as I had the opportunity to go to Vietnam to help close friends adopt 

a girl.   

From this experience I began to address what it meant to be adopted, and 

the process it took for both parties - the adoptee and the adopting family. 

Recently, being involved with dear friends who adopted a girl from Ukraine 

seemed to solidify this “me-search” and attention to this little-known area of 

research.  This also changed my life perspective with respect to settling down 

with a family.  What would it mean to have a family of my own without biological 

ties to my roots? Were I to adopt, what knowledge could I pass down to my 

child[ren] that would provide a meaningful journey for them? Thus I felt the 

urgency to address being adopted so I could understand for myself and for 

others what it meant to be adopted, both as a process of identity formation, as 

well as the implications it may have in a society that has historically stigmatized 

adoption and adoptees. 

Outline of Study 

The next chapter of this research will present the literature review and 

includes the theoretical framework for this study, beginning at the macro 

perspective and narrowing to the micro perspective. Globalization, 

transnationalism, and critical race theory provide the macro perspective of the 

adoptee network. Identity theory and its social psychological facets provide the 

micro perspective of social roles, commitment to particular identities (i.e. the 

“hats” we wear in our everyday interactions), and the accompanying racial, 
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gender, and for this research, adopted identities.  With regard to Globalization, 

the adoptee is both an economic and political asset for the giving and receiving 

countries, as the émigré/immigrant adoptees can be involved in the economic 

growth of the host country while perhaps providing political awareness of the 

home country. This allows for a better understanding of the whole of the adoption 

process and the many nations that are involved. However, it is difficult to harness 

an ethnic identity on the global level due to the various definitions and the 

broader scope of creating a “centered” (core) identity for adoptees and their 

place in society. Hence, transnationalism narrows the globalized perspective and 

offers an explanation of better defining one’s ethnic identity. Transnationalism 

focuses more on a specific home/host country process of identity and the ethnic 

pluralism or “assimilation” processes in which the adoptee will engage.  In the 

process of assessing ones ethnic or racial identity, there exists a barrier of being 

of another race in a primarily homogenous culture.  For transethnic/transnational 

adoptees in the United States, such as the Korean adoptees in this study, their 

racial identity may hinder their progress in being able to “fit in” to this society. 

Critical race theorists (CRT) attempt to provide a standpoint and "otherness" from 

the global context to a non-native local context.  CRTs attempt to break down the 

racial barriers within this society and allow for equality for all.  From the CRT 

perspective, I will focus more narrowly on the exactness of identity theory from a 

symbolic interactionist perspective, as well as address identity theory from its 

foundations to ethnic identity, and propose to use it as a model to then assess 
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both the existence of an adoption identity as a form of identity, and its [perhaps] 

shared identity with an ethnic/racial identity.  

 The chapters following will then address the methodology of this research, 

using the qualitative approach of phenomenology to gauge adoption identity as a 

shared concept with ethnic identity, the overall results of my findings, expand the 

results to discuss how I reached such findings, and conclude with the 

implications of this research to future research on adoption and identity. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Much of the transracial/transethnic adoption literature is fraught with 

psychological mental health issues of adolescent adoption identity and child 

transracial/transethnic adoptee identity (Grotevant 1997, 2000; Baden and 

Steward 2000).  Some literature regarding adult adoptees’ search for birth 

parents is also available (March 1995; Sobol and Cardiff 1983).  However, very 

little research focuses on adult transracial/transethnic adoptees and their identity 

formation.  Of the available literature, most focus on the dominant racial/ethnic 

group of Korean adoptees (Kim 2003; Meier 1999), most likely due to the 

availability of such a population stemming from the history of Korea and 

international adoption since the 1960s. The lack of this literature and research 

presents a failure in understanding the adoption process, as often being adopted 

seems only to exist in the procurement rather than in the life-long struggle and 

understanding (see also Lifton 1988, 1995).  This research will attempt to fill the 

gap by understanding the life-long struggles adult adoptees face, especially of 

those who are from a different race, ethnicity, and culture – for they most likely 

struggle with not only being of a different ethnicity, but for the purposes of this 

research, the added issue of being adopted. 

Globalization 
 
 Insofar as transnational/international adoptions are becoming a norm for 

many wealthy countries, there is the notion that the adoptees are part of the 

global phenomenon, i.e. globalization. Kearny (1995), citing Anthony Giddens 
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(1990:64), defines globalization as “the intensification of world-wide social 

relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are 

shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa’” (p.2). Given this 

definition, the social relations can include political, economic, and cultural 

relations among various de-centered nation-states. The difference between 

globalization and transnationalism lies in the variation of centeredness.  That is, 

“…transnational processes are anchored in and transcend one or more nation-

states” (Basch, Glick Schiller, Szanton-Blanc 1994, in Kearney (1995:2)), and 

thus are localized in specific nation-states rather than non-specified localities. 

Furthermore, for Kearney, “Transnational calls attention to cultural and political 

projects of nation-states as they vie for hegemony in relations with other nations-

states…globalization implies more abstract, less institutionalized, and less 

intentional processes occurring without reference to nations” (p.3).   

 Faist (2000) expounds on transnationalism as a social space: 

“…transnational social spaces are combinations of ties, positions in networks and 

organizations, and networks of organizations that reach across the borders of 

multiple states. These spaces denote dynamic social processes….” (p.191). 

Reflecting what Kearney (1995) has defined as transnationalism, Faist calls it 

transnationalization, and different from globalization similarly.  

Transnationalization is “anchored in and span two or more nation-states, 

involving actors from the spheres of both state and civil society” (p.192), whereas 

globalization is largely “decentered from specific nation-state territories and take 

place in a world context above and below states (p.192, italics added). 
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Kearney (1995) also applies social theoretical concepts to explain 

globalization.  For him, world systems theory, first postulated by Immanuel 

Wallerstien in 1975, analyzes the global space within which nation-states are 

revitalized with other units (e.g. technology) and which also focus on economic 

aspects of production, trade, colonialism, and imperialism.  Anthropologically 

speaking, anthropological global theory “is innovating theories of culture, social 

organization, and identity for global and transnational persons and communities” 

(p.6). From this perspective, there is a lack of locality and deterritorialization, 

defined as “…production, consumption, communities, politics, and 

identities…detached from local places…” (p.7). Applied to transnational 

adoptees, there lacks a cultural connection with the home country, and at the 

same time with the host country, thus creating a deterritorialized cultural and 

ethnic self.  As Kearney states, “‘[i]t’s not just that, increasingly, many people 

have no roots; it’s also that they have no soil. Culture is becoming increasingly 

deterritorialized” (King 1991, as cited in Kearney, p. 13). He continues, “Such 

identities escape in part from either-or classification and become defined more by 

a logic of ‘both-and-and’ in which the subject shares partial, overlapping identities 

with other similar constituted decentered subjects that inhabit reticular social 

forms” (p.15). 

 Barbara Heisler (1985) addresses the politics of emigration and 

destination from and to sending and receiving countries.  For her, sending and 

receiving countries “addresses the structural and relational dynamics of 

immigration and settlement as part of a larger picture of capitalistic economic 
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development” (p. 469). The implications are that the state power directly 

correlates with economic power, and that economic and power differences lead 

to social and cultural inequality.  She states that from the perspective of 

immigrants there exists “...discrimination and prejudice directed at them on the 

part of the native populations and/or institutions” (p. 470).  As well, the state 

politics include legal issues, such that both sender and receiver countries have 

specific goals and with legal and political ramifications.  For the host country they 

are/were “primarily interested in temporary, supplementary labor, not new 

citizens” (p.471). The outcome has resulted in host countries turning to social 

policies aimed at integrating the new population and facilitating naturalization 

requirements to encourage participation and political loyalty.  Thus, for 

transnational adoption processes there exist legal forums/institutions (e.g. the 

Hague Convention) from the sending country to enable the adoption process to 

be expedited in order to encourage such participation with the home country.  

Many countries (e.g. China, Ukraine, Russia) have adoption laws that require the 

adopting parents to send reports of their children’s cultural maintenance of their 

home land, which in the long term can lead to participation in political, social, 

and/or economic loyalty. 

 Peter Evans (2000) discusses the concept of counter-hegemonic 

globalization, which includes three kinds of transnational action: transnational 

advocacy networks, transnational consumer labor networks, and the global 

spread of “core labor standards (p.231).  Transnational advocacy networks delve 

in human rights and women’s rights.  This focus is noteworthy in regards to re-
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patriots or anti-adoption groups, who coined the term “transracial abductees” 

(see http://www.transracialabductees.org/update/). For them the rights of the 

adoptee have been forgotten, and they too need to have a voice, and have 

created networks to change the structure of the global state in order give the 

children [prospective] adoptees rights and support them in their home country. 

Peter Kivisto (2001) critically attempts to tie the issue of transnational with 

racial issues on a global level.  The advent of globalization has brought to the 

fore the issue of assimilation, first postulated by Milton Gordon in 1964.  For 

Kivisto assimilation theorists “have tended to focus on ethnicity, and in the 

process have ignored race, which if true is less a criticism of the theory than of 

the way it has been put to use.” (p. 554).  He states,  

“…the relationship between transnationalism and assimilation 
ought to be seen in the same light as the relationship between 
assimilation and ethnic pluralism and multiculturalism. Rather than 
abandoning assimilation…or juxtaposing it to transnationalism…it 
would appear most appropriate to consider transnationalism as 
one possible variant of assimilation. This is because at the 
moment that transnational immigrants are working to maintain 
homeland connections, they are also engaged in the process of 
acculturating to the host society.” (P. 571) 

 
He continues: 
 

“…place counts. Even in transnational social spaces, place 
continues to count. Contrary to the image of transnational 
immigrants living simultaneously in two worlds, in fact the vast 
majority is at any moment located primarily in one place. If the 
location where they spend most of their day-to-day lives is the 
receiving country, then over time the issues and concerns of that 
place will tend to take precedence over the more removed issues 
and concerns of the homeland.  Political and economic crises in 
the homeland are stimuli for homeland-focused activities, but 
when those crises abate, immigrants will tend to focus their 
energies on the place where they find themselves. Second, the 
very act of participating in the life world of transnational 
communities can facilitate acculturation into the receiving country. 
Barbara Ballis Lal (1990) referred to this as the ‘ethnicity paradox’ 



16 

 

in her analysis of Park’s understanding of the acculturative role 
that ethnic communities play in helping their members adjust and 
fit into the host society. There is no reason to assume that this 
would be different for transnational communities.” (P. 571-572) 

 
Such a view provides insight into the paradox that immigrants, and for our 

purposes transnational adoptees, face. With the advancement of technology the 

global community is available via the Internet, and KAAN (Korean-American 

Adult Adoptee Network) is one example of the global community that is 

accessible for the Korean transnational adoptees in order for them to fit into the 

host country. 

Transnationalism 

Thomas Faist (2000) discusses the issue of transnationalism within three 

frameworks: assimilation, ethnic pluralism, and border-crossing.  The concept of 

transnationalism as he defines it is the expansion of social space vis-à-vis 

citizenship and culture.  For our purposes, we will address only two of his three 

concepts: assimilation and ethnic pluralism.  For Faist assimilation is defined as a 

cultural process (also known as acculturation) and adaptation of values and 

beliefs to the host country (described below).  Ethnic pluralism has 

political/multicultural and cultural implications, such that for the former there is 

recognition of national, multicultural, and transnational citizenship.  For the latter 

(cultural), there is the process of retaining cultural values in new contexts and for 

the sense of a collective identity.  Further, the latter contains three subcategories: 

acculturation, cultural retention/pluralism, and transnational syncretism. The first, 

acculturation, is defined as the “…melting of immigrants into the core culture,” 

leading to individual and collective identity (p.211-212). The second, cultural 
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retention/pluralism addresses “Cultural traditions, symbols, and practices 

allegedly form a cultural repertoire that enables minorities to participate in liberal 

democracies on a competitive basis” (p.213).  This concept is expanded such 

that “Cultural retention usually goes hand in hand with adaptation of new 

elements…. Immigrant culture can thus never be identical with country of origin 

culture” (p.214; italics added).  The third, transnational syncretism, is “…culture 

as essentially territorial, based on a shared language and somewhat static. In 

this view culture stems from a learning process that is, in the main, tightly 

localized. This is culture in the sense of a culture; the culture of a social group” 

(p.215).  Furthermore, “these structures of meaning are inherent in social and 

symbolic ties” (Ibid).  There are, then, three types of resources within social and 

symbolic ties which allow for cooperative networks, groups, organizations: social 

exchange, reciprocity, and solidarity.  Social exchange is an obligation for past 

services and exchanges among the transnational localities/countries and its 

emigrants/immigrants; reciprocity as an underlying social norm that is expected 

among the localities; and solidarity with others in the group consists of sharing 

similar positions, such as kinship, community membership, or symbolic bonds 

based on shared ideas, beliefs, symbols, evaluations, and can be reached only 

through symbolic ties.  Faist calls these “’we- feeling’” or “’we-consciousness,’” 

are cultural communities, and can include ethnic groups, families, communities, 

and nations (p.193).  Ethnic groups can be concomitant to transnational 

communities, which can consist of larger aggregates held together by symbolic 

ties or common ethnicity. As mentioned above, adopted transnational adoptees 
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can create identities and solidarity with others like them, such as is the case with 

KAAN and its integration of symbolic ties. 

Steven Vertovec’s (1999) work on transnationalism is extensive. He 

postulates that “…‘transnationalism’ broadly refers to multiple ties and 

interactions linking people or institutions across the borders of nation-states…. 

certain kinds of relationships have been globally intensified and now take place in 

a planet-spanning yet common – however virtual – arena of activity” (p. 477).  

This said, he provides six premises of transnationalism, as outlined below:  

(a) social morphology: diasporas (triadic relationship) between (a) 
global yet collective self-identity ethnically, (b) territorial states and 
contexts, (c) homeland states and context for forbearance 

 also networks, via information age, of complex systems of 
relationships 

(b) type of consciousness marked by dual or multiple identifications 
(‘home away from home’, ‘here and there’) (p. 450) 

 also, collective memories 
(c) mode of cultural reproduction: transnationalism associated with 

“fluidity of constructed styles, social institutions, and everyday 
practices” (i.e. hybridity) (p. 451) 

(d) avenue of capital: systems of supply, production, marketing, 
information, and transfer (p. 452) 

(e) site of political engagement: represented by INGOs (e.g. UN, 
International Red Cross) for social justice and human rights 

 subversive of dominant hegemonies of race/nation; 
reactionary ethno-nationalists within diasporas (“new 
patriotisms”; “transracial abductees”) (see also Appadurai 
1995) (p. 454) 

(f) (Re)construction of ‘place’/locality: due to increase in 
technology/media/human mobility/telecommunications, there is a 
shift in trans-locality and location 

 
Barbara Yngvesson’s (2002) research addresses the structural 

conventions of adopting transnationally, set in global and cultural context. While 

addressing the structural components of adoption within a global context, she 

provides narratives from a study of Ethiopian adoptees who were adopted by 
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Swedish families.  She uses terms such as “in-between” and “doubling” to make 

sense of the Ethiopian adoptees and their identity in such a homogenous society 

as Sweden.  The term “doubling” is defined as a power to evoke alienation and 

connection at the same time and resist pressures to resolve opposing truths.  

She quotes Radhakrishnan (1996): “…the painful simultaneity which inhabits the 

‘political reality of one’s present home is to be surpassed only by the ontological 

unreality of one’s place of origin” (p. 248).  

Alejandro Portes (2001) has researched transnationalism for decades, 

and has, in the introductory chapter of a journal volume on transnationalism, 

brought to light some of the basic issues that need to be addressed when 

discussing the topic and the methodology in collecting the data.  One of the 

important issues he notes is the actual numbers of immigrants and 

transnationals.  The figures and numbers from data collection, for Portes, are 

limited and over-exaggerated based on the methodology used.  The numbers 

used for analysis should be based on relative proportion of activities, not on 

absolute numbers (p. 182).  In fact, often the proportion is much less than the 

resulting research.  A second issue is that of adumbration; in essence, “old wine, 

new bottle,” or as Portes states, “Precedence can always be found” (p. 183).  A 

third issue Portes raises is the problem of multiple meanings.  Due to the many 

complexities of the term transnational, he stipulates that the breadth of 

immigrants/transnationals should be distinguished by three broad categories: 

international, multinational, and transnational.  The term “international” should 

address activities and programs conducted by the state and other nationally-
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based institutions in other countries.  “Multinational” should be used define 

institutional activities transcending single nation-states, and active in social, 

political, and economic affairs.  “Transnational” activities “…would be those 

initiated and sustained by non-institutional actors, be they organized groups or 

networks of individuals across national borders. Many of these activities are 

informal…they represent goal-oriented initiatives that require coordination across 

national borders by members of civil society” (p. 185-186).  In these ways will the 

concept be more measurable methodologically, and therefore establish more 

accurate results. 

Portes (1999) also writes a concluding chapter on a special edition of a 

journal addressing transnationalism.  Given the articles he was addressing, he 

concludes with five overarching themes that need to be addressed: origins and 

resources of transnationalism, reactive/linear ethnicity, the government’s role, 

and the effects on host and sending nations.  The first point, origins and 

resources, addresses the political push for emigration and the cultural resources 

to sustain living for the immigrants/transnationals in both the host and sending 

countries.  The second point, reactive/linear ethnicity, addresses the status of the 

transnationals.  They come into a country with an inferior status, not to mention 

issues of racism that may impede their advancement in society (see section on 

critical race theory).  This group also uses effects of a survival mode to increase 

(reactive) cultural/symbolic ties with the home country, while perhaps decreasing 

physical ties.  This can also be marked by multicultural activities that tie their 

heritage to their host country.  The linear ties can also be present, such that the 
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group/individuals might want to separate from others in the group so as to avoid 

stigma and negative association with the home country.  This can be seen with 

Iranian Americans after the Iranian Revolution of 1979, when thousands of 

Iranians emigrated from Iran, but found themselves in the quagmires of an 

identity in a nation that was, and in many instances still is, harboring negative 

sentiments toward Iran.  A third point, for Portes, is the role of the government.  

The host/sending government can provide dual citizenship to émigrés for 

economic and political representation (such as with Iraqis).  Conversely, the 

government can create a counter-reaction, such that the émigrés will leave the 

home country because they are not being represented in the current political and 

economic climate.  A fourth point Portes addresses is the effects of 

transnationalism on host nations.  Reiterating what he said earlier, there are 

over-exaggerated and limited effects due to immigration population (less than 

10%), and the issue of transnationalism is engages more with the second 

generation (depending on the sector of society) rather than the first generation. 

The first generation is still hoping for cultural maintenance of their home country.  

The opportunities for upward mobility, empowerment, and self-worth are greater 

as well, and there is the chance of reinforcing of a collective solidarity, especially 

if host country policies neglect immigrant status. The final point Portes states is 

the effects on sending countries, with factors which include an increase in polity 

and culture of returning migrants, the promotion of economic investment and 

growth, a change in the political climate of the home country by denouncing 
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corruption and encouraging varying political structures, as well as the option of 

dual citizenship. 

