
Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-024-00974-z

contentious intervention used to alleviate the burden of chil-
dren in need. In South Africa, TRA mostly takes on the form 
of minority race White adoptive parent adopting majority 
race Black adoptive children.

Whilst most of the vulnerable infants and children in 
South Africa are Black (Hall, 2018; Luyt & Schwartz, 2021, 
2023), there appears to be a scarcity of prospective Black 
adoptive parents. This may be due to a complex interplay of 
socio-economic, socio-cultural, historical and bureaucratic 
factors, as well as persisting ancestral beliefs (Gerrand & 
Nkomo, 2020; Gerrand, 2018; Rochat et al., 2016). The 
understanding of these factors is vital in addressing lim-
ited participation of South African Black parents to adopt 
but deeper research regarding these factors lies beyond the 
focus of this current work.

In contrast to the underrepresentation of prospective 
Black Adopters, according to the Register for Adoptable 

South Africa faces a daunting social problem. With almost 
5.2  million abandoned and orphaned children in need of 
care (Hall, 2018), private and government institutions 
have been compelled to employ less conventional strate-
gies to address the problem of vulnerable children. Tran-
sracial adoption (TRA), where adoptive parents adopt a 
child from a different race to their own, both domestic and 
across international borders, as opposed to in-race adoption 
(Luyt & Schwartz, 2021; Goss, 2022), is one such socially 
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Abstract
Purpose  Transracial adoption (TRA), where parents from one race adopt a child from another race, usually occurs with 
Black children being adopted by White parents in South Africa.
Method  Using multiple case studies (seven children) and a qualitative research design, the self-identity (personal and social) 
of six- to ten-year-old TRA children was explored. Data were collected from the adoptive parents and teachers by means of 
semi-structured interviews and the Child Behaviour Checklist. Additionally, parents completed a questionnaire and a Likert-
style response scale. Participating children were assessed by an independent psychologist using three projective techniques. 
The data generated were thematically analysed.
Results  There were six emergent themes, all conducive to healthy self-identity development by securing primary identity 
motivators of belonging and acceptance. The children exhibited advanced communicative skills and a novel approach to 
group membership, increasing their social accessibility and inclusion. A distinctive theme was a desire for a dedicated per-
sonal space and possessions symbolizing permanence in the family. The universal adoptive elements of loss and rejection 
was confirmed, possibly more prevalent due to an observable adoptive status and physical dissimilarity from the adoptive 
family. Intentional parenting promoting healthy self-identity was apparent. Lastly, the importance of placing the children in 
an accommodating and sensitive school environment was noted.
Discussion  While not a comparative study, and with only seven children, it appears that these TRA children, with the acqui-
sition of positive social skills and a sensitive and purposeful home and school environment, possessed the building blocks 
necessary to nurture a healthy self-identity.
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Children and Adoptive Parents (RACAP) (National Depart-
ment of Social Development, n.d), the number of prospective 
White adoptive parents far exceeds the number of adoptable 
White children, making TRA of Black children by White 
parents a possible consideration (Luyt & Schwartz, 2021). 
TRA families in South Africa have become more publicly 
visible since TRA legislative approval in 1991 (Breshears, 
2022).

However, with its long, emotive history of conflict, vio-
lence and enforced racial segregation, TRA remains a con-
troversial practice and has yet to be uniformly welcomed by 
all South Africans (Tanga & Nyasa, 2017; Breshears, 2022). 
White South Africans appear to be more accepting of TRA 
as a manner to address the needs of a vulnerable and adopt-
able child, while more traditional and culturally attached 
Black South Africans have more reservations (Tanga & 
Nyasa, 2017). They consider it to be a practice resulting in 
cultural genocide and the loss of ancestral support, as ties 
with the forefathers are severed through adoption (Tanga & 
Nyasha, 2017; Mokomane & Rochat, 2012). The turbulent 
and well-documented history of racial segregation and ten-
sion in South Africa (Seedat, 2015; Modiri, 2011) has also 
left residual prejudices and unresolved racial issues, espe-
cially with the older population, further complicating the 
perceptions of South Africans of all races regarding TRA 
(Breshears, 2022).