Eleana Kim’s (2003) research consisted of an ethnography/participant 

observation/case study of two (1999 and 2001) summer cultural awareness 

training programs for overseas adopted Koreans.  She attempts to gauge the 

identity factor of Korean adoptees in the global family of Korea and being 

Korean.  For her, these types of programs demonstrate that “a collective adoptee 

consciousness is being elaborated in active relation to the South Korean state, 

provoked by ‘disidentification’ with hegemonic versions of being ‘Korean’” (p.2 of 

17).  Further, the “…motives of the state come into contradiction with the lived, 

felt experiences of adoptees in their ‘birth country,’ as they unearth their pasts, 

recover embodied memory, and confront the ‘elsewhereness’ of their ‘authentic’ 

identities…opening up the possibility for resistant practices and alternative 

senses of belonging” (p. Ibid).  Among her findings is the process of 

disidentification: “…a strategy of cultural survival in which subaltern 

performances of difference become rituals of transformation that render visible 

the boundaries of symbolic meaning and the constructedness of naturalized 

social categories” (p. 3 of 17).  This consists of histories of displacement and 

dislocation, a conflicting sense of alienation and inauthenticity, and a “fourth 

culture,” based on the common core experience of being adopted and Korean.  

Interestingly, for Kim, “…other vectors of identity, such as regional 

commonalities, seemed more relevant than being either Korean or adopted” (p. 6 

of 17).  Perhaps this is due to the transnational community, as it is now possible 
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through global communication and media, and the state, to be part of Korea’s 

“global family.”  This process facilitates organized groups of adult Korean 

adoptees (KAAN) and an “imagined community,” most likely available online via 

the Internet (Anderson 1991; Ibid). 

Myrna Friedlander et al (2000) write of bicultural identification among 

adoptees as part of the process of “transnationalizing.”  She conducted interview 

with 24 participants (12 parents/12 children), and concluded with six categories 

from which she drew themes from both groups.  For the parents, the perceptions 

were different than for the children, although the categories were identifiable.  

The table below better outlines the outcome of her research (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Bicultural Experiences of Internationally Adopted Children and Their 
Parents 

 
Category Parent themes Children themes 
Context of family raising 
their children 

White, middle-class 
communities; attend 
support groups 

Adopted in infancy; no 
memory of country or 
adoption process 

Self-identity Identify diverse family, but 
child by ethnic heritage 
 

Identifying physical features 
(eyes, skin color) and 
ethnic background 

Encourage  biculturalism? Relate to child’s birth 
culture 
 

Could name various 
differences between birth 
country and America 

Understanding of 
race/ethnic and adoption 
issues? 

Children do not see 
difference between 
race/ethnicity; children do 
not have significant 
negative feelings of being 
adopted or of race/ethnicity 

Little mention of meaning of 
being adopted 
 

How do children feel about 
these issues? 

No comments by extended 
family for adoption issues 
 

Seeing adoption as 
positive/good/better than 
staying in home country 

Parents’ recognition and 
ease of concerns? 

Parents use support groups 
and showing pride in their 
child’s heritage 

Responses to looking 
different from parents 
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Overall, Friedlander found that parents encourage the child’s cultural identity, 

physical differences and psychosocial similarities, and that the children are faring 

well, except for the “sense of being different” (p.196).   

In other research, Friedlander (1999) addresses ethnic identity 

development of internationally adopted children and adolescents.  She found that 

physical features were a primary marker in attaining social achievement or 

stigmatization, and that dual ethnic identities are not positive if the two groups 

were conflicting in values, behavior, and attitudes.  However, she did find that 

overall there were no differences in adjustment or self-esteem, and that self-

identification and pride related to their parents’ attitudes and exposure to the 

child’s culture of origin (p.52). 

Rubén Rumbaut (1997) has conducted much research on multiculturalism 

and assimilation, critically examining the changes in assimilation and 

acculturation.  The work cited here is of literature review from previous studies, 

and his attention to particular points.  First and foremost, he establishes a 

typology of four ethnic self-identities: “American”, hyphenated American identity, 

national-origin identity, and pan-ethnic minority identity.  Among the findings, 

those who were foreign-born were more likely to identify with national origin, and 

U.S.-born more likely to identify with “American” or hyphenated, and somewhat 

as pan-ethnic.  Other conclusions include, as he states,  

Change over time, thus, has not been toward assimilative 
mainstream identities (with or without a hyphen), but rather 
a return to and a valorization of the immigrant identity for 
the largest group and toward pan-ethnic identities among 
the smallest groups as these youths become increasingly 
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aware of the ethnic and racial categories in which they are 
classified by mainstream society. (P.942) 

 
The process of cultural assimilation (acculturation) has resulted in “…many 

immigrants (and  non-immigrants) these days are already ‘Americanized’ to 

varying degrees in the countries of origin, a reflection of the global reach and 

widespread diffusion of American consumption patterns, lifestyles, and popular 

culture” (Rumbaut 1997: 948).  Such can be the dissonance for transnational 

adoptees and their focus on identity.  Often there is a coercion to conform to the 

dominant cultures’ values and beliefs, and now even physical appearance.  

However, there is the converse process: “The biographical process of becoming 

American today recapitulates the historical process of America becoming, 

fragmented across color lines, classes, creeds and locations” (p.952). 

Critical Race Theory 
 

To the extent that transnational adoptees face issues of identity, the use of 

critical race theory (CRT) must be addressed, as Korean adoptees are of a 

different race. They experience racism in a varying way than African Americans 

(the specific focus of CRT), but it is racism nonetheless.  Historically, and as 

Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, and Crenshaw (1993:3) state, “The consciousness 

of critical race theory as a movement or group and the movement’s intellectual 

agenda were forged in oppositional reaction to visions of race, racism, and law 

dominant in this post-civil rights period.” It was spawned in the late 1970s, post-

Civil Rights era, organized at the Harvard Law School in a protest and boycott of 

the administration not hiring more Black law professors.  “By the mid-1980s this 

motley band of progressive legal scholars of color had produced a small but 
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significant body of scholarship, and a sense of group identity began to emerge” 

(p.5).  The basic tenets of critical race theory (CRT), then, are: (1) racism is 

endemic in America; how do traditional interests and values serve as vessels of 

racial discrimination? (2) CRTs are skeptical to dominant legal claims of 

neutrality, color blindness, objectivity, and meritocracy; (3) CRTs challenge 

ahistoricsm and insist on contextual/historical analysis of law; (4) CRTs insist on 

a recognition of experiential knowledge of people of color and communities of 

origin; (5) the theory should be interdisciplinary and eclectic; and (6) CRTs work 

toward ending racial oppression as toward a broader goal of ending all 

oppression (pp. 6-7). 

Sarat (2004) echoes the historical roots of CRT by pointing out that the 

movement began in the mid to late 1980s, founded in legal studies, and 

eventually expanded to the social sciences (ethnic studies, African American 

studies, Asian American studies, Latino/a studies, and queer/feminist legal 

studies).  The outcome has resulted in recent studies in law and society focusing 

on racism, racial ideology/identity, and a law/CRT dichotomy.  From the legal 

standpoint, it must be asked if law explains race; that is, law makes race more 

dominant and prevalent. From the critical race perspective, race makes law and 

influences legal outcomes.  Sarat states, 

It has become axiomatic that race is socially constructed, 
that racial classifications are historically contingent, the 
product of political contestation, and that, by definition, 
they are dynamic rather than fixed or essential…. Only in 
recent decades …has there been a shift toward viewing 
racial categories as devoid of meaning and, as a result, 
recognizing that the intense meaning carried by those 
categories even today is the result of human interaction, 
politics, and social conflict. (P.457-458) 
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He further states that “Rather than conceive of race…as an easily measurable, 

dichotomous independent variable, we should attempt…to capture some of the 

complexity of race as a social reality that changes in different historical and social 

contexts” (p.462).  

Delgado and Stefancic (2000) provide a more in-depth understanding of 

CRT: “Like the sociology of knowledge, and various Marxist and feminist 

analyses of culture, the racial critiques make critical reflection on the relationship 

between knowledge and power a central topic of concern. Unlike these kindred 

strains of analyses, however, racial critiques are primarily rooted in the history of 

American race relations” (p.556).  This history includes the slavery and civil rights 

issues of African Americans rampant throughout American history, the 

internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, the Chinese migration 

and mistreatment at the turn of the 20th century, and the mistreatment of Middle 

Easterners post-9/11.  

France Winddance Twine and Kathleen Blee (2001) postulate that “The 

goals of critical race theory include accounting for the impact of racism in 

American law, illuminating the intersection between race, class, and gender in 

law…” (p.194).  Methodologically, and among it’s many contributions, is its use of 

“stories from the bottom,” which provide insight and perhaps change one’s 

perspective of what is seen, how to analyze the observed, and the conclusions 

one can reach (Ibid). They provide an example of a student seminar on CRT and 

the use of “stories from the bottom” to illuminate the story of Mumia Abu-Jamal 

and his unfair trial of murdering a police officer, as well as Leonard Peltier, and 
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Angela Davis, among others. The seminar was “geared to resist the widespread 

misinformation and silence of the mainstream media…” (p. 195) 

Dan Subotnik (2005) cites Richard Delgado, a prominent figure in the 

origins of CRT from the 1970s, suggests that critical race theory is a movement 

designed to shake notions of knowing and being (p.56).  He further argues,  

Scouring the broad landscape of American life, they 
[critical race theorists] have found race and racism 
implicated in a terrifying array of institutions and practices, 
in both high and popular culture, in the judicial system, and 
on the streets. Americans will never fare well in America, in 
this view, until the spirit behind such cultural phenomenon, 
largely blocked from the view of whites, is destroyed. This 
spirit is characterized as white middle-class values. (P.55) 

 

From the aforementioned citations of CRT, Korean transnational 

adoptees, as well as other Asian and transracial adoptees, have and will 

continue to experience racism of some sort based on the ideology that they 

either fit in to middle-class values or continue to be marginalized. However, their 

struggle will be doubly difficult in that middle-class and upper-class Whites are 

the adopters of such racial groups, thus begging the question of wherein the 

issue of values and White identity will befall them, as they are caught in-between 

races. 

Identity and Identity Theory 

 The definition of identity is ambiguous, as the construct of identity can be 

framed in a number of ways. According to Noy-Sharav (2005:174), 

The construct of identity stands at the interface of 
individual personality, social relationships, subjective 
awareness, and external context…. In what ways am I 
distinct from others, in what ways am I a unique individual? 
It also includes a sense of being similar to, of belonging to 
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something beyond oneself –a family, a nation, a religion, a 
gender. 

 
Further, for Noy-Sharav, identity is an ongoing process of constantly negotiating 

the self at many life stages, from infancy, to childhood, youth and adolescence 

(perhaps the most acute time of struggle), and adulthood.  The foundations for 

such insight can be attributed to Eric Erickson’s identity developmental stages.  

Baden and Steward (2000:317) quote Erickson, stating, 

 …identity…represents the fifth stage in which individuals 
must negotiate the ego identity, versus identity diffusion 
crisis.  Erickson (1968) believed that identity formation 
includes, as an influence on identity, the context and 
environment in which an individual matures…also…that 
identity must be integrated into a culture so that a ‘unity of 
personal and cultural identity can be formed’ (Erickson 
1968, 20).  

 
Thus, part of one’s identity is formed by the surrounding environment and culture.  

This idea can likely be contributed to the work of George Herbert Mead (1972), 

whose pivotal work in the social theoretical arena of symbolic interactionism 

paved the way for understanding the dynamic processes and social construction 

of individuals and society. 

Subjectivists 

The groundwork for identity theory stems from Mead’s work of the 

individual and society.  Stryker’s (1968, 1980) work, however, focuses on the 

social structure of identity based on social interactions and relationships 

organized among varying groups, institutions, and communities “intersected by 

crosscutting boundaries of class, ethnicity, age, gender, religion, and other 

variables” (Ibid). 
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Sheldon Stryker (1968, 1980) first constructed a theory of identity in 1966, 

and has since been expanded to include various meanings to the word.  As 

Stryker and Burke (2000:285) suggest, identity can mean the “culture of a 

people;” it can mean a “common identification with a collectivity or social 

category”1; or it can mean the “parts of a self composed of the meanings that 

persons attach to the multiple roles they typically play in highly differentiated 

contemporary societies.” Stryker is more concerned with the last definition and its 

aspect, that “social structures affect the structure of self and how structure of the 

self influences social behavior” (p.285).   

Stryker and Burke’s work attends to matters of identity and social roles 

people assume when there exists varying expectations of roles in social 

situations, groups, and relationships.  That is to say, identities constitute “persons 

possessing as many selves as groups of persons with which they interact,” and 

people are composed of many identities, depending on their social roles, 

positions, and “expectations attached to positions occupied in networks of 

relationships.  Identities are internalized role expectations” (Stryker and Burke 

2000:286; italics mine).  Given this, Stryker’s work pivots around the notion of 

identity salience, or an organized self reflecting the hierarchy of roles placed on 

the self depending on the importance of the role reflected from society.  For 

example, if a transnational adoptee attends a cultural camp of their ethnic 

heritage and they are the only one (or of few) who is/are adopted, their salient 

identity most likely will consist of being adopted rather than belonging to the 

                                                 
1 See Tajfel, Henri. 1981. Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology. Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press. 
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ethnic group because they are placing the role status (e.g. token “adoptee” 

status) as more special or of more importance than belonging to a large group 

who shares their ethnic status.  Conversely, if adoptees attend a transnational 

adoptee conference and they are one of a few who belong to a particular ethnic 

group, their identity with the ethnic group will be more salient than belonging to a 

group of like adoptees. 

For Stryker, then, such varying identities are placed hierarchically, and the 

most salient identity is reflected as the most important based on the organizing 

principles found in society.  From this, it is postulated that the higher the salience 

of identity, the greater the probability of behavioral choices expected to be 

attached to said identity (Stryker and Burke 2000:286).  Behavior is based on the 

cognitive schemas internalized and ultimately used to define and interpret social 

experiences based on particular cues.  The behavior choice will then be shaped 

by how much commitment, or “degree to which persons’ relationships to others in 

their networks depend on possessing a particular identity and role; commitment 

is measured by the costs of losing meaningful relations to others, should the 

identity be foregone” (Ibid).  Thus, however much commitment we have toward a 

group or network will impact our identity, or selves associated with various 

groups, which will in turn shape our role behavior.  For example, if Korean 

adoptees are committed to their Korean-ness, then they will be committed to the 

behaviors that reflect that [cultural] part of them.  If they are committed to the 

adopted identity, their behaviors will reflect the adopted portion of themselves, 

whatever that may mean.  And it is with this last point that this research aims to 
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address.  It is with this last postulation that we compile the ingredients of identity 

into a working theory: “commitment shapes identity salience shapes role choice 

behavior,” and so forth (Ibid; see Figure 2 below). 

  Commitment 

 

       

  Social Behavior    Identity Salience  

Figure 1: Stryker’s Process of Identity Theory 
 
Peter Burke’s work (Stryker and Burke 2000:285) addresses the flip side 

of Stryker’s work, investigating the “internal dynamics of self-processes as these 

affect social behavior.”  Burke was concerned more with the “ways in which 

people are tied into social structure and the consequences of these ties for their 

identities” (p.287).  Essentially, Burke argues for the classical social 

psychological approach, suggesting that the link between identity and behavior 

exists in shared meanings and consequences of such meanings. 

For Burke and Reitzes (1981, as cited in Stryker and Burke 2000:287), 

shared meanings are “the link between identity and behavior: identities predicted 

behavior only when the meaning of the identity corresponded to the meaning of 

the behavior.” From this finding spawned a model for understanding how self 

meanings relate to behavior. Burke’s (1991) cybernetic model (as cited in Stryker 

and Burke 2000:287) is concomitant to and a combination of the symbolic 

interactionism’s subjectivist approaches as heralded by Charles Cooley’s 

“looking-glass self” and W.I. Thomas’s “definition of the situation.” 
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Briefly, Cooley’s “looking-glass self” model consisted of three internalized 

acts: “the imagination of our appearance to the other person; the imagination of 

his judgment of that appearance; and some sort of self-feeling, such as pride or 

mortification” (Cooley 1902:184, as cited in Wallace and Wolf 1999:195). W.I. 

Thomas’s “definition of the situation” suggests that, “If men [sic] define situations 

as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas 1928, in Wallace and Wolf 

1999:194). Relative, then, to the aforementioned theories is Burke’s cybernetic 

model, which consists of four components: (1) set of [cultural] meanings defining 

one’s role in a situation; (2) the person’s perception of the meaning; (3) the 

mechanism comparing [perceived] situational meanings with identity standards, 

or “”self-verification”; and (4) individual’s behavior or activity as a function of 

differences “between perceptions and standards” (p.287).  From this model, 

behavior changes the situation in order to match perceived situational meanings 

with standard meanings (p.288).  Thus, if we apply Burke’s model to transethnic 

adoptees, identification of self stems from the cultural meaning of either being 

adopted, being of a different ethnicity, or both; they then compare their situated 

[adopted/ethnic] meaning with identity standards of what it means to be adopted 

and/or transethnic; the comparative mechanism comes from a self-verification of 

being transethnically adopted, or altering ones’ relevancy of such a status so as 

to mesh with the identity standard; and then the adoptees’ behavior functions 

between their identity perception and the identity standard.  

Georg Simmel, a German sociologist, contributed much to social theory at 

the micro and macro levels, including group size (dyad and triad implications) 
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and basic social interactions.  His micro-analysis “refers to the ‘psychological 

interactions among human beings;” (Simmel 1964:9, as cited in Perdue 

1986:190). The basic understandings of human beings are based on interactions 

which are not only based on “incomplete information and distorted 

understandings,” but also “the ways individuals and groups behave one toward 

the other” (Perdue 1989:190).  In essence, “Society exists wherever a number of 

individuals enter into reciprocal relationships. It is a process” (Martindale 

1988:225, italics added). This, then, requires a process of negotiating the 

individual role with the societal role.  As Martindale (1998:227) states: 

To be received into a group in any form, therefore, an 
individual must become at once more and less than an 
individual personality…. In the commerce of people in 
societary categories, people are confronted with each 
other in the character that belongs to each in the role for 
which he or she is responsible.  The individual can enter 
society only by forgoing some individuality and exchanging 
it for the generality demanded by the role. 

 
Therefore, the individual enters society via networks, or webs of group 

association (i.e. web of interactions or networks) and their relation to the group 

(akin social identity). Thus, adult Korean adoptees have to negotiate their role of 

being, individually, a transracial adoptee, and socially a Korean and the general 

[expected or unexpected] roles and assumptions befitting Koreans in the United 

States. Once again the KAAN network provides an alternate avenue whereby 

adult Korean adoptees can associate with those who have similar characteristics 

to themselves, as well as providing a means of understanding and negotiating 

their identity and role in society. 
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 Wallace and Wolf (1999) further Simmel’s work on webs of group 

affiliation and social networks by understanding how networks affect the behavior 

of the people in the networks; that is, “….there may be general characteristics of 

social networks that produce recurrent, patterned events and behavior” (P.347). 

In the case of adult Korean adoptees, then, the available networks allow them to 

not only understand their behavior, but able to relate to others with whom their 

behavior may be consistent.    

Social Identity Theory 

Social identity theory was postulated by both Henri Tajfel (1981) and his 

colleagues Dominic Abrams and Michael Hogg (1988).  In short, they assert that,  

This theory emphasizes group membership and 
belongingness and their consequences for interpersonal 
and intergroup relations…. Groups into which we 
categorize others (often to their disadvantage) have 
relevance for our own social identity…that in the process of 
searching for a positive sense of self, persons compare 
their group with relevant other groups and act to create a 
favorable distinction between the groups, sometimes with 
negative consequences for intergroup relations. (P.46)  

 
It is the distinct purpose of this research to determine identity and role 

among adoptees.  Being adopted, although a viable social category, is the 

hidden identity, which cannot be determined by mere intergroup or interpersonal 

interaction on its own.  There needs to be engagement based on the 

belongingness of said group to apply social identity theory to adoptees.  Mere 

physical and socially identifiable factors such as race will not qualify. However, 

the social category of “adopted” [into a family] is concomitant to the social 

category of having been born into a family.  Thus the terms bio-parents (or “b-

parents”) and adopted parents (or “a-parents”) qualify the distinction.  
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Furthermore, being adopted is linked to the social stigma of being rejected or 

being unwanted, to a degree.  Therefore, social identity theory provides an 

outline for where adoptees belong in society.  To add to the distinction, a 

transnational adoptee belongs in two social categories, one racial/ethnic and one 

as adopted. It is from this point that critical race theory and stigma present 

factors as to where TNAs belong. 

Identity and Stigma 
 

Of importance in adoption research is the traditional context of adoption as 

a stigma.  Historically adoption had negative connotations, as stated by 

Waggenspack 1998:60-61:  

‘Adoption’ is an emotion-packed word capable of provoking 
uneasy responses, for in the public’s mind, terms 
associated with adoption are generally negative: orphan, 
foundling, illegitimate, bastard, unwanted.  Thus, adopted 
children may be confronted with others’ perceptions that 
question the validity of their own existence, such as ‘Who 
are your real parents?’ and ‘You aren’t a real kid-you’re 
adopted.’ 

 
Brodzinsky (1987) furthers this notion of adoption being a social stigma. Often 

adoption is still seen as a second-best option.  In many cases, 

…parents are less likely to receive wholehearted support 
from extended family, friends, and neighbors when they 
announce their decision to adopt a child…. Thus, unlike 
nonadoptive parents, whose parental status is warmly 
welcomed by all, adoptive parents frequently must justify to 
others why they have made their particular decision; a 
process that not only is likely to facilitate parental anxiety 
and resentment, but that accentuates for them their 
‘differentness.’ (P.32) 

                          
Such attitudes about adoption have done very little to either a positive outlook or 

appease the stigma of adoption, particularly among adoptees.  It is with this in 
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mind that Erving Goffman (1963) provides insight into stigma and personal 

identity.  Goffman asserts that there is a means of controlling information and 

control of a personal identity via an individual’s social identity.  Of particular 

interest are the notions of visibility and personal identity as Goffman defines 

them.   

Regarding visibility, Goffman (1963) states that “…it is through our sense 

of sight that the stigma of others most frequently becomes evident” (p. 48).  From 

this, he suggests that “visibility of a stigma must be distinguished from its ‘known-

about-ness’” (p. 49).  For our purposes, then, it can be concluded that a child is 

known to be adopted based on ethnic or racial characteristics only within the 

geographic proximity of the adopting parents, and the features/interactions are so 

obvious as to assuage the doubt of the role of both parent(s) and child(ren). And 

even then speculations of direct familial relations are questionable, but the 

conclusion can be drawn with further observations.  The visibility factor may still 

only be plausible when the transethnic child/adoptee is in intimate situations of a 

parent-child interaction.  The only other way of knowing if a child/adoptee is 

adopted is from full disclosure of the child’s/adoptees' story.  Buttressed with 

visibility is the notion of personal identity, thus fusing the two ideas of visibility 

and a sense of self.  

Goffman (1963:56) elaborates on the notion of personal identity by 

expounding on three relevant ideas. The first is “uniqueness,” or “…that of a 

‘positive mark’ or ‘identity peg,’…or the knowledge of his special place in a 

particular kinship network.” Transethnic adoptees may in fact feel this sense of 
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uniqueness, or positive mark of being different than others in her/his adopted 

kinship network.  The second notion, and stemming from the first, is that of a 

positively distinguishing difference from others.  For Goffman, this can be “name-

bound” (identify others by name) or “body bound” (know someone’s face but not 

the name).  Overall, “the information is bound both to name and body.” Thus for 

transethnic adoptees, the marriage of name and body can distinguish a child’s 

personal identity in a positive way by not changing the child’s name when they 

arrive to this country.  The last idea Goffman asserts as part of a personal 

identity is the core of his being, or “…a general and central aspect of him, making 

him different through and through, not merely identifiably different, from those 

who are like him” (Ibid). Therefore, for Goffman, personal identity “…has to do 

with the assumption that the individual can be differentiated from all others and 

that around this means of differentiation a single continuous record of social facts 

can be attached” (p.57).  The adopted individual, albeit forming a personal 

identity, is a product of social facts that incorporate race/ethnicity, gender, status 

(perhaps “stigma”) as adopted, and the adoptees’ interpretation of self in such 

social settings as to call into question his personal identity, which in fact shapes 

his/her personal identity. 

Adoption Identity 
 
 The research and definition on adoption identity is limited, but Lydens 

(1988) asserts that adoption identity “includes facing the challenges unique to an 

adopted person, e.g., having had two sets of parents” (as cited in Jaffee and 

Fanshel 1970; see also Noy-Sharav 2005; Wilson 2004).  This echoes Ronald 
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Nydam’s (1999) understanding of adoption identity, but he expands it further.  A 

first challenge, for Nydam, is akin to Lydens’s work, such that the source of 

identity comes from both sets of parents. The second stems from the first insofar 

as adoptees have to deal with double attachments that go in different directions: 

of the birth parents and of the adoptive parents. 

Grotevant (1997) conceptualizes the formation of a personal adopted 

identity from adolescents into adulthood, but defines identity from the 

psychological realm.  His approach includes a process perspective, as 

understanding the development from adolescence to adulthood aids in 

understanding the “foundation for adult psychosocial development and 

interpersonal relationships…” (p.5). Furthermore, Grotevant, citing Erikson, 

correctly asserts that identity can be constructed with some degree of choice, 

such as by occupation or ideology.  But this is not the case within other domains, 

as race, sex, sexual orientation, and adoption status are [more or less] assigned.  

This finding is of primary importance to adoption identity, as key questions 

adoptees may have will stem from such dissonance as why they were adopted, 

or who they are; this is not unlike others asking similar questions, such as “Why 

Me?” and “Who Am I?” only in a different context.  In short, “Because most 

aspects of adoption do not concern things that the person has chosen, the task 

of identity involves coming to terms with oneself in the context of the family and 

culture into which one has been adopted (Grotevant 2000:382). The authors’ 

methodological approach (i.e. personal narratives) is ideal to assess identity 

formation, and I will emulate a similar method to ascertain transnational 
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adoptees’ identity.  It is the intent of my research to expand on the author’s work 

of adolescence-to-adulthood adoption identity process, but add a second 

component – race/ethnicity.  That is to say, coupled with adoption identity will be 

race and/or ethnic identity, and rather than considering a salient identity among 

the two identities subscribed, I argue that there are shared, dual, or multiple, 

identities, as will be discussed further below (see Jones and McEwen 2000). 

Grotevant, Dunbar, Kohler, and Esau’s (2000) work conceptualizes 

adoption identity from both the individual and the broader scope of adoption in 

general, focusing on the development of adoption identity formation.  The authors 

state, 

The importance or prominence of adoptive identity differs 
across individuals. While some individuals engage in a 
great deal of intense reflective thinking about their status 
as adopted persons and the meaning that identity holds for 
them, others devote relatively little thought to the identity 
and its meaning. (P. 382) 

                             
In the broader social scope, identity formation engages with the social attitudes 

of kinship and America’s interest in “roots” and genealogy, the impact of 

community and culture, the family’s involvement with shaping an identity, and the 

adoptees’ own desire for an unambiguous placement in society. 

Another psychosocial analysis of adoptee identity is provided by Levine 

and Sallee (1990, as cited in Baden and Steward 2000:318), who establish a 

five-phase process of “understanding the implications of being adopted”: (I) 

preawareness; (II) “dim awareness of a special state”; (III) “cognitive integration 

of biological and social differences”; (IV) “identity crisis of the adopted 

adolescent”; and (V) “acceptance of the biological and adoptive families. After the 
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adoptees traverse the first three phases, they become aware of their adoptive 

status and reach cognitive awareness of their unique biological and social status 

as adoptees.” Thus, adoptees formulate their identity by adolescence, in stages 

that are constantly negotiated by understanding, rejecting or feeling a crisis, and 

finally accepting the differences between their biological and adoptive families as 

part of who they are. 

Transracial/Transethnic Identity 

A primary focus of this research is the issue of transracial/transethnic 

identity (TRA). Transracial/transethnic identity can be defined as an identity 

based on one’s ascribed minority status while living in a homogenously “other” 

dominant culture.  That is to say, for transracial/transethnic adoptees, these are 

“children of ethnic [or racial] minority groups who were adopted by Caucasian 

couples” (Hollingsworth 1997:100). Baden and Steward (2000:311) state that the 

literature on transracial adoption has “primarily been focused on proving or 

disproving the predictions of opponents to transracial adoption…focused on 

addressing criticisms…because transracial adoptees were not found to be more 

psychologically maladjusted than those adopted into same-race households.”  

They follow this up by pointing out that there needs to be more research 

conducted on transracial adoptees and their identity development. They suggest 

attending to the issue of transracial adoption research for three reasons: (1) need 

to determine differences existing among transracial adoptees; (2) “research 

should be conducted regarding identity of transracial adoptees and those factors 

that contribute to their identity”; and (3) examine the assumptions of homogeneity 
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(study differences within groups rather than between groups). My research will 

attend to the second point, of conducting research that metes out the factors 

which contribute to transracial/transnational adoptees’ identity.  The authors 

construct a Cultural-Racial Identity model to assess identity formation among 

transracial adoptees.  Their model is based on Erickson’s (1968) work on identity 

formation as influenced by one’s culture and integration, including race. 

Baden and Steward’s (2000) Cultural-Racial Model was developed to 

better understand the racial/ethnic identity of transracial adoptees; that is, 

“account for the effects of both the racial and potential cultural differences within 

the adoptive family on transracial adoptees’ identities. They created 2 two-by-two 

tables, based on cultural and racial differences.  They both provide the 

dimensions to assess adoptees’ identity based on cultural identification (own 

racial group’s culture and parent’s racial group culture) and racial identification 

(identify with their own racial group and identify with their parent’s racial group).  

This model is useful when examining transracial adoptees and their cultural and 

racial identity, but lacks a critical component of my research – the adopted 

portion of the self as part of the cultural/racial makeup.  

Barbara Yngvesson (2002), while addressing the structural components of 

adoption within a global context, also includes narratives from a study of 

Ethiopian and South Korean adoptees who were adopted by Swedish families.  

Yngvesson uses terms such as “in-between” and “doubling” to make sense of the 

Ethiopian adoptees and their identity in such a homogenous society as Sweden. 

These qualitative interviews drew out issues multiple racial identities.  One South 
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Korean respondent shares her experience upon returning to her home country: 

“‘In Sweden I can never be fully integrated. My appearance is against me. In 

South Korea it’s the opposite. I disappear in the crowd, people who see me think 

I am Korean, but inside I am in another place’” (p.250). An Ethiopian relates her 

experience after going back to Ethiopia for a visit: “‘Here I have to relate to the 

fact that I look different and all that. And there, I have to relate to the fact that I 

don’t look different, but I am different’” (Ibid). 

Carstons and Julia (2000) assess ethnoracial awareness among inter-

country adoptions/adoptees as mitigated by both parents and counselors.  They 

hypothesized that “Adoptive parents who make a pre-custodial visit to the child’s 

country of origin will identify a cultural consultant more easily than adoptive 

parents who do not make such a visit…in relation to evidence of ethnoracial 

awareness” (p. 64).  Their findings suggest a positive relationship between a pre-

custodial visit to the child’s country of origin and the need for a cultural 

consultant.  Further, the authors state that, “…many White adopters recognize 

the importance of ethnoracial awareness” (p.71).  Broadly speaking, they suggest 

that there is a great deal of importance placed on the child’s racial/ethnic identity.  

There seems to be a need for cultivation of racial/ethnic understanding by the 

parents, or at the very least, a cultural consultant, in order to aid in the child’s 

understanding of their racial/ethnic identity. 

A study conducted by Huh and Reid (2001) addressed similar issues 

concerning the researcher, i.e. development of an ethnic identity, and potential 

stages of identity formation.  Their sample consisted of Korean adoptees only, 
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and was conducted using a multi-method approach. Their statistical findings 

suggest that indeed there is a correlation between participating in Korean cultural 

activities and the ease to talk of the child’s origins.  Qualitatively, their findings of 

the development of an ethnic identity consisted of four stages: recognizing and 

rejecting differences (ages 4-6); the beginning of an ethnic identity (ages 7-8); 

accepting their being different, vs. struggling with an ethnic dissonance (ages 9-

11); and integrating a Korean heritage and an American culture (ages 12-14).  It 

is in this same vein that I aim to conduct this research, yet with the added 

variable of the development of an adopted identity of the same population.   

Using a phenomenological study to assess ego formation, emotional and 

behavior patterns, and adoption and identity adjustment, Katherine Reader 

(1996) studied Korean adoptees and their adopting parents to explore the 

experiences of each person in the dynamic.  Through analysis of the interviews, 

she found that each adoptee struggled with “self worth, self confidence and 

varying degrees of poor self esteem, lack of independence with their adoptive 

families” (497-498). Further, she found that there were emotional burdens 

associated with the physical differences between them and their families.  She 

found that the cause of such struggles could be linked to the adoptees’ negative 

self-perception, which impacted their identity.  Such words as being “different” or 

“special” had negative connotations to both their adoptee identity and their 

Korean identity.  

Kunya S. Des Jardins (1996) measured identity development and self-

concept among adopted adult Korean women. She used three different scales, 
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two which measured ethnic identity, and one measuring racial identity. She 

concluded that “on the whole, participants in this study held bi-cultural 

orientations and were interested in their ethnic/racial identity” (p. V).  And 

although the participants had lower physical and behavioral self-concept scores, 

they “had higher self satisfaction and personal identity scores” (Ibid). 

Ethnic identity is an important aspect of this research, as one’s ethnic 

group is identifiable as a social category, rather than a personal identity.  As 

Phinney (1996:143-144) states,  

…ethnic identity involves an emphasis on how group 
members themselves understand and interpret their own 
ethnicity.  Individuals vary in the degree to which they 
identify with their ascribed ethnic group and the extent to 
which their group identity is salient and significant to them. 

 
For some this may create some confusion with their role in their ethnic group, 

while others might embrace their ethnic group. The notion of an ethnic identity is 

based in both social and individual realms, as the individual will find some aspect 

of themselves to identify with the group and at the same time how much the 

group is important to their own sense of self. For this research I will ask the 

Korean adoptees how they identify with their ethnic self and to what extent they 

engage in the cultural aspects of their culture. As well, the frequency of their 

involvement in cultural activities will speak to the importance of involvement to 

their own sense of an ethnic self.  

Multiple Identities 
 

Various theories of multiple identity need to be addressed and critiqued for 

distinction and clarity as they apply to more overt social structural roles and 
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presence.  For example, Jones and McEwen (2000) conceive of an identity 

model based on multiple dimensions, as the already scarce research on multiple 

identities “do not address how an individual may simultaneously develop and 

embrace multiple minority statuses…intersecting social identities” (p.405).  For 

them, individuals have identity orientations based on race, gender, sex, or 

ethnicity, but also intersect these with social identities such as religion, family, 

peers, economic class, professional, and/or regional identities.  Their research 

used grounded theory to assess the intersecting dimensions of one’s self 

surrounded by contextual influences (see also Jones 1997).  They found that 

“more than one identity dimension can be engaged by the individual at any one 

time…may be experienced simultaneously as well as more or less salient than 

other dimensions” (p.410).  It is with this in mind that this research on 

transracial/transethnic adoptees emanates.  

 Brewer (2001) cites Thoits and Virshup’s (1997) work on the 

aforementioned identity and social identity theories, which they compressed to 

two typologies: individual “me” identities and collective “we” identities. This 

differentiation is key when attempting to construct adoptees and their 

identification as either persons (identifying the self as a person in a particular 

role) or a group (identifying the self with a group or set of people sharing 

common experiences and/or characteristics). Brewer furthers Thoits and 

Virshup’s work and constructs a taxonomy of four different terms to distinguish 

the varying meanings of identity and social identity: person-based social 

identities, relational social identities, group-based social identities, and collective 
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identities. The first two, person-based and relational social identities, relate to the 

concept of the self as “me” (a particular kind of person; p. 118). Person-based 

social identities “refers to definitions of social identity that are located within the 

individual self-concept (p. 117; italics in original); relational social identities are 

correlated with role identities, and define the self as a kind of person and their 

role in relation to others (a la Stryker 1980). The last two, group-based social 

identities and collective identities, attend to the “we” notion – of the self with the 

group (p. 119). The former refers to the “perception of self as an integral of 

interchangeable part of a larger group or social unit…forged from…common ties 

to shared category membership (119-120).  The collective identity “involves 

shared representations of the group based on common interests and 

experiences” (p. 120). Such identities are rooted in the sociological notion of 

social movements, and to a varying degree the collective conscience of the 

group. 

 Amy Reynolds and Raechelle Pope’s (1991) work on multiple oppressions 

is the foundation for Jones and McEwen’s work.  Reynolds and Pope’s work is 

directed towards the multiple layers of within-group diversity (e.g. race, sexual 

preference, religion) rather than the one dimensional diversities often studied up 

to that point (p.174).  The authors mark these categories as oppressed groups, 

stating, “Clearly, many individuals in our culture have multiple identities and are 

members of more than one oppressed group, thus making such dichotomization 

both inaccurate and limiting” (Ibid).   
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Reynolds and Pope (1991) expand on what minimal work there is on 

multiple identities by addressing two distinct groups: bisexuals and biracials, as 

their identity is inherent in the process of their self-definition.  By definition, 

bisexuals are attracted to both men and women; therefore, they are neither 

heterosexual nor homosexual, which makes their identity counter to the 

dichotomous sexual social categories, and ultimately challenging and stigmatic 

as a third sexual social category.  Similarly, biracials/mix race are complex and 

equally ambiguous.  They state that,  

The traditional racial/ethnic identity models do not 
encompass the reality of biracial people, especially if their 
racial heritage involves both oppressed and dominant 
racial groups (e.g. Asian American and White)…. 
Somehow they must be able to reach a resolution that 
allows the diverse parts of their racial heritage to coexist” 
(P.176).   

 

Applying this model to TRA’s, and given the historical status of adoption being a 

social stigma, a TRA’s identity may be shaped by similar notions of an adoption 

stigma and a racial/ethnic minority, regardless of the hidden status of the 

adopted identity and the overt racial/ethnic appearance.  Adopting the authors’ 

Multidimensional Identity Model (MIM) can provide insight into a TRA’s options 

for identity formation and [presumed] resolution of their identity struggle (p.179; 

see Table 2 below): 
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Table 2: Reynolds and Pope’s Multidimensional Identity Model 
 

Identify with one aspect of self 
(society assigned-passive acceptance) 

Identify with one aspect of self 
(conscious identification) 

Identify with multiple aspects of self in a 
segmented fashion 

Identify with combined aspects of self 
(Identity intersection) 

 
The choices for a TRA include [one] passive versus active identification of racial 

or adopted self, a segmented self from the multiple identifiers, or an intersecting 

of the multiple identities.  The authors correctly assert that, “By focusing on the 

intersections of their identities, these individuals may be able to integrate their 

multiple identities” (Ibid).  Thus, TRA’s can be both adopted and of a racial/ethnic 

group at the same time, rather than identifying as adopted or as belonging to a 

particular racial/ethnic group. It can be said that KAAN (Korean American 

Adoptee-Adoptive Family Network) has indeed established a social group (an 

appropriate application of both the MIM and social identity theory) and could be a 

form of the fourth aspect of Reynolds and Pope’s identity model.  However, this 

research provides insight into the possibility of multiple cultural identities, and 

adoption cannot be applied as a cultural variable.  Furthermore, the research 

question remains: is the self-identity of TRA’s hierarchical (based on particular 

salient identities), or does a shared salient identity composed of a hidden and an 

overt aspect of the self exist? 