It is within this complicated and racially divided milieu 
that the personal and social identity of the young school-
going TRA Black child in South Africa must develop. 
Despite increasing in occurrence, there appears to be a 
dearth of literature regarding TRA in South Africa, mostly 
focussed on the relevant legal issues (Van Der Walt, 2014, 
2018) and adoptive parental concerns and perceptions 
(Romanini, 2017; Jackson, 2018; Finlay, 2006). TRA is 
relatively new in SA due to the history of racial segrega-
tion but has been practised and well researched in developed 
countries (Luyt & Swartz, 2023). South African transra-
cially adopted adolescents and adults have received some, 
albeit limited, and now somewhat dated, research attention 
(Thomson, 2005), but no literature could be found discuss-
ing the self-identity, social and personal, of the South Afri-
can TRA child between six to ten-year-olds, an age group 
vital to autonomy, self-efficacy and positive self-identity 
(Voigt et al., 2018).

According to the Psychosocial identity development 
theory of Erikson (1950, 1968), latent childhood precedes 
adolescence, often considered to be the pivotal age for iden-
tity development. During the latent phase the child faces the 
challenge of industriousness versus inferiority, acquiring 
competence as a skill (Knight, 2017; Erikson, 1950, 1968). 
According to the hierarchical structure of the Psychosocial 
identity development theory, preceding and successfully 

negotiated challenges have already provided a sense of opti-
mism and hope, a healthy will and a sense of purpose (Erik-
son, 1950, 1968). South African author, Thomson (2005) 
and international authors Chang et al. (2017), Hrapczynski 
and Leslie (2019), Roorda and Chestang (2015), and Snyder 
(2017), amongst others, recognise identity issues and dis-
rupted interpersonal relationships within TRA adolescents 
and young adults. Whilst Erikson describes the psychoso-
cial development in latent childhood, Quintana and Mag-
houb (2016) classify racial awareness in six- to 10-year-olds 
as being a literal perspective of understanding race and eth-
nicity in non-observable terms such as food and language. 
There is also a limited conceptualisation of ancestry and 
heritage.

Did these identity challenges start in adolescence and 
young adulthood, or were there factors in the preceding 
phase that hindered healthy self-identity development? 
Secondly, could pre-adolescent, early school-going chil-
dren possess characteristics and/or skills that could promote 
healthy development and limit identity conflict during ado-
lescence, as suggested by Soares et al. (2017)? This begged 
explorative research on the presentation of the self-identity 
of the young school-going TRA Black child in the develop-
mental phase preceding adolescence.

The current research regarding this topic was under-
taken with the following four premises: Firstly, self-identity 
is deemed to be dynamic in nature and contains both per-
sonal and social components, shaped by identity motivators, 
contexts, experiences and social interactions with family, 
school, learners and teachers, the greater community and 
peer comparison. The self-identity influences choice, behav-
iour and action, and is reflected in the committed charac-
teristics, coping strategies, interpersonal relationships and 
group membership that the child finds emotionally and 
socially satisfying. With developing awareness, evolving 
interpersonal relationships and membership to ingroups 
or favourable groups, the self-identity could be sustained, 
developed or transformed to achieve future success (Oyser-
man & Lewis, 2017; Brown, 2017; Corenblum, 2014; Erik-
son, 1950, 1968; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Breakwell, 1986; 
Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2012).

Secondly, healthy self-identity development in childhood 
is viewed as a hierarchical process, so that the well-being of 
each new developmental phase is founded on the acquired 
skills of the preceding phase (Knight, 2017; Erikson, 1950, 
1968). Thus, previously unachieved developmental tasks 
would adversely affect tasks of subsequent developmental 
phases.

Thirdly, all six- to ten-year-old children face new and 
greater personal and social identity challenges as they enter 
school and the larger community without parental control 
and supervision (Soares et al., 2017; Rosnati & Ferreira, 
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2014). They are reliant on their own self-identity, as mani-
fested in their interpersonal skills, their ability to negotiate 
new social situations, make choices and modulate behaviour 
as young individuals.