In Brodsky and Marx’s (2001) analysis of PSOC (psychological sense of 

community), their findings suggest that there are multiple PSOC’s, which varies 

from the prior work on single PSOC’s.  Such a sense of multiple identities can be 

couched in the singular sense of within-group identity in a community that is not 
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necessarily physical/geographical, but rather a “symbolic community” (taken from 

Hunter and Riger 1974, as cited in Brodsky and Marx).  Yet, within these 

homogenous symbolic communities lie the individual, subcultural, and intragroup 

differences that reflect multiple roles and identities held by one person (see 

Weisenfeld 1996, as cited in Brodsky and Marx, p.162).  For adoptees the 

community is indeed symbolic; the literal [physical] community consists of the 

identifiers society has placed for them, such as their race/ethnicity.  Adoptees 

exist within a group that lies on the intragroup level, with their multiple identities 

emerging only to those that others know for a surety are adopted or amongst 

other adoptees (such as adoption conferences or groups). 

Amy Randel (2000:A5) examined the social context of a specific work 

group and the affects on identity salience.  Specifically, to what extent were 

Mexican-born women engineers were thought of as each of the labels, and by 

whom in the work group? Her results indicate that “the salience of occupation, 

race, and gender identities is triggered dissimilarly by aspects of the social 

context of the group and…also as a function of the category membership of 

respondents.” Thus, the greater the number of subgroups across identity 

categories, or the greater the number of members in a category, the less or more 

apparent salience was hierarchical.  

Adult Adoptees 
 

Because much of the research on adult adoptees addresses their loss of 

birth parents or search for birth parents (Powell and Afifi, 2005; Sobol and 

Cardiff, 1983), there is little research on adult TRAs and their social 
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psychological development and sense of ethnic/racial and/or adoption identity. 

The available works on adult Korean adoptees and their identity struggles are 

less academic and more mainstream, such as Seeds From a Silent Tree, edited 

by Tonya Bishoff and Jo Rankin, and After the Morning Calm, edited by Sook 

Wilkinson and Nancy Fox. Both of these books are anthologies of poetry and 

short stories written by Korean adoptees, and short of conducting content 

analysis for in-depth themes, the works lack academic rigor for research.  

Dissertations have been written on the subject of transracial and 

transethnic adoptions – primarily about Korean adoptees.  Dani Meier (1999) 

utilizes the life history method to psychologically ascertain the interrelationship 

between cultural identity and place among the lives of adult Korean adoptees in 

the Twin Cities area of Minnesota, while Kira Lieberman (2001) explored the 

lifespan of Korean adult adoptees.  Both found patterns of denial, self-

awareness, and a cultural consciousness about their Korean heritage, 

particularly after high school.  They also found that most of their participants 

experienced a sense of loss, a sense of belonging to a group, self-discovery, and 

a sense of wholeness with oneself.  Racial identity was prevalent in their life 

cycle, such that in childhood they felt out of place as Koreans in homogenous 

communities, rejecting their Korean culture as teenagers, and as they entered 

college they began to engage in their cultural identity. While some of the 

respondents identified racially as a Korean and culturally identified as American, 

others developed a strong Korean ethnic identity.  Yet both research findings 

conclud that with regard to racial/ethnic identity the participants still felt a sense 
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of in-between-ness, ambiguity, and lacking a feeling of belonging to one group or 

another.  For those who visited Korea they felt like outsiders, and at the same 

time they felt like outsiders here in the United States.  

Karen Vroegh (1997), in the fifth stage of a longitudinal study, followed a 

cohort of transracial and inracial adoptees (IRAs of Black descent) 17 years after 

adoption to assess their developmental status. Categories such as self-esteem, 

racial issues, feelings about transracial adoption overall, family issues, and peer 

issues were addressed in their developmental maturation. Overall, she found that 

the TRAs were well-adjusted and had good and very good self-esteem (see also 

Cederblad et al 1999). Most TRAs and IRAs did not experience any racial 

animosity with others. Among the two groups, most TRAs got along with both 

parents, and most IRAs got along with their mother, but only half got along with 

their fathers, accounted for by independence and personality issues.  And in peer 

relations, while the majority of TRAs had black friends, their closest friends were 

white, while the closest friends of IRAs were black.   

As can be seen by the various theoretical models of identity (racial, 

transnational, adoption, multiple), there are numerous approaches that may 

explain the formation of the participants’ identities in this study.  Since the crux of 

this research is to gauge identity in various dimensions simultaneously, i.e., 

adoption and ethnicity, it is the researcher’s intent to use the applicable theories 

to explain such processes.  The next section will address the methodological 

approach used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 Given the qualitative scope of this research, I will use the 

phenomenological approach to mete out the processes of an adopted and ethnic 

identity among adult Korean adoptees. Similar to Reader’s (1996) approach of 

using this method, I will gain a better understanding of the processes of ethnic 

and adoption identity from the participants perspective; that is, how the adoptees 

experience the process of gaining an adopted and ethnic identity. 

 In this chapter I will discuss the phenomenological approach, acquisition 

of the participants, use of the Twenty Statements Test, and the limitations of 

using this methodology.  

Phenomenology 
 

Phenomenology was first postulated by German mathematician Edmund 

Husserl, in the philosophical school of phenomenology in the early 20th century. 

Other philosophers addressed this paradigm as well, including Jean-Paul Sartre 

and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Merleau-Ponty wrote The Phenomenology of 

Perception in 1962 for the purpose of addressing the question of what 

phenomenology is (Creswell 1998: 52).  Phenomenology “describes the meaning 

of the lived experiences for several individuals about a concept of the 

phenomenon…the structures of consciousness in human experiences” (Creswell, 

51). For Merleau-Ponty, it is a “descriptive science and so has to be 

distinguished from any science which would seek to explain, that is, from science 

commonly so called, and this because phenomenology cannot take for granted 
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the reality of the world which forms the starting point for any scientific 

investigation” (Macaan1993: 161-162).  

Macaan (1993) furthers Merleau-Ponty’s conceptualization of 

phenomenology by stating that the lived experiences of individuals are a 

reflection of themselves in the world. He states:  

For the reflection which starts from our ordinary experience 
of the world and then moves back to account for this 
objectivity in terms of the synthesizing activities of a 
transcendental subject finishes up by locking itself into an 
interiority or immanence which loses the very world it 
seeks to reconstruct. But the reflective activity to which 
phenomenology appeals is one which reflects upon the 
unreflected, one for which therefore the world is not in man 
but man in the world. (P. 162)  

 
Macaan succinctly describes the process of the phenomenon of man and 

woman, that they are a reflection of themselves in the world and therefore define 

their experiences and place meanings of the object(s) in their world within their 

consciousness (Creswell 1998: 53). Thus, this research utilizes the 

phenomenological approach in order to examine the experiences of the adult 

Korean adoptee and their meanings of being adopted and/or Korean; that is, their 

identity within the larger social milieu and how they construct that meaning within 

their conscious selves. 

Because I was aiming to assess the application of identity theory within a 

specific population and their lived experiences as a group, I obtained my sample 

purposively, or via “criterion” sampling (i.e. adult Korean adoptees). I then 

constructed my interview schedule in a semi-structured fashion with the purpose 

of being able to attend to the emerging themes of identity. The interview 

schedule (see Appendix B) consisted of 15 questions: the first six questions 
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asked for basic demographic information: sex, year of birth, place of birth, age at 

time of adoption, self-identification of ethnicity/race, and if they had any siblings. 

The subsequent nine questions were semi-structured and open-ended. 

Questions 7-9 asked specifically about their adoption experiences: their adoption 

stories (#7), their awareness and affectedness of being adopted (#8), and as an 

adult how their sense of self-awareness or identity has changed (#9). Questions 

10-13 asked questions regarding their ethnic/racial identity: first time being aware 

of their Korean identity (#10), how being Korean affected them when they were 

growing up (#11), if their adoptive parents played a role in their cultural/Korean 

identity (#12), and if they stay in touch with their ethnic/Korean culture (#13). 

Question #14 gets to the purpose of this research: “As an adult, does being 

adopted coincide with being Korean? If so, how do they coincide? If not, how is it 

a separate issue?” And the final question (#15) I ask is the participants’ personal 

feeling of international adoption, in general. 

After acquiring the first few interviews I began to organize the narratives 

into categories that I could glean in subsequent interviews.  Upon completion of 

an interview, I transcribed it and imported it into the MAXqda2 software for 

qualitative analysis. This approach saved time and allowed me to approach the 

phenomenological approach of being able to manage the data faster than were I 

to do it by hand.  The categories and subcategories were color-coded, which 

allowed me to create in-vivo sorting (narratives, sentences, etc) within each of 

the categories in a more organized fashion.  
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During the continuous process of data collection I began to construct 

categories of the participants’ phenomenon I retrieved from the interviews.  I did 

this by comparing notes and narratives within the interviews in order to construct 

specific codes, or common theme (or themes) among the various interviews.  

From this I broke down the codes into “meaning units”, or subcategories (in this 

case, of ethnic, adoption, and multiple identities).  I formulated themes among 

the adult Korean adoptees, and casual conditions, or influences, on the specific 

nature of identity formation.  Of particular interest in this research, and of 

importance to the four questions I proposed in the Introduction section, were how 

and what factors determined the adult adoptees creation of their identity.  For 

example, in this stage I looked for the moment(s) of understanding and 

conception of a formal identity recognized by the adoptees in order to create the 

proposition of a shared identity of adoption identity and ethnic identity. 

I derived a sample population of transnational (i.e. adult Korean) adoptees 

using a criterion sample of participants via a letter of interest (see Appendix D) to 

the KAAN (Korean American Adoptee-Adoptive Family Network) organization’s 

monthly newsletter, as well as a letter of interest to a Yahoo! adoption group 

(adoption-links@yahoogroup.com) in the Washington, DC Metro area.  Both 

KAAN and the Yahoo! group were sent follow-up letters of interest approximately 

two months later.  The member population of KAAN reaches approximately 3,000 

subscribers, and the Yahoo! group reaches approximately 30 local Korean 

adoptees. The letter included the voluntary and confidential aspects of the project 

[per the Human Investigation Committee’s requirements], the researchers’ 
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contact information, and a link to the online survey for all those interested in 

participating.  Once the participants self-selected to participate in the survey, and 

agreed to a follow-up interview, a selective/purposive sampling method was used 

to contact the interested participants (via email or telephone call) in order to 

establish a time for a telephone or face-to-face interview (selective/purposive 

sampling method incorporates selecting a sample based on specific knowledge 

of a population; Babbie 2002:181).  I matched the survey responses to the 

sampling frame criteria of the adopted family’s race/ethnicity and current location. 

Due to unforeseen circumstances regarding the online survey information (the 

data was lost), I was unable to obtain full comparative data from the survey for all 

respondents.  Therefore only 14 respondents were acquired via the online survey 

and follow-up interviews. The remaining five respondents for interviews were 

obtained via snowball sampling. 

Location. Since the majority of KAAN newsletter members live in the 

United States, during the interviews I will attempt to gain insight into the 

adoptees’ upbringing in their milieu rather than just focusing on one region.  Their 

social/geographical location will provide comparative data as to their upbringing 

and identity formation. Experiences of Korean adoptees living in Michigan will not 

be the same as those living in Missouri, or California. Were all adoptees to be 

regional, their experiences would be different locally, but most likely similar in 

terms of overall regional attitudes towards one race/ethnicity or another.   

Family’s Race/Ethnicity. A second criteria was the adoptees family 

race/ethnic background. Because most TRAs are adopted by white middle to 
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upper class families, this variable was important in understanding how Korean 

adoptees and their families would either instill or retract from the adoptees a 

sense of a homeland ethnic identity in the dominantly “American” milieu.  

Interviews  
 

Telephone, face-to-face, and emailed interviews were conducted with 19 

Korean adult adoptees living in the United States.  Specifically, 10 interviews 

were conducted via telephone, six were conducted face-to-face, and three 

interviews were ancillary email interviews, as the participants were neither willing 

to conduct a telephone nor face-to-face interview. Therefore I provided them the 

option of participating via email by sending them the interview schedule and they 

could fill it out at their own discretion.  With permission of the participants, the 

telephone and face-to-face interviews were tape recorded in order to make sure 

no relevant information was lost.  In order to better attend to the primary research 

questions, the interview schedule included predetermined in-depth questions 

focusing on the adoptees’ experiences of (a) adoption identity: being adopted as 

they were growing up, their adoption story, their similar or changing attitudes of 

being adopted as an adult, and (b) race/ethnic identity: their maintenance of their 

ethic/cultural identity based on cultural cues, such as language attainment and 

food interests, peer and personal relations, relations with their immediate and 

extended family, and ties to their community or the community organizations they 

may belong to which helps shape their identity.  The intent was to better 

understand the experiences of adult adoptees and the salience of their adoption 

identity, as well as their salience of an ethnic identity; of how and by what means 
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they attempted to maintain their ethnic identity, if indeed they made those strides 

to manage ties to their ethnic roots.  

Audiotapes of these interviews were transcribed and entered into 

MAXqda2 (qualitative data software) for coding and analysis. A preliminary 

coding scheme was devised based common thematic responses from the 

participants.  Qualitative analysis packages such as MAXqda2 also allow for the 

generation of queries for retrieval of quotations within these themes and for the 

exploration of the relationship between concepts. 

The purpose of applying qualitative methods is to better understand the 

phenomenon of being a Korean adoptee.  Quantifying this research would be 

problematic in that it is non-generalizable; as well, it will fail to grasp some of the 

more in-depth social-psychological and cultural aspects of various ethnic and 

adopted backgrounds. However, basic demographic data provided some general 

understandings among the sample population.  I followed an approved and semi-

structured interview schedule (see Appendix B) approved by the university HIC 

committee for the interviews.  All questionnaires were numbered to replace the 

name of the participant so the respondent’s identities were anonymous. [In the 

transcribing, results, and analysis of the data, the participants were identified only 

by a number].  

Twenty Statements Test 
 
 The Twenty Statements Test (TST; see Appendix C) was first 

conceptualized by Kuhn and McPartland (1954) to measure the “self” as an 

attitude. Stemming from G.H. Mead’s work on the self as an object, the authors 
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argue that “an object is a plan of action (an attitude)” (p. 68). Given these 

parameters and interest in how transethnic Korean adoptees identify themselves, 

I implemented the TST at an attempt to use a mixed-methods approach to better 

understand the participants’ phenomenological experience.  For all telephone 

interviews I emailed a copy of the TST for the participant to fill out and return to 

me as an attachment. For all face-to-face interviews I brought along a copy of the 

TST and asked the participant to fill it out while I prepared for the interview.  

All consent forms (see Appendix A), interview schedules (see Appendix 

B), TST’s (see Appendix C), and taped interviews were kept in a file cabinet 

under lock and key at the office of the principal investigator, at Wayne State 

University and at the University of Maryland (I moved to the DC Metro area to 

finish this research and pursue a teaching position). All interviews were 

transcribed and the transcriptions analyzed using MAXqda2 qualitative software, 

drawing out relevant variables/themes in applying experiences of the being 

adopted and of varying racial/ethnic persuasions (variables include 

religious/spiritual understanding, cultural cues, adopting family, peer influences, 

etc.). 

I organized “adoption identity” and “Asian identity” into sub-categories that 

influenced all other facets of identity. Within the adoption identity category I 

gleaned five subcategories: (1) “biological parents,” (2) “adopting parents,” (3) 

“pride” (feelings of being lucky they were adopted), (4) difficulties of being 

adopted, and (5) birthdays (for some it was always a special day, for others a sad 

or indifferent day). Among the Asian identity subcategories were: (1) “whiteness” 
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(relating to white people more than to Asians/Koreans), (2) “Korean identity” 

(their self-identity related to being Korean), and (3) “dissonance” (feelings of not 

being neither white nor Korean, but different). 

Marrying the above two identity pieces, I asked the participants the 

following question: “As an adult, does being adopted coincide with being 

Korean?” (Question #14 on the interview schedule). This was the second 

purpose of my research, as it allowed me to address Stryker’s concept of identity 

salience; that is, whether identities were hierarchical and salient or if identities 

were shared. If the participant responded yes, I probed as to how they coincided; 

if they responded no, I asked how they were separate issues. From the 

responses I gleaned two subcategories: “separate identities” and “shared 

identities.” From the subcategory of “separate identity” I drew on how they were 

separate, which resulted in two further sub-themes: “adoption” and “ethnicity.”  

This allowed me to ultimately draw the connections which create the identity 

formation of adult Korean adoptees.  The first two postulations will be addressed 

in the results section, and the last two will be addressed in the Discussion 

section.  Narratives from the interviews are included to articulate the postulations, 

and due to confidentiality issues, each narrative is coded with a code number.  

Limitations 

 With regard to the limitations of this research, of primary importance is my 

own bias toward this subject. Being a transnational adoptee, my subjectivity to 

the topic may skew the analysis of the qualitative data.  Every precaution (e.g. 

guidance from advisors/committee members, analysis to include all possible 
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responses when coding rather than focusing on specific issues) was taken as 

objectively as possible in order to allow the themes from the interviews to emerge 

rather than looking for the themes desired.   

 The population from which the sample was obtained is specific to one 

ethnic/adoption group (i.e. Korean American adoptees).  As well, the sample was 

acquired sending one letter of interest to two specific organizations (i.e. KAAN 

and the Yahoo! group), thus eliminating a broader population of adult Korean 

adoptees who don’t belong to these organizations. The data acquired and 

analyzed was neither generalizable to all Korean adoptees, nor to all 

KAAN/Yahoo! members, since most members of these groups did not respond to 

the research.  Therefore this research lacks reliability if duplication is attempted.  

However, the validity for this research is greater due to the respondents’ 

narratives and insights into their own experiences.   

 A third limitation was the variation in data collection (i.e. some face-to-

face, telephone, and email responses). Such differences in data collection 

produced mixed results due to loss of important non-verbal cues in both 

telephone and email responses, as well as varying subjective interpretations via 

telephone and email correspondences. Most noticeable was the fact that the 

face-to-face interviews allowed me more time with the participants, I was able to 

establish more trust with the participants, and I was able to draw on non-verbal 

cues.  Consequently, I was able to probe more in depth and draw out primary 

themes, which I would follow up on in the telephone interviews and ancillary 

emailed correspondents. Many of the responses were available for follow-up 
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questions if I needed clarification of their story, the themes established allowed 

for more narratives and analysis as a result of the face-to-face interviews. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 Via the internet and snowball sampling, I was able to recruit 19 adult 

Korean adoptee participants: 16 from primary telephone and face-to-face 

interviews, and three ancillary email interviews due to their interest in 

participating but willing only to fill out the interview schedule. Therefore, I sent a 

copy of the interview schedule, a Twenty Statements Test, and an informed 

consent form to the participants as an email attachment, and they would send 

back the documents as an attachment, with their names typed in place of 

signature for the informed consent portion.  Thus, three of the 19 participants 

filled out the interview schedule and returned it to me via email attachment, six 

were interviewed face-to-face, and 10 were interviewed over the telephone.  All 

face-to-face interviews and eight telephone interviews were tape recorded, with 

permission of the participants.  Due to circumstances out of my control, two 

telephone interviews were not recorded, in which case I took in-depth notes; 

however, in all tape recorded cases I took in-depth notes to assure I did not lose 

any information in case of recording issues.  

Ten of the participants responded to the KAAN newsletter, and 5 

responded to the recruitment letter I sent to a Yahoo! adoption group listserv of 

Washington, DC, with four more as referrals from the Yahoo! group participants 

as a result of snowball sampling. With the exception of one (who lived in Seoul, 

South Korea), all of the participants lived across the United States (e.g. in 

California, Florida, Michigan, Maryland, Colorado, Texas, Indiana, Minnesota, 
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and Washington, DC).  All participants were adopted into Caucasian families 

where at least one parent was white. One adoptee was raised in a single-family 

household, and another was raised by her white mother and Vietnamese step-

father. 

Demographically, there were 17 women and two men. There are 

speculatively three reasons for the ratio imbalance: (1) more girls were adopted 

from Korea than boys due to the cultural importance placed on boys; (2) further 

exacerbated by cultural norms, and as one participant explained, male Koreans 

adhere to the Asian culture and tend to hide their adopted status based on 

masculine issues. Men tend not to divulge such personal information, and want 

to blend into society; doing otherwise can affect their status and can lead to 

shame to themselves and to society.  Furthermore, men are not as expressive 

and talkative as women, which [I argue] is a social construction of gendered 

meanings and roles.  

The mean age of all participants was 29.1 years old, and six of the 19 

were married (30%). The average age at the time of adoption was 19.9 months 

for all 19. There were two older adoptees, ages 10 and 7 at the time of their 

adoption, which increased the age average at the time of adoption.  Two of the 

19 participants did not have siblings, a third had a sister who was deceased, and 

the remaining 16 had at least one sibling. Eight of the participants had other non-

sanguine Korean adopted siblings, five had other adopted siblings (domestic and 

Mexican American), and 10 had siblings who were the biological children of their 

adoptive parents.  
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Self-Identifying Race/ethnicity 

From the interviews, there were eight distinguishing categories of how the 

participants self-identified racially/ethnically and adopted. The categories, with 

the number of participants identifying as such, were as follows: Korean (4), 

Korean American (4), Asian American (3), Asian/Korean (2), Korean adoptee (2), 

Korean American and Asian American (1), Korean American and Asian (1), 

Korean American adoptee (1), and Asian (1).  This illustrates the breadth of how 

race and ethnicity can be seen as separate markers for some (e.g. Asian or 

Korean), while for others they are shared markers of one’s identity (e.g. Asian 

and Korean American). Further, the three that self-identified with the “adoption” 

marker illustrates the strength that being adopted has on their ethnic identity.  

This factor will be illustrated further later in this section and in the discussion 

section.  

Twenty Statements Test 

 Although emails were sent to the participants for follow-up interviews, 

along with an attachment of the Twenty Statements Test (TST), there was still 

limited voluntary response to filling out the TST (12/19 completed). Per 

McPartland et al (1961), when analyzing the TST, there are “four rather discrete 

groupings along a spectrum of self-identifying references” (p.114): physical, 

social status or role, disposition or personality (attitude or feeling), and global 

(placing the self within the larger human race).   
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Physical 

As can be seen in Table 3, an aggregated count of all Twenty Statements 

Test responses from 12 of the 19 participants the results indicate that very few 

accentuated their physical features as part of their self-identity (13 self-

identifiers). Such identifiers as “Korean” has more to do with a social status than 

a physical trait, while “Asian” weighs more toward the phenotypical marker, 

based on McPartland et al’s distinguishing the physical as that which might be 

seen on an identity card or driver’s license (see also Cousins 1989).  

Personality 

Most self-reported identifiers lay in the “personality” group (83 self-

identifiers, such as smart, happy, worried, anal, etc), indicating that most 

respondents are very conscious of who they are on the micro level/personality 

development. These characteristics may change in any situation, but at the time 

of their filling out the TST such elements of the self were perceived. 

Global 

A global self was second-most reported (71 self-identifiers, such as “part 

of the human race,” “a product of my environment,” etc), indicating that they are 

aware of who they are on the macro level, such as feeling a sense of belonging 

or feeling lost in the world. This part of the self can presume an ontological state 

of being and understanding of self in their global milieu. 
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Social Status 

Social status, or social role, was the third most self-reported identifier (54 

self-identifiers, such as student, sister, brother, professional, etc). This attends to 

what the participants feel their roles are in society, which may indicate that they 

may not place as great an importance on what they are in society, and place 

greater importance on who they are and what they feel their role is in society.   

Table 3: TST Groupings Results 
 

Physical 
 

13 

Social Status 
 

54 
Personality 

 
83 

Global 
 

71 
 

When comparing how participants identified themselves ethnically/racially on the 

TST with those on the interview schedule, only two of the 11 mirrored their 

responses on both forms: Korean American adoptee (#13) and Korean/Asian 

(#16). Others responded with various identifiers and combinations of Korean, 

adopted, Asian American, and Asian. This may explain the difficulties of how one 

identifies her/himself in given situations, and specifically to their physical versus 

social self.  

Coding Themes 

From the open coding process, I established a core category of identity. 

Then in the axial coding process I established six interdependent categories 

which pertained to their identity formation: “politics/culture,” “aparents” (adoptive 

parents), “multiple identities,” “adoption identity,” “bparents” (biological parents), 
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and “asian identity.”  Within each of these categories I found sub-themes from 

which the adoptees expounded on the relevance to their identity. For example, 

“politics/culture” included sub-themes such as language (speaking, learning, 

writing, reading), having visited Korea, food, and groups and friends with which 

they associated or were involved. Two specific categories were pertinent to this 

research: “asian identity” and “adoption identity.”  

Postulation 1 

The first postulation of this study aimed to understand the effects of an 

adopted identity among international adoptees.  Adoption as an identity emerged 

from the various sub-themes and the effects on the adopted identity of 

transnational adoptees.  In this study, and following the work of Nydam (1999) 

and Lydens (1988), being adopted is not as simple as existing in a new family.  

There are the historical and underlying contexts of the biological family that 

brought the child into the world; therefore, for some adoptees the biological 

family will always be an important part of who they are.  The “adoption triad” is a 

term that illustrates all parties involved in the adoption process: the biological 

family, the adopting family, and the adoptee her/himself. Furthermore, for many 

adoptees their history is couched in their “adoption story,” their primary link to 

their past of what is often shrouded in mystery and the unknown because many 

adoptees are abandoned and taken to an orphanage, where the workers only 

know of the child once they arrive.   

There were seven subcategories that emerged in seeking the existence of 

an adoption identity. These included the biological parents, relationships with the 
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adopting parents, pride for being adopted, the difficulties of being adopted, and 

birthdays as a literal symbol of being adopted.  

Biological Parents 

Biological parents are a part of many adoptees’ stories. They are a part of 

the adoption triad in that they birthed the child and for various reasons gave up 

the child. Some adoptees find out their stories by either going back to their home 

country to find out more, while others know their story as it was told to their 

adopting parents. Either way, there exists a sense of wonder of what happened 

or might be happening to their biological parents. Do the “b-parents” think of 

them and wonder how their child is faring? What are their biological parents 

doing right now? Are they alive? One woman sometimes thinks about her birth 

mother on her birthdays, as the two are inextricably interwoven: 

I actually found out that I was born on June 12th but like 
this whole time I’ve been celebrating it…my birthday on the 
13th, so it’s kind of strange. And like when I went to Korea I 
found out the precise time that I was born so it’s just a 
strange feeling. And I….sometimes I just wonder, you 
know, does my birth mother think about me on my 
birthday? Does she remember the day I was born? You 
know, that type of thing, but then it’s not like it’s this huge 
thing that I think about. (#12) 

 
For her, birthdays can sometimes be a link to her past and where she came from, 

from whom she was birthed, and if her biological mother does think about her. 

There can be the echo of longing to know, but may never know who her mother 

was. 

Like most adoptees, participant #04 wonders about her biological ties and 

their history. Most adoptees are given up so that they may have a better life than 
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the one they would have had they stayed with their biological family.  This 

participant wonders about the “what if’s” of staying with their biological family, 

and of a desire to return to let their family know she is doing well. How would 

they feel to know she was doing well? Would they be proud of the sacrifices they 

made for her? She states,  

In terms of my past, I wonder if my parents were ever 
married, if I have other siblings or half-siblings, if my birth 
parents think of me, if they would be proud of what I have 
achieved in my life, if they would try to take credit for me 
being who I am today. (#04) 

 
In a recent interview with a male adoptee, he accentuates the loss of his 

birth mother, as he knew her on and off for the first six and a half years of his life. 

At times she would place him with a foster family when she couldn’t take care of 

him, and then return to get him for a short time. He only knew that he was visiting 

others for a short time before he would return home again. He was eventually put 

up for adoption and adopted by an American family.  Recently returning from a 

trip to Korea, he went through a transition of understanding who he was and 

where he came from, and in the process realized that his birth mother sacrificed 

so he could have a better life. He states, “…my mom actually sacrificed a lot, and 

I started recalling the fact that she was a dearly loving parent and pretty much 

gave me everything” (#21).  

Adopting Family 

As the family is a primary socializing agent in our society, the adopting 

family can have a tremendous impact on the identity of a transnational adoptee.  

They can shape the way adoptees perceive their physical, psychological, and 
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emotional selves, as well as the roles they play in the family and social dynamic.  

I argue that there is a correlation between age at birth and connection to 

adopting parents/biological parents. Based on the attachment adoptees have 

toward their adopting parents, they define the roles of “mom” and “dad” 

differently; for some their adopting parents are their “real” mother and father, 

while for others that title is reserved for their biological parents.  The former point 

can be illustrated in how this man perceives his adopting parents. He was 

adopted in his infancy, so his strongest identity and connection is to his adopting 

parents:  

I view my parents as my parents, you know. They’re, you 
know…I don’t view them any differently; that’s one of the 
big reasons why I’m really not concerned about finding my 
biological parents because to be honest, I mean, right now 
I don’t feel any attachment towards them, you know. 
Obviously I feel a great attachment towards my mom, dad, 
and my sister and my grandma. (#01) 

 
He and his sister share the “real parent” concept: 

…we argue we argue with our parents even; like they’re 
our parents you know so we’ve totally ex….it’s past 
experiences and stuff; it’s never in our minds that they are 
not our real parents, so to speak; they are our real parents. 
(#01)  

 
Other adoptees had different experiences with their adopting parent. No 

known research has addressed the issue of attachment to adopting parents and 

age of adoption, but I surmise that the younger the age when adopted, the more 

attachment to the adopting parents.  One woman shares her feelings of the 

distance she feels between herself and her parents. She perceives her parents 

more as caregivers, “foster parents, adopted parents.” Placing a label on her 
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parents as such rejects the notion of closeness as “parents,” or “mom and dad.” 

She states: 

I always tell people that I was old enough to know better, 
but not enough to remember…. My parents were the 
people who I lived with…. They were guardians, foster 
parents, adopted parents. I was independent enough to 
know kids didn’t come from airplanes. These aren’t my 
parents; these are people who take care of us. I didn’t feel 
comfortable calling them mom and dad. (#18) 

 
Adoptee (#21) shares his personal experience of the role his biological 

and adopting parents played in his life, comparing his biological mother to his 

adopting family, and more specifically his mother, because he knew his biological 

mother and felt the love from her, thus defining his adopting mother as a 

caregiver: 

For me I always felt like an outsider, and I think much of it 
had to do with the fact that I felt outside of my family too; 
that there was no support network; my family existed in 
Korea…. I’ve never felt at home there.  

He continues… 

They were encouraging about the whole adoption piece 
cause I made it pretty clear that my mom was my mom, 
and that was it; I made that really clear. And that’s always 
been an issue; we don’t have the greatest relationship…. I 
think what I really struggle with sometimes is defining what 
family really is; I think that’s the piece that I really struggle 
with. I know that I based what a parental relationship is like 
with what my mom did. She doted on me; I always knew 
that she loved me. (#21) 

 
This woman explains that she always knew she was adopted because of 

her adopting parents’ role and the way they shared her story in a way that she 

would understand it: 

I guess I’ve always known it….because as far back as I 
can remember I’ve always known….because like I said my 
parents always told us….I mean they told us right from the 
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beginning as soon as we could understand they let us 
know that we were adopted. (#07) 

 
A young man doesn’t attribute his parents directly telling him he was 

adopted as much as he attributes it to his parents’ involvement in the Korean 

adoption community:  

I don’t remember ever being told you know flat out I was 
adopted; I think I knew it from the earliest time that I was 
able to comprehend what it meant. And since I was a little 
kid they’ve always been part of the community of parents 
and children who’ve been adopted from Korea. So the 
earliest group that we were part of is Families for Children 
so we networked through that, and it just helped me you 
know get a sense of what it meant to be adopted and 
things like that. And I went through a Korean Culture Camp 
where they taught us a little bit about the Korean Culture 
and stuff, so from a very early age I was, you know, they 
had these things that I was able to go to about being 
adopted. (#01) 

Pride 

Pride in being adopted was theme I was not expecting to hear. For some being 

adopted carries with it a sense of strength and survival; for others it bears 

empowerment self-defining. One woman feels pride for being adopted due to the 

fact that she survived the orphanage for 10 years and for which is an integral part 

of who she is now.  Being on her own led to her wanting to know who she was 

and where she came from. In one since she was perhaps forced to find herself 

since she was all she had, and therefore she continues to search her identity as 

past and present. She states,  

I think being adopted is something that you know I should 
be proud of as far as I survived the life in the orphanage 
for ten years and then I see my life as a kind of like 
different basis….I was on my own in the orphanage you 
know cause it was people there all the time kind of thing 
but I was on my own and that’s when I started finding my 
identity and wanting to; and that’s when I started showing 
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interest about my past and who I am and what I am. And 
my past is who I am kind of thing; I can’t ignore it. (#14) 

 
Another stated that being adopted is fundamental to her sense of self. She 

is empowered by this status and heralds it as a part of her past and future: 

Being adopted is something that is intrinsic to my being 
and I am hurt when others attempt to de-emphasize this 
aspect of my life, because it is something that I see as so 
fundamental to who I am. I often think about being 
adopted, especially in terms of my past and my future. 
(#04) 

 
One male adoptee emphasized that being an adopted person was 

stronger than being a Korean adoptee. He was adopted at the age of seven, and 

has fond memories of Korea. He identifies with his Korean-ness, but attaches 

much more emphasis on his identity of being adopted: 

Conceptually where I see myself as an adopted 
person…for me the adoption community is much more 
important. (#21) 

  
 As I stated before, growing up adopted can have both negative and 

positive connotations. Given the general stigma and shame of adoption that is 

prevalent in this country, some people (or families) would hide the fact that their 

child was adopted, or would not discuss it at all because of shame. This can 

create negative affects as to one’s identity. Yet some adoptees are able to break 

free of such negative feelings and embrace their status, as this woman shares: 

I am who I am because of you know how I started out and 
I’m and I got to the point where I’m proud of it and I’m not 
ashamed of it and I talk about it openly and I make 
comments about it openly and sometimes people are 
surprised sometimes they just don’t know what to say but 
I’m not ashamed of it anymore. I think when I grew up 
being adopted my mom made me feel like I should be 
ashamed of it only because she wouldn’t let us talk about 
our past. (#14) 
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Being adopted can have positive outcomes as well, as this woman states 

that her grandparents’ and parents’ sharing of her adoption story was important 

and special, which produced a positive feeling of being different: 

I just had a lot of time with them growing up and they 
would treat my adoption story as like the most special thing 
in the whole world and that was…. That was kind of neat 
so I actually did know and it was through them that I was 
different and that I was adopted and what it meant and 
that…. And then it was in a loving way that’s really good. 
(#11) 

Difficulties 

For some being adopted is a difficult issue to deal with, as the question of “Who 

am I?” can emerge at various times of an adoptees’ life. In life transitions there 

may come times that adoptees look back on their adopted status and wonder if 

that played a role shaping themselves in their current situation. Feeling of loss in 

one moment can sometimes trigger the roots of the feelings, of not knowing, and 

perhaps never knowing.  One woman emphasizes the negative times in her life 

as a means of self-analysis. She looks back to the beginnings of her life and the 

not knowing of her past, which can trigger the present event. In this case it was 

not having a birth certificate, name or date, thus leaving more questions 

unanswered. She explains: 

…most days it’s fine but just every now and then it’s kind of 
like you know how adoptees kind of go through like “where 
am I” and…just when I had sort of a down period which 
might have been like a half a dozen times in my whole life 
it did it just kind of like…. Well it all starts with not having a 
birth certificate it all starts with not knowing like a birth 
name or a birth date.... (#11) 
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The difficulties of being adopted can resonate into other aspects of one’s 

life, as this woman states regarding some of the psychological issues that one 

may face:  

Adoptees are the beginning of a new culture.  They face 
issues like abandonment, phobias, commitments. So there 
is an identity issue by default because it doesn’t fit 
anywhere else. They are never quite pure enough for any 
other category. (#18) 

 

Such articulation of what adoptees may face as mentioned above could be 

resonated by another woman who isn’t sure if her personal feelings can be 

attributed to being adopted, or to just some personal insecurities. But I argue that 

some of the themes she addresses can’t be dismissed as merely neurosis. She 

states:  

I’ve always had a hard time trusting people whether it is 
family, friends, teachers/professors and mentors, 
therapists, or a person on the street.  I’ve also struggled 
with feeling abandoned by friends, family, and other people 
important to me in my life.  The words “I love you” are 
some of the hardest words for me to speak or write to 
someone I really care about, whether they are family, 
friend, mentor, etc.  Even when I’m able to say those 
words to a person without hesitating, it’s difficult to me and 
a part of me always gets scared when I say them.  I’m not 
sure if this is because I’m adopted or not. (#20) 

Birthdays 

Birthdays are rites of passages that are celebrated and embraced by 

many. It is a time for self-evaluation and retrospection.  But what of those who 

don’t know their birthdays? For some adoptees birthdays can be a day of 

heartache, while for others it can be a day of joy.  For those that don’t know the 

actual day of their birthday, and it may always cause a sense of frustration. This 

woman explains that her birthday was made up, and as such her sense of self is 
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a façade, fake, and has no meaning (no context with which to gauge a 

center/self): 

Your birthday isn’t your birthday; it’s all a lie; it’s all made 
up; your identity is all made up. I knew it was fake; it has 
no meaning. (#18) 

 

Yet for others their birthdays are of no significance; it is an arbitrary day since 

there are no records to the fact. This woman states her case as such succinctly: 

Birthdays don’t really mean much to me since I was found 
on a doorstep, so my orphanage guestimated my birthday.  
Then my parents changed it.  Maybe it would me more to 
me if I knew the exact date, who knows. (#03) 

 
In contrast to those who don’t know their birthdays, those who have the 

knowledge of their birthdays embrace it and have some foundation for sense of 

self. Having that knowledge can provide a sense of self that contrasts with those 

who don’t have that information, as this woman shares: 

My birthday has always been a special day for me because 
when I was abandoned there was a piece of paper with my 
birth date written on it with me, so I’ve always known the 
date. (#15) 

 
 Overall, an adoptees’ identity is complex, with both positive and negative 

outcomes that can last a lifetime. The role of both the biological and adopting 

parents can shape the pride they take in being adopted. Or being adopted can be 

difficult when assessing one’s identity, again, depending on how they perceive 

such a status.  Birthdays can be days of joy, pain, or inconsequential depending 

on the adoptees’ perspective and to what degree they place importance on such 

a day. 
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Postulation 2  

Postulation number two specifically addresses the effects of an ethnic 

identity of the participants in this study. For many of the adoptees, race was more 

of a salient theme of identity than being adopted.  As being adopted by a 

Caucasian family was a criteria for participating in this study, all of the adoptees 

were raised in a Caucasian family, or at the least by one Caucasian parent. Most 

of the participants were raised in homogenously white towns, with little diversity. 

Therefore their race/ethnicity was brought to their attention more readily and 

impacted their identity more so than their adopted status.  Questions such as “Do 

you identify with being Korean?” and “What does it mean to be Korean or 

American, both, or neither?” are part of the ethnic identity formation that is part 

and parcel of being adopted. What does it mean to be transracial, an immigrant 

of sorts, or have a hybrid identity? Above I reported the participants’ self-

identification of their race/ethnicity, which describes the complexity of how a 

Korean adoptee might identify themselves, again, given their situation and their 

upbringing.  From the interviews I established three relevant themes addressing 

identity formation of being Korean and/or Asian: “whiteness,” “Korean identity,” 

and “dissonance.” 

“White-washed” 

Due to some adoptees’ upbringing, identifying with being white creates a 

stronger sense of identity than being of some other nationality. The concept of 

“white on the inside, yellow on the outside” was shared by some participants 
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because that’s how they see themselves – a sense of belonging rather than 

being Asian. One woman shares this experience:  

…when I was young is like if I were out in public at a 
restaurant and I would see a Caucasian family with one 
Asian person sitting at the table I thought that was the 
weirdest thing for me cause I thought I was Caucasian 
because...and that was my life, you know.  It’s probably the 
way I look cause all of my family today is Caucasian. That 
was a freaky thing for me when I would see the mirror and 
it just…where I was living…so I could relate to the all white 
because that was my family; that‘s what I always saw. 
(#11) 

 
Another woman relates a similar feeling of being white because of her 

environment. Being Korean has a taken-for-granted meaning for this woman, as 

her environment had a stronger influence on how she perceived herself:  

I don’t consciously remember not wanting to be Korean; I 
think that when you’re immersed in a different culture, and 
obviously I don’t look at myself in the mirror all the time, so 
I just assumed that I did belong and that I was kind of like 
what my environment was which was the Dutch/Caucasian 
community. (#06) 

 
A young man, because of his experiences of growing up in a Caucasian 

community, has also embraced a more white identity because it is more 

comfortable for him. Interestingly, the last part of his narrative does beg the 

question of what he might assume the actions of the Asian community 

constitutes. He states,  

…whenever I’m like making new friends or something, I 
always tend to gravitate towards the Caucasian community 
rather then gravitating toward the Asian community 
because I prefer the company of Caucasian people just 
because that’s what I’m used to, and I know how to act 
around them, and I know how they’re gonna act around 
me. (#01) 
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There are others, however, that are very aware of their physical 

appearance, which can impact their self-esteem; they are self-conscious of their 

looks, are aware of what it means to look different, and how things might have 

been different if it weren’t for their physical appearance. Gaining an 

understanding of being “physically” Korean was awakened in them when 

mirrored against others, such as classmates or in the store with their white 

parent(s).  One woman wanted to be white because she feels it would have 

made life easier: 

…when I was little I always wanted to be like white; like I 
always wanted to have double eyelids that you 
know….that pale skin or what not cause it would have 
made my life so much easier. (#13) 

 
Given the physical appearance of being Korean, there are also the attached 

stereotypes. One woman experienced the taunting of kids in elementary school 

because of the way she looked, and based on her looks she was stereotyped as 

being very smart: 

I think in elementary school there were times that I was 
teased for either having slanty eyes or for having a small 
nose or just little silly things like that…. I definitely 
remember that. And also probably also in middle school, 
high school, and college I was very tied into the very smart 
people just because I’m Asian?  But I get that time and 
time again.  (#06)  

 

Another woman got comments surrounding the popular cultural themes of being 

in martial arts and associating them with famous martial arts celebrities: 

I got a lot of comments made like around karate and Jackie 
Chan’s picture and …… you know. (#08) 
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 Most people want to have the sense of belonging; of not being an 

outsider. Being an outsider and looking in at how others are treated can create 

tension within oneself and of the reality that the self belongs to that “other” 

category.  This, in turn, can cause one to attempt to disassociate with the “other” 

group, albeit somehow futile. One woman explains this tension when she was 

growing up in a small town: 

In our small town school, the only other people of color 
were Korean adoptees.  I avoided other adoptees.  I didn’t 
want to associate with them- didn’t want to see the ‘other’ 
cause that would remind me that I was ‘other’ also.   
Sometimes kids would ask if so and so was my 
sister/brother, just because they were Asian, which I hated. 
(#03) 

 

Another woman internalized the sense of otherness, being marginalized by those 

around her, which can have a negative effect on self-esteem:  

…when I was back in school…I was maybe the only one or 
there was another Asian and so really that brings a lot of 
self hate or self-loathing of who I was. I mean I…. the only 
time that I actually thought of myself as anything was when 
I looked in mirror or when somebody pointed it out to me, 
which is usually done in a way that’s not very 
complimentary. (#07) 

 

One participant didn’t experience the racial undertones from his friends 

directly until he attended a girls’ rural high school volleyball game with his white 

friends. One of the volleyball players was Asian, and the awareness of him being 

Korean emerged when a friend of his yelled to the player, “Go back to where you 

came from!” Everyone laughed, but for him it was a defining moment, for he then 

understood that being an “other” was prevalent. He always knew he felt like an 

outsider, but there never seemed to be any issue about it. On one level his 
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friends may have accepted him for who he was and he could feel comfortable 

with them, while on another level he may have always been placed in that light 

and wasn’t confronted with it, or was said behind his back.  

This woman experienced the teasing not only from another child, but from 

other Asians, which caused confusion. She most likely felt like she was white, 

and for her to be faced with someone making fun of her physical appearance 

caused confusion. However, she was also taunted by other Asians as to the 

status of being a transnational adoptee, which de-emphasized her sense of 

belonging; she was a “gift” and treated like royalty because she was adopted and 

perhaps had the opportunity of a better life being adopted by a white family:  

…when I was walking around the commissary with my 
mom and this little girl stuck her tongue out and pulled her 
eyes back and she was like the same age as me riding 
around the in the cart with her mom and I was like I didn’t 
know why she did that; I was really confused…. And also 
at the commissary the ladies that were at the checkout that 
were Asian would always look at me…like some of them; 
mostly usually none of them would but they would be like 
kind of sarcastic, like ‘Oh she must be very royal’…. (#10) 

Korean Identity 

Others share the experience of how supportive their adopting parents 

have been in their identity formation.  This woman explains the role her parents 

played in helping her understand her Korean heritage, stating, “…my parents 

kind of encouraged it but at the same time they didn’t have any connection to the 

Korean community or any kind of information” (#12).  Since some adopting 

parents don’t know or get a chance to get involved in understanding the 

adoptees’ culture, there are those who will take advantage of understanding, as 

this woman shares: “We went to this big Korean restaurant and all my friends 
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came it was really awesome and I mean I felt really happy and my dad was 

participating in all these things” (#10).  

Other adoptees always knew they were Korean, either because they 

appeared different from their parents or from others.  One woman took notice of 

her physical differences based on the simple task of taking notice of their 

different looks: 

I guess I’ve always known I mean it’s hard not to notice 
that you don’t look like your parents…. (#12) 

 

Another woman first recognized the differences in her physical appearance from 

her parents when she was confronted with other school children and their 

parents’ looks.  But that didn’t trigger the differences from how others perceived 

her until she related her “otherness” as being different in looks from her cousins. 

It was then that she realized the lack of emphasis placed on her racial 

differences from her family members, which caused hurt: 

I can isolate kindergarten as the first time I was aware of a 
racial/ethnic difference between my parents and I since it 
was really the first time that I saw other children (not 
cousins) who looked similar to their parents.  However, in 
terms of being consciously aware of a racial/ethnic 
difference, I would say that junior high/high school was the 
first time I was made aware of my racial/ethnic difference 
by others.  I remember one instance when referring to my 
cousins, someone asked me how my cousins could be 
white.  I was taken aback and also very hurt by this 
because my extended family de-emphasized racial/ethnic 
identification. (#04) 

 

This woman knew she was Korean, but it affected her in a different way: 
 

I had always known I was Korean. I would cry myself to 
sleep wanting to go home. (#18) 
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Dissonance 

The third sub-category of “Asian identity” was the feeling of what I call 

“dissonance,” or a feeling of difference. Some adoptees feel like they don’t 

belong anywhere in the racially constructed labels of being American, Korean, or 

Asian.  Their identity is ambiguous, and exists in a place where Karim and 

Khorrami (1999) call “a world between.” Vertovec (1999:450) describes it as part 

and parcel of being transnational, that there is a “‘diaspora consciousness’ 

marked by dual or multiple identifications. Hence there are depictions of 

individuals’ awareness of decentred attachments, of being simultaneously ‘home 

away from home,’ ‘here and there’.”  Participant #21 argues that it’s an issue of 

post-modern identity in modern times - of deconstructing identities in a time 

where the traditional model still exists. Furthermore, he is aware of Korea’s 

political and social policies and at once feels a sense of belonging to Korea while 

struggling with what it means for him to be Korean in America. He explains his 

personal struggle with existing in such a diaspora:   

I think because I know that I’m part of that story in Korea, 
both the lack of anything for women, lack of anything for 
families…all these kinds of things that they are trying to 
work on…it really, really hits home for me cause I’m part of 
that story…. I’m part of that Korean diaspora, and 
simultaneously I fight it a lot. (#21) 

 
Dissonance of racial identity was prevalent for participant #19. She 

doesn’t identify with being either Korean or white, but something within and 

without both identities. In this instance the notion of “white on the inside and 

Korean on the outside” means being different: 
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I didn’t know what it meant to be Korean. I’m white. But 
then I realized I’m not white, I’m different. 

 

This woman remembers the first time she felt different and confused because 

she wanted to play with others to fit in, but they didn’t want to play with her 

because although she looked different, she felt like she was white: 

The first time I became truly aware, I felt like, ‘Oh, I’m 
white, not Korean or Asian.’ I wanted to play with others 
because I was different. But often they didn’t want to play 
with me, and I remember feeling upset and confused. (#16) 

 
Participant #20 is resentful of her minority status because of how others perceive 

her. For her being Asian has its benefits and costs; the benefits could be 

attributed to looking different and some semblance of minority pride, while the 

costs of looking different provides the impetus for stereotypes placed on Asians. 

When she travels to South Korea she feels more comfortable just based on the 

physical aspects of herself, while here in America there are attached discomforts 

of such a status: 

There are areas I have gone- some within a three hour 
radius of D.C. where I’m aware that people are staring at 
me because I’m Asian.  A part of me is amused and a part 
of me hates it and resents that I am a minority.  To some 
degree, I feel more at home the times I’ve traveled to 
South Korea than I feel every day in the United States. 

 

Life transitions can shift how people view themselves and others. Marriage 

and having children can create dissonance of what being Korean can mean for 

not only their spouse, but their children. This woman discusses her concerns of 

having children and not being able to embrace her cultural heritage due to her 

Korean adoptee status: 
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It worries me that they will look to me as a full-blooded 
Korean with no ties to Korean culture and reject me as ‘not 
being Asian enough’ or not being able to provide them with 
a link to a culture which they feel they have inherited 
through blood. (#04) 

 

And this woman sometimes feels a sense of loss of having not been raised in 

Korea because of her personal racial identity of being Korean on the outside, 

American on the inside. The frustrations of having to negotiate these dual 

identities may force some to wish for the past and go back to Korea so it would 

make it easier to manage such identities: 

I’m basically an American girl and I’m Korean on the 
outside but it’s just that sometimes I think that it’s too bad 
that I couldn’t have just been raised in Korea. (#12) 

 

Such quandaries of “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” can define the 

transnationally adopted persons’ identity in such a way as to convolute their 

sense of wholeness.  They may feel as if they don’t belong anywhere, or feel 

they are a hybrid of many identities. For some there is no certainty unless there 

is a sense of acceptance of their situation.  Best stated, “Home is where you 

make it” (Participant #21).  

Postulations 3 and 4 

 Above I provided factors that affect both the adopted and ethnic identity of 

transnational adoptees.  To be sure, the narratives provide insight into the 

distinct effects each adoptee experiences, but the broader sub-categories within 

the adoption and ethnic identities enunciate the complexity of being a Korean 

adoptee. It is at this juncture that I wed the two complex identities in order to 
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assess whether identities can in fact be shared rather than hierarchical and 

salient based on the immediate role in which one finds themselves (Stryker 

1980), and the mechanisms which effect such an identity or identities. Some of 

the mechanisms that emerged were: identity process (i.e. when younger they 

addressed their ethnicity, and as adults are addressing adoption), the role of 

race, either in their family or in their community, played in their identity formation 

(i.e. comparing the Korean self to their Caucasian family members), the historical 

elements of where they fit within their family structure, the process of 

participating in various cultural activities (going to restaurants, traveling to the 

homeland, attending cultural camps) and experiencing the dissonance or 

acceptance of belonging, and the fact that the two just co-exist because of their 

obvious interlink (i.e. adopted from Korea). 

In the interviews I pose the question “As an adult, does being adopted 

coincide with being Korean? If so, how do they coincide? If not, how is it a 

separate issue?” (see Appendix B, #14). This attends to the role identities of 

adoptees and how they perceive themselves. Because every adoptee is different, 

and their experiences are not similar, the findings were mixed. Some adoptees 

saw themselves as having one stronger identity over the other (i.e. ethnic identity 

was more salient than adoption identity, and vice versa), while others agreed that 

both are interwoven and therefore shared (e.g. “Korean adoptee”). 

Separate Identities 
 

Per Stryker (1968, 1980), one’s salient identity is based on the 

commitment they attach to the social role they subscribe to at a given time or 



89 

 

place. For many adoptees, a separate identity was formed based on the process 

of their identity formation, first having addressed the notion of a more salient 

ethnic/racial identity of being Korean as they were growing up, and then in their 

latter/adult years addressing what it means to be adopted. They subscribe 

different meanings to each aspect, and therefore commit to each role differently.  

Furthermore, their identities can be contrasting or contradictory, given that 

identities can be ambiguous and can create tension within oneself.  Those who 

treated the issue as separate identities specified the reasons as to why it was 

separate.   

This woman claims her adopted status as matter-of-fact; since she was 

adopted it was a decision made for her and she had no part in accepting or 

rejecting that status. However, being Korean is something with which she can 

connect and feel a part of the community of the Korean culture because it is a 

status she can choose to accept or reject as a part of her identity: 

It’s separate for me I mean I think it’s because I just…it 
was just so hard to me growing up the way I did and so I 
really think for me it was just always treated separate…. I 
think the Korean part is sort of like the…uh…novelty side 
of it, but it’s the cultural thing...you know it’s like it’s a 
community that maybe I can connect with; it’s like a whole 
great thing that I can learn about.  But in terms of the 
adoption I just always thought that was a decision that was 
made. I don’t know it’s a better way to say it especially if 
that was just sort of like a decision; I always thought the 
adoption was a decision. (#11) 

 
For Participant # 17, she articulates the root issue of what it means to be 

adopted.  For her the issue of being adopted is, once again, matter-of-fact. It is 

no different than being welcomed into another family. However, it is more 

complicated because her status of being Korean is more of a salient identity for 
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her.  She wants to connect with her white friends because that is how she was 

raised, but feels she will never have that due to her Korean-ness: 

I think of myself as being adopted…of course this may 
have been also because my mom was adopted…being 
adopted is just being adopted. Being adopted into a 
different family, like being taken in and welcomed in 
another family. And in my case it happened to be in a 
Caucasian family, in some cases it happens to be in the 
same race for the adoptee and the adopted family. So it 
was always very separate for me. And when I think of 
Korean nationals, they’re very different from me. So I don’t 
think, “I’m Korean, I’m adopted.” No, of course not. I’m 
Korean, I’m just not a Korean national…. It’s kind of that 
coming from South Korea to American and being raised by 
a Caucasian family, which is the predominant issue, which 
is happening. So that was important to me – that I would 
be able to feel a connection to it because all of my 
personal connections.  Growing up I never felt that with 
someone…with my white friends – that I never felt that 
connection to them. 

 
For this woman, the issue was dominantly a race issue and less so an adoption 

issue.  Her identity is based on being Korean and the stereotypes she 

experiences. Yet, being adopted obfuscates her identity because being adopted 

is concomitant to her physical appearance:  

It was very much a race issue…. Asian American’s deal 
with the ‘you speak English so well’, ‘when did you come to 
this country’ stuff.  In addition, adoptees’ English names 
don’t fit their Asian faces.  In addition, if an adult female 
adoptee is with her adoptive father/brother, there are 
assumptions she’s his girlfriend/etc. (#03) 

 
And this woman, living in southern California, experiences the diversity of races 

more so than being involved in the adoption community, and therefore places a 

more salient identity of being Korean in geographical arenas that accentuate her 

Korean-ness:  

…while I sometimes see them as connected, I more often, 
especially in SoCal, see them as separated.  I think this is 
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further emphasized because my family is not here with me. 
(#19) 

 
 The process of understanding and forming ones identity can be just that – 

a process, thus making it separate identities. For some transnational adoptees 

the issue of being of a different ethnicity can be more salient as they are growing 

up, and then address the issue of being adopted as they are older and emerge 

into an adult life and face life-changing decisions such as getting married and 

having a family. One woman doesn’t identify with being Korean and is trying to 

“erase” her Asian identity because of it. That given, she is attempting to negotiate 

both identities of being Korean while now addressing what it means to be 

adopted: 

I don’t feel like I identify that much with them [Koreans]. I 
am ashamed, but not apologetic about it…. I’m trying to 
explore kind of both sides of it. I started to erase the whole 
Asian American/ Korean American thing a lot sooner than 
the adoption thing, and now I’m just starting to think about 
what the adoption thing means to me…. I almost feel like 
this stage where I am I’m trying to figure out things about 
my adopted identity and of course my Asian American 
identity might stilt that process of me maybe getting 
married and settling down. (#15) 

 

Another woman feels she has come to embrace and take ownership of her 

Korean-ness, as she has worked within herself to be proud of it.  She is now 

exploring what it means to be adopted:  

…I think that as a child being Korean was more of my 
focus because it was the racial differences of growing up in 
all-white family and being and being the only Asian in all 
white town, in an all white community. Being Korean now 
to me is actually more like, ‘yeah, I’m Korean.’ That comes 
more naturally to the effect that being adopted is more of 
the focus now…because I’ve actually worked with the 
Korean part of it. So I can say I’m at this part of it I 
acknowledge that I’m Korean; I like that I’m Korean so I 
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like my physical features now and even though I don’t…. 
I’m not totally truly Korean to the outside world, I am. I’m 
proud of that, but the adoptee part is still… still remains the 
major focus because that’s the part that hasn’t been 
worked through all the way. (#07) 

 

Shared Identities 
 

Those who argued that the two identities are shared can often stem from 

the differences they notice and feel from their parents and others.  Interviewee 

#13 suggests this aspect of her identity as such: 

…being adopted is coincided with my ethnicity and the 
difference of my history from my parents. 

 
Another articulates that they do go hand in hand: 

…for me adoption and racial identity go hand-in-hand… 
I‘ve started more looking at just adoption and adoption 
books and certainly I’ve picked up books on Korea, Korean 
traditions. I have a Korean dress now. (#08) 

 

These two women simply state that the two identities are interconnected 

based on both statuses of being Korean and being adopted:  

Yeah I’d say it’s tied together because if I were actually….. 
like actually Korean American and if my parents were 
Korean American you know, but being adopted makes it 
different cause like I have friends who are…who have 
Korean parents….and can relate to them and we can 
relate to different kids, but we can’t relate in the sense that 
I’m adopted. Like they don’t understand, you know, what 
it’s like to be adopted. So I mean it’s just being adopted 
and being Korean is tied together only because I mean…. I 
don’t know…I can’t articulate this very well... I’m adopted 
from Korea.  So I mean obviously they just go together. 
(#12) 

 

I never saw myself as Korean/Asian. I always knew I was 
different; always felt I was different. I always knew I was 
adopted because of the race thing and no blood 
connection. (#17)  
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One woman’s experience of going back to Korea accentuates the stronger tie of 

being both Korean and adopted. Her self-defined identity as a “Korean adoptee” 

is a negotiated identity that places her in a place defined by Hübinette (2005:5) 

as “third space,” a people who are “otherised by and live outside both the 

majority society and the minority community.” This interviewee states, 

I refer myself as a Korean adoptee because Korea has 
rejected us and American society has rejected us. So I 
found a group that has an adoptee identity, which in and of 
itself has a different stigma. Even when I went back to 
Korea, in Korea I was still a Korean adoptee. (#18) 

 

Interviewee #6 echoes a similar notion after traveling to the homeland, indicates 

that both identities emerged within her, albeit hidden, because it became habitual 

for her to find that “space” that was constantly being negotiated: 

I hid my awareness of being adopted and Korean. Once 
you visit your birth country no longer can you deny that you 
are adopted or that you are that ethnicity…not that that 
denial was purposeful like; I said before, it’s kind of a habit. 

 
This woman places herself in the historical context of being a Korean adoptee, 

and therefore her self is part of a larger history: 

They go together…. They go together more on a…. I think 
for me they go together more on a intellectual level…you 
know in that being Korean here’s the history of Korea… 
here’s the history of Koreans, here’s the history of 
adoptions in Korea; which is like why I am where I am now. 
(#07) 

Culture 
 

Another of the mechanisms that either promotes or demotes these 

adoptees identities are cultural cues or aspects of the Korean and/or adoption 

culture in which they participate (or don’t participate) that attends to their identity. 
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Many cultural activities were found which provide the adoptees the opportunity to 

engage in and lend support to the boosting of their ethnic and/or adopted selves: 

food, language, traveling to Korea or Asian communities, going to cultural camps 

or participating in festivals which celebrate the Korean culture, participating in 

Korean adoption meetings/groups or having friends who share or support their 

culture, music and books, and dolls and other symbols of their culture were 

important to the adoptees tie to their ethnic history.  Adoptee #13 was raised in a 

homogenously white town where the opportunity to participate in Korean cultural 

activities was limited, so she took it upon herself to engage in learning of her 

Korean heritage:  

I decided to take an internship at the Korean embassy 
where I started to learn more about Korean culture and I 
went on a home land tour sometime after my senior year. 

 

These two adoptees took it upon themselves to get involved with all aspects of 

the Korean culture, one before making the move to her homeland: 

I ate Korean food a lot, read Korean folk tales, tried to 
learn Korean language from a tutor, tried to watch what 
little Korean movies that were out at the time.  Then I 
moved to Seoul, Korea just over three years ago. (#03) 

 

I visited South Korea in the summer after 6th grade (1998) 
with my mom and a tour group and in the summer after 
11th grade (2003) with my dad and the same tour group 
organization and leader…. I am making a point of learning 
the Korean written language (called Hongul); I struggle 
with oral languages so I’ve been less willing to learn the 
oral language.  There are some Korean restaurants in the 
Washington D. C. area and I have continued to go there 
since returning from Korea.  I also sometimes go to Asian 
food stores. (#20) 
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This adoptee took the opportunity to go to Korea to see it first-hand for a better 

cultural understanding of Korea:  

We went to Korea it was like this huge group of adoptees 
and their families and it was just my intention to go and it 
was just like a cultural thing. (#12) 

  
For some food is an important cultural symbol of linking one’s identity to 

their home country. Often times it may be the only available means of staying in 

touch with their culture. One participant enjoys the food and takes the time to 

cook it when she can: 

I:   How about in terms of food…do you still cook the food 
at all or does it taste well to you or….? 

R:   Yeah I like to go and eat Korean food. 

I:   How about in terms of yourself cooking it. Do you cook 
at all? 

R:   Yeah actually I cooked this beef recipe called Bookie 
and I’ve made that before. (#12) 

 
One woman was not involved in Korean cultural activities, but having a friend 

introduce her to the culture helped her shape the way she uses food to stay in 

touch with her Korean culture:  

I tend to go shopping at Korean markets and eat Korean 
food. And when I was growing up my best friend was 
Korean, so she introduced me to the Korean culture. (#19) 

 

Another woman has embraced the Korean food so much so that it could be 

interpreted that her Korean identity is based on the Korean food: 

And I do I truly love food and I think the whole world is 
revolved around it and Korean food is just awesome. (#11) 

 

As food can be a form of comfort for some, this woman has inculcated Korean 

food as a means of comfort and restoration of her sense of self:  
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…going to the Korean restaurants to find what I like, you 
know.  And just for the cooking, the urge to really 
understand Korean cooking...I think that really helped me, 
you know, whenever I got sick and felt sort of depressed it 
was kind of like a comfort food to me for that. (#10) 

 
Involvement with Korean and/or adoption groups allows the participants to 

share in a unique experience and feeling of belonging with a population that may 

be otherwise marginalized by mainstream culture. Colleges, church groups, and 

social programs provide a means of creating bonds with others who may feel like 

they are on the outside of society and can therefore share similar experiences.  

According to the Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute’s (2002) statistics on 

relative visas issued via the United States State Department, the United States 

was home to over 100,000 Korean adoptees in the world between 1958-2001, 

and therefore there are numerous Korean culture camps and organizations that 

have uprooted in order for adoptees to share their experiences and gain support 

for themselves and their families.  Many colleges have organizations or 

associations for students to join in order feel like a part of their community. One 

adoptee joined an association in order to connect with other adopted Asian 

Americans: 

…because in college I joined PSA association and through 
Korea….association I met other Koreans and Chinese and 
…. Pretty much every asian with a part of PSA... so like 
I’ve gone and gotten involved through active adoptees 
because I feel like there’s not enough knowledge out there 
about Korean adoptees especially in inter-racial or 
international adoptees and how to deal with the problems 
that face them because I really felt like when I was growing 
up that there weren’t as many….. there wasn’t as much 
information. (#13) 
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A 31-year-old woman recently went to a Korean cultural benefit for adopted 

Korean children for the first time.  Given it was her first time, it lends to her recent 

interest in gauging her ethnic and adopted identity:  

I just went to a cultural…a Korean cultural benefit for 
Korean children about a month ago now and that was the 
first time I went to something like that. (#08) 

 

A woman who lives in California got involved with a Korean adoptee group, as 

well as a Korean church group in order to get in touch with her Korean identity 

and its culture:  

In Sacramento I was part of a Korean adoptee group, and 
participated with KAAN, and they were so deliberate about 
teaching the Korean culture; and I also participated with 
Korean church groups as well. (#19) 

 

This young man feels like he benefited from attending Korean adoptee cultural 

camps because it was a way for him to understand his own culture and the 

culture within which he was raised – of being Korean and raised in a Caucasian 

culture: 

…it’s teaching us about the culture they know the culture 
already so it was definitely aimed at Korean adoptees who 
were raised in a Caucasian culture who might not be, you 
know, educated about the country from which they came. I 
think that was definitely their aim…it was interesting. I 
enjoyed learning about my culture. We were led around by 
an adult leader and then we had counselors in training and 
that was me, I was a counselor. (#01) 

 
This woman incorporates both her ethnic and adopted identity in her work and 

volunteering efforts: 

I have Korean friends that I like to spend time with; I spend 
a lot of time with Korean adoptees, younger adoptees, in 
the mentoring program. (#06) 
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 Overall, the participants in this study have different connotations of what it 

means to be adopted and Korean. For some the concept of identity is a separate 

issue, as some developed a Korean identity at a young age and proceeded to 

then understand what it means to be adopted. Others merely accepted their 

adoption status as a fact that couldn’t be changed and therefore they focused o 

their Korean identity. Others felt that the two were inextricably interwoven, a 

shared sense of who they are. Being adopted and Korean is something they are 

proud of and take ownership of said status. They took part in various cultural 

milieus (associations, college groups, cultural camps) in order to better 

understand what it means to be a Korean adoptee.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION and CONCLUSION 

 Per Grotevant (2000), the aspect of an adoption identity varies for each 

individual. This sentiment was echoed by many of the participants in this study, 

as each of their experiences did not reflect that of every other individual. 

However, the adoptees in this study have gained a sense of their social identity 

based, in part, on their understanding of the history of Korean adoption. This is 

prevalent in the existing groups such as KAAN and the Yahoo! adoption group. 

These venues provide a format for sharing experiences that are specific to the 

said population, and their mere existence reinforces the adoptees’ sense of 

community; that is, they can know that they are not alone in the struggles that 

their cohort experiences. 

 From the analysis of interviews of the adoptees in this study, adoption is 

both a form of personal identity and a social identity. Echoing Grotevant’s (1997) 

notion that adoptees are constantly developing an identity via their psychosocial 

prcesses, the adoptees in this study developed or are developing an ethnic 

and/or adopted identity as a process in their psychosocial development. Some 

adoptees continue to address their ethnic identity and forego their adopted 

identity; other adoptees are addressing their adopted identity while foregoing 

their ethnic identity; and yet other adoptees are negotiating between the two in 

order to better gauge their identity. Further, every adoptee has a personal story 

and their experiences are different from the others, in part due to their adoption 

story, the adopting family, and the community in which they were raised, with the 
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availability of various resources for inculcating their Korean heritage and/or 

adoption identity.  

Social identity theory emphasized the notion of belonging in particular 

group memberships and the consequences of belonging to particular groups 

(Tajfel 1981; Abrams and Hogg 1988). For some transnational adoptees in this 

study, they belong to particular groups/organizations as a means to feel a sense 

of belonging. On the macro level they belong to the larger group of Korean 

adoptees past, present, and future (as well as other international adoptees).  On 

the meso level they belong to organized groups and associations for the distinct 

reason of desiring to understand others who may share similar experiences. 

However, a consequence of belonging, and to this group in particular, can and 

does carry the disadvantage of stigmatization of being both adopted and Korean 

for some individuals.  

Adoption Identity 

Using the phenomenological approach, I address the first postulation of 

this research: the effects of an adopted identity on international adoptees. The 

results varied, as each adoptee has an adoption story to share, which includes 

either some vague story or intimate knowledge of their biological family, their 

identity as shaped by their adopting family, a sense of pride for being adopted, 

the difficulties of being adopted, and birthdays as a primary example of the 

importance of being adopted.  

Each adoptee has an adoption story, and this could have been passed on 

orally, could have been written down (or at least had some record of their 
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adoption), or it could have been passed down by the foster family or orphanage.  

In the case of two adoptees, they had known/met, their biological parents, and 

therefore this reinforced their status of being adopted.  Some adoptees wondered 

about their biological families: whether they thought of the adoptee him/her self at 

times; and whether they would be proud of how their child turned out.  Other 

adoptees felt no need ponder on their biological families, as their adopting family 

was their “real” family.  

The adoption story also includes the adopting family, as they are the other 

primary party for their existence. The family is a primary socializing agent for all, 

and in this case the adopting family played a pivotal role in how the adoptee was 

socialized, as well as how the family shaped their ethnic/adopted identity.  

Furthermore, the adopting parents have to make adjustments in their role as 

parent in order to navigate the parent-child dynamic.  Grotevant (1997:11) 

elucidates the point: “Adoptive parents must reshape their sense of what it 

means to be an adoptive parent rather than a biological parent in a gradual 

process of ‘resocialization.’”  For some, their adopting parents were positive role 

models and encouraged and supported the adoptees’ Korean heritage, as well 

as shared their adoption story in an understanding and loving way.  For those 

who always knew they were adopted, in most cases the parents would share with 

them the adoption story early in their lives so it would make them feel special. 

However, for the some of the adoptees it made them feel different.  They weren’t 

sure where they belonged, and therefore they sensed they didn’t belong in one 

place or another but rather in a “third space”; a space of hybrid identities; of 
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being neither within nor without their community of country, but somewhere in 

between.  Yet for other adoptees the adopting family played a negative role in the 

adoptees’ lives.  Intervening variables such as the adoptees’ biology and age of 

adoption, as well as the adopting parents’ motives for adopting may account for 

such behaviors and interactions between both parties.  This would need to be 

meted out in future research. 

The above two components (biological parents and adopting parents) 

shape the third facet of the adoption triad: the adoptee. As a result of the 

interviews, every adoptee shared some or all aspects of this triad as it pertained 

to their identity. Furthermore, each adoptee discussed the pertinent life moments 

that affected their identity in some fashion. For example, birthdays were a 

significant factor in how adoptees constructed their identity. Those who knew 

their birthdays, they had a stronger sense and positive attitude toward being 

adopted vis-à-vis those who didn’t know their birthdays (had negative attitudes 

toward their adopted identity). This would lend to the issue of pride as well, for 

they embraced their adopted status more readily.  

Pride was also an outcome based on how their adopting family addressed 

the issue of adoption. Many felt proud to be adopted because their parents 

provided a positive foundation for them and shared their adoption story in a 

positive manner. Or in two cases, they felt proud of being adopted because they 

could own the status given they had survived certain situations in their life and 

therefore owned that identity. Yet others were only beginning to address their 

adoption identity. And although I didn’t get a chance to specify the factors that 
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would lead to their need of addressing such an issue, it can be speculated that 

involvement in relationships, maturation and age, as well as other life transitions 

were factors that would attend to the adoptee beginning to address their identity.   

The need to address one’s adopted self can also be linked to the fact that 

some adoptees had addressed their ethnic/racial self and were ready to address 

their adopted status. For example, a woman in her 50s was now beginning to 

address what it meant to be adopted. To this it could be said that being adopted 

is a personal process in that the adoptees are psychosocially developing and are 

addressing this aspect of their lives on their own terms. 

For those who had a negative outlook on being adopted, they shared the 

difficulties of being adopted. One woman struggled with what it meant to be 

adopted had it not been for her faith, and yet, she still continues to struggle with 

some aspects of it, stating “…I could tell you that if I did not have my faith I don’t 

think that I would be able to think as positively about my adoption. My adoption of 

course leaves a lot of open questions and a lot of issues” (#06).  Being adopted, 

it seems, is a lifelong process of understanding the self.  

Racial/Ethnic Identity 

The second postulation addressed the effects of an ethnic identity on 

transnational adoptees, and was, in fact, more prevalent than the effects of an 

adoption identity for most of the adoptees. Although there was the existence of 

an adoption identity, more adoptees addressed the issue of their race/ethnicity in 

terms of how it shaped their identity than were the effects of being adopted. This 

can be directly correlated to our society’s overt construct of race and labeling of 
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biological traits. To echo Reader’s (1996) and Yngvesson’s (2002) work, the 

adoptees’ physical appearance can impact their self worth, which can shape their 

ethnic identity in either negative or positive light.  Feeling “different” or “in-

between” can have a stronger impact on their identity than being adopted, as the 

physical nature of looking Korean provides a more overt social reference than 

being adopted.  Yngvesson’s concept of “doubling” (power evoking alienation 

and connection at the same time and resist pressures to resolve opposing truths) 

is applicable among some of the adoptees in this study. As one adoptee stated, 

“I’m aware that people are staring at me because I’m Asian.  A part of me is 

amused and a part of me hates it and resents that I am a minority” (#20).  

Rumbaut (1997) iterates the process of an Americanized identity in the 

form of an assimilated identity for immigrants.  In one study he concluded that 

often those who were foreign-born are more likely to identify with their national 

origin, and those who were U.S.-born identified as “American,” a hyphenated 

identity, or pan-ethnic. However, the issue of a pan-ethnic identity is difficult to 

diffuse given the situation of the adoptees in this study.  The adoptees in this 

study were born in Korea and raised in this country. Ultimately, while some 

identified as a hyphenated self (e.g. Korean American or Asian American), others 

identified as Asian or Korean only.  It could be argued that age at the time of 

adoption could be an identifier as to how the adoptees identified themselves 

ethnically, as well as the family or their community.  But again, it could also be 

the adoptees own developmental process that allowed her/him to gauge how 

they defined their ethnic selves.  
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However, the issue of accepting a Korean-ness or American-ness begs 

the question of how the adoptees maintain their identity given their existence in a 

homogenous country that touts White superiority and values which shape who 

they should be as opposed to who they are. But how does one “hide” their ethnic 

and/or adopted self while having to be visible to their surroundings? How does 

one negotiate the “parts” of the self in such situations? 

Definition of Self 

Goffman (1963:49) argues that being stigmatized has much to do with 

visibility: “visibility of a stigma must be distinguished from its ‘known-about-ness.’”  

For Koreans in general there is the initial stigmatization of being Korean in 

America. They will most likely be marginalized given their physical/biological 

selves, although some will desire the acceptance into larger society without the 

attached racial stigma. Yet the comprehension of the person’s history is 

secondary, and in this research it is the fact that they are adopted.  As one 

adoptee said, “…so many people ask me what ethnicity I am, and then they 

never get to the part where they ask if I am adopted” (#19). Her “known-about-

ness” is not known at all, and therefore her visibility is based only on her racial 

profile.  

Given that there is the unknown history of a Korean adoptee, there is a 

constant identity negotiation of accepting who they are, who they should be and 

who they want to be – as Korean adoptees. However, once their story is shared, 

there is the risk of being doubly stigmatized – of being Korean and being 
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adopted. A woman shares this multi-layered complexity of double stigmatization 

and the discrimination that follows:  

…as an adoptee, the racial/ethnic discrimination that I face 
is different, in some aspects.  I have personally been 
discriminated against by members of my racial/ethnic 
community.  My experiences with discrimination have often 
been multi-layered.  At first, someone might make a 
comment about my race/ethnicity.  Then, upon finding out 
that I am adopted, they might make a comment about my 
being adopted. (#04) 

 
Another emphasizes this double stigmatization of being Korean and adoped: 

 
I refer myself as a Korean adoptee because Korea has 
rejected us and American society has rejected us. So I 
found a group that has an adoptee identity, which in and of 
itself has a different stigma. Even when I went back to 
Korea, in Korea I was still a Korean adoptee. (#18) 

 
Furthermore, Goffman (1963:56) elaborates on three concepts that are 

relevant to one’s personal identity (i.e. uniqueness, positively distinguishing 

difference from others, and one’s core of being).  The second concept, of a 

positively distinguishing difference, can be “name-bound” or body-bound.” Given 

that the adoptees’ body-bound identity is framed within their phenotype, their 

name-bound identity can be positive or negative. Such markers can distinguish 

their sense of belonging or segregation. As one adoptee states, “Asian 

American’s deal with the ‘you speak English so well’, ‘when did you come to this 

country’ stuff.  In addition, adoptees English names don’t fit their Asian faces” 

(#03). Such differences can attribute to how their personal identity is shaped, and 

in turn how their social identity is constructed. This can also speak to Stryker’s 

(1980) identity theory and the hierarchical salient identity. 
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Applying Stryker’s (1980) theory of identity to this research group, the third 

postulation addressed how adoptees perceive themselves, their ethnicity, 

adoption status, and if there is indeed a shared identity.  Specifically, Stryker 

stipulates that one’s identity is constructed within the social structure that shapes 

the self, which in turn shapes social behavior. Furthermore, their behavior will be 

shaped by their commitment to their social role. For our purposes the social 

structure is the assumed roles and behaviors of being Korean and/or adopted in 

the United States. Therefore, whatever the social expectations are of being of 

one or another status, one’s identity will be shaped by that structure, and their 

behavior will reflect that.  

From the narratives provided there is some evidence to show that there is 

a salient shared Korean and adopted identity. Based on the Twenty Statements 

Test, only two identified as being a Korean adoptee. However, the narratives 

gleaned greater insight into their identity. Such mechanisms that distinguish how 

identities are separate or shared include one’s context in relation to others 

(family, friends), their environment in toto, or some historical marker of the two.  

While one adoptee framed his identity as wholly an adopted identity, others 

framed their identities as more racial/ethnic than adopted. More so, some felt that 

their Korean and adopted identities were shared; that is, the salient internalized 

role expectation they portray is that of a Korean adoptee, not just a Korean or 

just an adoptee.   

Similarly, identity research by Brewer (2001) and Thoits and Virshup 

(1997) distinguish identities as “me” and “we” identities – identifying the self in 
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the context of person in a particular role, or as part of a group with shared 

experiences and/or characteristics. Given that the adoptee’s identity was a “me” 

identity, their identity was separate. They were distinguishable due to various 

reasons.  As one adoptee enunciates, her ethnic and racial identities are 

separated given the varying social structure of being adopted and being Korean 

within her context: 

I think of myself as being adopted…of course this may 
have been also because my mom was adopted, being 
adopted is just being adopted. Being adopted into a 
different family, like being taken in and welcomed in 
another family. And in my case it happened to be in a 
Caucasian family, in some cases it happens to be in the 
same race for the adoptee and the adopted family. So it 
was always very separate for me. And when I think of 
Korean nationals, they’re very different from me. So I don’t 
think, “I’m Korean, I’m adopted.” no. of course not. I’m 
Korean…I’m just not a Korean national. (#17) 

 
Another defines the mechanisms of a shared identity given her family’s history 

and her environment: 

I think that like when I thought of being adopted that it 
coincides with being Korean; whereas there are days 
sometimes when people like think they were adopted I just 
assume that they’re Korean…because you know first of all 
you know there are a lot of Korean-American adoptees, 
but also the fact that like speaking for myself like being 
adopted is coincided with my ethnicity and the difference of 
my history from my parents…and not being like raised in 
that kind of environment or culture either Korean or Korean 
American. (#13) 

 
For others the notion of having a shared identity is obvious, as they were 

adopted from Korea. For example, an adoptee shares her perspective of how her 

identity shapes her behavior of being a Korean adoptee. For her the two are tied 

together at the basic level of being adopted from Korea by Caucasian parents 
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vis-à-vis having Korean American friends who have a Korean family and 

therefore making it difficult to relate as being solely Korean:  

I’d say it’s tied together because if I were actually…like 
actually Korean American and if my parents were Korean 
American you know, but being adopted makes it different 
cause like I have friends who are…who have Korean 
parents…and can relate to them and we can relate to 
different kids but we can’t relate in the sense that I’m 
adopted. Like they don’t understand you know what it’s like 
to be adopted. So I mean it’s just being adopted and being 
Korean is tied together only because I mean…. I don’t 
know I can’t articulate this very well... I’m adopted from 
Korea.  So I mean obviously they just go together. (#12) 

 
Other adoptees’ identities of being Korean and adopted are shared in the context 

of a “we” identity, or group identity. The intersection of being adopted and Korean 

bears the notion of duality, and is elaborated by one adoptee who shares his 

perspective of “we”: 

…we have the duality of race bearing on us in addition to 
adoption whereas for them they’re almost a control group, 
because they just have the issue of adoption bearing on 
them rather than ethnicity. (#01) 

 
For Peter Burke (1991), one’s identity is tied to one’s behavior when the 

meaning of the identity corresponds with the meaning of the behavior.  That is, 

there is a shared meaning of how one defines their identity based on how they 

behave toward that identity. As one woman states, her identity comes from the 

internalizing of being Korean, then being adopted, and ultimately toward both 

identities and what that means: 

I identify myself as a Korean adoptee. I identify myself as a 
KAD and I think that this comes from a long period of you 
know just thinking about everything working patching it all 
out, you know. As I grew up I was identified as group 1 
[Korean]. (#07) 
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The difficulty in being exact about a shared salient identity is two-fold: (1) 

my subjective nature of interpreting the narratives so as to be un-bias; and (2) 

some of the responses were contradictory when addressing this question. The 

existence of overlap in the narratives of some of the adoptees and how they 

gauged their identity speaks to the complexities of being a transnational adoptee.  

Again, some of the participants discussed their identity formation as an ongoing 

process, first addressing their ethnic self due to the environment they were in and 

having to address their Korean ethnicity to those who were ignorant or intolerant 

of the “other,” and then addressing their adopted identity because of life 

circumstances and their readiness to face such a difficult task of defining what it 

means to be adopted. Two of the adoptees openly said they had “never thought 

about it” or “I don’t know,” which produced little results when probed further.  

Conclusion and Research Implications 

 In the spirit of Baden and Steward’s (2000) suggestion that research be 

conducted regarding transnational adoptees and their identity formation, this 

research attempted to ascertain the phenomenon of how adult Korean adoptees 

came to create their identity, be it a shared identity of being both Korean and 

adopted, or of a separate identity, and the mechanisms that influenced their 

identity formation.  Although gaining an understanding of one’s status as an 

adoptee is a personal journey, the adoptee exists as part of a larger social group 

of thousands of other adoptees. With the growing population of transnational 

adoptees coming into this country (well over 10,000 transnational adoptees every 

year), this study attempted to contribute to the limited research on adoption 



111 

 

identity within the social structure, as well as conceive of it as a shared identity 

with an ethnic identity.  The snapshot of a life-long process among the 

transnational adoptees in this study revealed themes that elucidate the process 

of identity formation. Evidence was shown that for some there was evidence of a 

shared identity of being both adopted and Korean, while for others their identity 

was separate.  

This research attempted to bring to light particular factors which 

heightened the adoptees’ identity, including the adopting family’s race, the role of 

the family in either encouraging or discouraging the adoptees’ cultural heritage or 

their status as adopted, and the adopting parents’/family’s role in instilling the 

adoption story into the adoptees’ life.  Such mechanisms as the adoptees’ 

biological parents, birthdays, pride in being adopted, having always known they 

were adopted, and the difficulties faced by being adopted were gleaned as to 

their adoption identity.  

Pertaining to the adoptees’ ethnic identity, various themes emerged with 

regard to how they perceived themselves as Korean, American, or some 

variation thereof.  Various mechanisms influenced how the adoptees identified 

with being Korean. The adopting family played a large role in how the adoptees 

identified ethnically. Some families introduced their children to cultural camps to 

help the adoptee better understand their identity. Other mechanisms included 

their environment/city wherein they grew up, the availability of opportunities to 

get involved in cultural events or outings, such as using food as a means of 
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ethnic reference, learning the language, and traveling to the homeland to connect 

with their Korean-ness. 

 One important contribution, and I argue the primary purpose of this 

research, was to ascertain a shared identity among transnational adoptees. I 

attempted to show that adoptees carry the burden of dual stigmatizations, of 

being both Korean and adopted. For some this was the case, as they felt 

“different,” or rightly defined by Hübinette (2004), belonging in a “third space.” 

Such differences or lack of belonging caused difficulties and struggles for some 

adoptees, while others embraced their status of being a Korean adoptee – 

negotiating a hybrid identity.  

 Broadly, this research adds to the limited research of transnational 

adoptees. Past research focused on the ethnic identity of TNAs but neglected to 

focus on the adoption status as part and parcel of their ethnic identity.  The 

notion of dual identities cannot be forgotten when studying TNAs, as their identity 

is shaped by the fact that they are indeed adopted from another country. 

Due to the growing population of transnational adoptees, implications for 

future research in this area are limitless.  First and foremost, research should 

address the age of the adoptee at the time of adoption. This will contribute to a 

better understanding of the developmental processes of TNAs. The struggle to 

adapt and fit in the local and global community needs to be addressed, as certain 

underlying issues of being adopted and of a different race can create dissonance 

for the child, thus retarding their emotional and mental growth.  Questions such 

as, “What are the social psychological implications of adoptees when adopted as 
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an infant? a child? an older adoptee?” need to be asked in order to better identify 

the needs of the adoptee.  Once this work has been conducted, parents, schools, 

and school counselors can better understand the development of their 

child/student and attend to her/his needs. This work can also be shared with 

clinicians and psychologists because for some adoptees the understanding of 

self is a lifelong struggle.   

Further research needs to attend to other variables when assessing the 

identity formation of adult transethnic adoptees, such as the influence of siblings 

and the parents’ status. Are there differences in influence when the siblings are 

biological siblings of the birth parent versus other adopted children in the family? 

Are the children also TNAs, or domestic adoptees? And just how much does the 

role of the adoptees’ siblings shape their identity? Are there differences of 

identity if the parent(s) are adopted? Such comparative studies can gauge 

identity formation. 

This study focused on only one specific racial/ethnic population. There are 

many other TNAs represented, from countries such as Vietnam, Columbia, China 

(a tour de force for the upcoming generation), Russia and Ukraine. Are there 

marked differences between inter-group TNAs (e.g. Chinese and Vietnamese) 

versus intra-group TNAs (Russian and Ukrainian adoptees)? What differences 

can account for an ethnic and/or adoption identity? Such research will allow for a 

broader understanding of identity formation within the context of TNAs at large.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Research Informed Consent: Interview 
 

ADOPTION IDENTITY AS SHARED IDENTITY AMONG ADULT KOREAN ADOPTEES 
 

Farnad J. Darnell 
Department of Sociology 
Wayne State University 

Detroit, MI  48202 
 
You are being asked to participate in a pilot study of adult adoptees and the ways they formulate 
their identity.  Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be 
in this study. 
 
This study is being conducted by Farnad J. Darnell (MA), a researcher in the Department of 
Sociology at Wayne State University.  
 
Study Purpose: 
The purpose of this study is to better understand how, if applicable, adult adoptees form their 
sense of racial/ethnic and adoption identities.  I am interested in finding out what role the adopting 
family, the peers and friends, and the American culture (or certain ethnic/racial culture) plays in 
helping to shape an adoptees’ identity, or sense of understanding who they are as a person, both 
racially and as adoptee.  
 
Study Procedures: 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked particular questions about your adoption 
experience, about your family’s role in helping or not helping to offer a better understanding of 
who you are as a person, the role of American culture or your racial/ethnic culture, and other 
questions about your view of adoption in general.  This interview will take approximately one to 
one-and-a-half hours.  If at any time during this interview you feel uncomfortable in answering any 
questions, we will skip the question(s) and continue with the interview.  Also, if at any time you 
wish to stop this interview, we will stop immediately without any sanctions against you the 
participant. 
 
Benefits:  
The possible benefits to you for taking part in this study are that it may help you understand the 
processes of identity, which may in turn help improve psychological development of future 
adoptees. Additionally, information from this study may benefit families, adoptees, and social 
workers/social services with the adoption and transition process, as well as influence present ad 
future international adoption policies. 
 
Risks:   
There is minimal risk anticipated by your taking part in this study.  If at any time you feel 
uncomfortable or wish to cease the interview, we will stop the interview and discontinue until 
another time, or we will discontinue the interview all together.  
 
In the unlikely event that this research related activity results in an injury; no reimbursement, 
compensation or free medical care is offered by Wayne State University. If you think that you 
have suffered a research related injury, let the investigator know right away.  
 
Confidentiality: 
All information collected about you during the course of this study will be kept confidential to the 
extent permitted by law. Confidentiality will be protected by use of a pseudonym chosen by the 
participants. All data will be coded using a randomly assigned numeric ID code.  Information that 
identifies you personally will not be released without your written permission.  Only the study 
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sponsor, the Human Investigation Committee (HIC) at Wayne State University or federal 
agencies with appropriate regulatory oversight, may review your records. 
 
Voluntary Participation /Withdrawal: 
Taking part in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to take part in this study, or if decide to 
take part, you may change your mind later and withdraw from the study. You are free to not 
answer any questions or withdraw at any time. Your decision will not change any present or 
future relationships with Wayne State University or its affiliates or other services you are entitled 
to receive.  The investigator, or the sponsor, may stop your participation in this study without your 
consent. 
 
Questions: 
If you have any questions now or in the future, you may contact me at the following phone 
number: 313-577-2461.  If you have any questions or concerns about your rights as a research 
participant, you can contact the Chair of the Human Investigation Committee, Dr. Ellen Barton, at 
313-577-1628. 
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Consent to Participate in a Research Study: 
To voluntarily agree to take part in this study, you must sign on the line below.  If you choose to 
take part in this study, you may withdraw at any time.  You are not giving up any of your legal 
rights by signing this form.  Your signature below indicates that you have read, or had read to 
you, this entire consent form, including the risks and benefits, and have had all of your questions 
answered.  You will be given a copy of this consent form. 
 
 
_________________________________________  _____________________ 
Signature of Participant/ Legally Authorized Representative   Date  
   
_________________________________________  _____________________ 
Printed Name of Participant/ Authorized Representative    Time  
  
_________________________________________  _____________________ 
**Signature of Witness (When applicable)     Date 
 
_________________________________________  _____________________ 
Printed Name of Witness       Time 
 
_________________________________________  ____________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent      Date 
 
_________________________________________  ____________________ 
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Consent     Time 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
** Use when participant has had consent form read to them (i.e., illiterate, legally blind, translated 
into foreign language). 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Schedule 
 

ADOPTION IDENTITY AS SHARED IDENTITY AMONG ADULT KOREAN ADOPTEES 
 

Farnad J. Darnell 
Department of Sociology 
Wayne State University 

Detroit, MI  48202 
 
Respondent number: ___ 

1.  Sex:  Male  ___  Female  ___ 2.  Respondent’s year of birth: ____ 
 
3.  Respondent’s place of birth: ___________________________ 
 
4.  Age when adopted: ____ 5. Respondent’s race/ethnicity: ________________________ 
 
6.  Number of siblings: ____ 

Adopted 

7.  Would you please share with me your “adoption story”?  
 
8.  Growing up, did being adopted affect you in any way? If so, in what ways? If not, why not? 
[PROBE: with regard to family, friends, school, birthdays, etc] 
 
9.  As an adult now, has your identity/self-awareness of being adopted changed? If so, in what 
ways? If not, why might it not have changed? 
 
Race/ethnicity 
10.  Do you remember the first time you became aware of your own race/ethnicity? [PROBE: 
How old were you? What was the experience? How did it make you feel?] 
 
11.  Growing up, did being Korean affect you in any way? If so, in what ways? If not, why not? 
[PROBE: with regard to family, friends, school, birthdays, etc] 
 
12.  What role, if any, did your adopting parents play in your ethnic/cultural maintenance or 
formation? [Probe: attending cultural camps, encouraging search of ethnic/cultural self, etc] 
 
13.  As an adult, do you stay in touch with your home culture?  YES (go to A) NO (go to B) 

a. If YES, in what ways? [Probe: organizations belong to and importance (e.g. 
KAAN); visiting the homeland; language; food] 

 
b. If NO, why not? [Probe: unimportant to self; lack of interest; not encouraged] 

14.  As an adult, does being adopted coincide with being Korean?  YES (go to A) / NO (go to B) 
 

a. How? 
 

b. How is it a separate issue?  
 
15.  As an adult, what are your personal feelings of international adoption in general? [PROBE] 
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APPENDIX C 

Twenty Statements Test 
 

ADOPTION IDENTITY AS SHARED IDENTITY AMONG ADULT KOREAN ADOPTEES 
 

Farnad J. Darnell 
Department of Sociology 
Wayne State University 

Detroit, MI  48202 
No. _______ 

Twenty Statements Test: “Who am I?” 

1. I am…Young______________________________________________ 

2. I am…Strong______________________________________________ 

3. I am…Silly______________________________________________ 

4. I am…Ticklish______________________________________________ 

5. I am…Funny______________________________________________ 

6. I am…Pretty______________________________________________ 

7. I am…Korean______________________________________________ 

8. I am…Sassy______________________________________________ 

9. I am…Lovable______________________________________________ 

10. I am…Talkative______________________________________________ 

11. I am…Outgoing______________________________________________ 

12. I am…Adopted______________________________________________ 

13. I am…Friendly______________________________________________ 

14. I am…Caring______________________________________________ 

15. I am…Organized______________________________________________ 

16. I am…Clean______________________________________________ 

17. I am…Adaptable______________________________________________ 

18. I am…Generous______________________________________________ 

19. I am…Assertive______________________________________________ 

20. I am…Altruistic______________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D 

Letter for Participation 
 

ADOPTION IDENTITY AS SHARED IDENTITY AMONG ADULT KOREAN ADOPTEES 
 

Farnad J. Darnell 
Department of Sociology 
Wayne State University 

Detroit, MI  48202 
 
 
Dear Friend: 

 
I would like your help on my dissertation research I am conducting with intercountry adoptees.  
Being an intercountry adoptee myself (adopted from Iran in 1977), I would like to better 
understand how other adoptees, born in other countries, experienced life in this country, from an 
adult perspective.  There are diverse cultural, social, and personal changes we have 
experienced, and I would like to know what issues, if any, you faced in gaining a sense of your 
identity.   
 
This voluntary and confidential research project will consist of filling out an online survey, and for 
those willing, a face-to-face or telephone interview, depending on geographical location.  
Questions on the survey will ask about such things as your experiences of creating a personal 
identity, of how you identify yourself as adopted, and of how you feel about belonging in your birth 
culture and in this [American] culture.  Questions in the interview will address similar issues as 
the survey, but will address more in-depth issues, from understanding your adoption story (from 
birth to now), your upbringing in your American family, experiences of being adopted and growing 
up in America, and the cultural and ethnic understanding of yourself. 
 
In order to participate, you must be at least 18 years old, have been born in a country outside of 
the United States, and have been adopted by an American family by the age of five (5). 
 
Please remember that participating in this research, both in the survey and the interview, is 
voluntary, confidential, and anonymous.  This means that if you do participate, I will ensure your 
privacy, I will not identify the survey or your story with your name, instead using a numeric code 
to identify you. 
 
Survey Link:  
 
If you wish to participate in the interview, please call or email:  
Farnad J. Darnell 
Wayne State University 
Telephone: 313-577-2461 
Cell: 313-330-3987 
E-mail: fdarnell@wayne.edu 
 
Thank you for your help.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Farnad J. Darnell, ABD 
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This research explores the adoption and ethnic identity processes and 

effects of such processes among adult Korean adoptees. Using the 

phenomenological method, interviews were conducted to draw narratives from 

life histories of Korean adoptees to better understand how they gauged their 

identity in terms of an adopted status and an ethnic status.  Furthermore, was 

their identity shared (both adopted and ethnic at the same time) or separate 

(hierarchical in particular social roles)? Given that each adoptee is an individual, 

with individual experiences, results varied; for some their identity was “both/and,” 

while for others it was a process (first assessing their ethnic identity, and due to 

life transitions, later assessing an adopted identity). Discussion and implications 

for further research are also addressed. 



132 

 

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL STATEMENT 

 
FARNAD J. DARNELL 

 

Farnad J. Darnell is a doctoral student of sociology at Wayne State University.  

He received his Bachelor of Arts degree in Sociology from the University of New 

Mexico in Albuquerque, and his Master of Arts in Sociology from Humboldt State 

University, in Arcata, California.  His areas of specialization include social 

psychology and identity, social theory (macro and micro), Islam and gender, 

marriage and family studies, the sociology of religion, and broader gender 

studies. He has taught at Eastern Michigan University and the University of 

Maryland - College Park. Some of his research opportunities have included 

assessing gun use among juveniles in New Mexico; the study of good and evil, 

prosocial behavior and altruism, and the Holocaust, evaluation research on 

retention among high-risk youth at Humboldt State University; and evaluation 

research on the delivery of intervention services to infants and toddlers with 

disabilities and their families at Wayne State University.  Currently his research 

focuses on transnational adoption and identity among adult Korean adoptees, 

and plans to pursue this research with comparative outcomes among other 

transnational adoptee groups. 