The fourth assertion is that the public observability of 
being transracially adopted demands hitherto unchallenged 
interpersonal skills as the children are forced to explain 
their place and position in their visibly different family to 
others without parental intercession (Soares et al., 2017). 
Their burgeoning self-identity may come under attack in the 
presence of intentional and unintentional micro-aggressive 
questioning and comments with future social and emotional 
ramifications (Soares et al., 2019; Chang et al., 2017; Sny-
der, 2017). For example, a question frequently directed at 
the participating TRA families such as “Where is this child’s 
real mother” were invasive and hurtful, as well as debilitat-
ing to the child’s sense of belonging.

The focus of the research remained on the self-identity 
and the factors identified as contributing to healthy develop-
ment, specific to the TRA child.

Method

Participants

The self-identities of seven young school-going transra-
cially adopted Black children, three girls and four boys, 
were explored for recurring themes and commonalities 
using multiple case studies within a qualitative approach as 
dictated by the small amount of participants (Yin, 2014). 
All children had to have lived with their adopted family 
in their home for a period not less than five years in the 
absence of any biological family contact. The presence of 
White or Black siblings in the adopted family, adopted or 
biological, was not an exclusion criteria. In one family, a 
biological child was born to the TRA parents after they had 
adopted their Black daughter. Another family consisted of 
three adopted children, one White daughter and two Black 
sons. None of the adopted children were biological siblings. 
While it is acknowledged that South Africa has many alter-
native adoptive family configurations such as single par-
ents, same sex parents and mixed-race parents, the families 
in these seven case studies were limited to White hetero-
sexual parents living together as husband and wife to reduce 
possible variation.

Potential study participants were identified by three 
adoptive specialists who received a brief overview of the 
research protocol and ethical stipulations. He or she then 
approached possible families with an information leaflet 
regarding the study. The families were asked to make contact 
directly with the research team if they chose to participate. 

There was no form of compensation and all the families that 
were approached, those that declined participation as well 
as those that agreed were unfamiliar to the research team.

Instruments and Procedures

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the par-
ents and teachers of each child on separate occasions, the 
recordings of which were transcribed for thematic analysis. 
Twelve open ended questions, set to the parents, included 
a description of their family using their own words, their 
observations of their child(ren) in a social and school setting 
and possible intra- and interfamily bonding issues both past 
and present. The manner in which cultural, physical and 
racial differences are addressed within their family, the role 
of the significant others in the lives of their child(ren) and 
any choices, if any, they may have taken as a result of their 
status as a TRA family, such as school placement or resi-
dential area also formed part of the interview. The parents 
were also asked to, individually, complete a study specific 
biographical questionnaire for age and cultural background, 
a seven-point Likert-style response scale to 43 statements 
and to describe their adoption journey, starting with their 
decision to adopt up until study participation with their 
child(ren). The statements on the response scale included 
indications of their attached importance to extended fam-
ily interactions, cultural exposure, language preference 
and community involvement to better understand the lived 
environment of the family. Responses to potentially emo-
tive content such as the extent to which the parent and the 
children share personality traits, or how comfortable the 
parent is with the physical attributes and differences defined 
by race, such as hair texture were also requested.

The interviews with the teachers were guided by 11 open 
ended questions that asked for a description of the child 
within a school environment, the racial composition of the 
school and classroom, observations on the interactions of 
the child with his or her peers during school and play times 
and the manner in which possible racially contentious issues 
within school subjects, such as history and life orientation 
were addressed in the presence of the TRA child. The teach-
ers were also asked how they managed awkward, if any, 
questions, such as how come the mom and child looked 
different on a family drawing, and how the TRA child 
responded to these questions.

Existing research relies heavily on the adult voices 
involved in TRA (Bershears, 2022). To provide a voice 
for the TRA children, an independent psychologist con-
ducted a psychometric assessment of each child using 
well known and projective techniques (Foxcroft & Roodt, 
2013), namely, the Draw-a-person test (DAP), the Kinetic 
family drawing (KFD) and a Scene building loosely based 
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emergent, recurring themes in an attempt to describe the 
developing self-identity of the young TRA child, since this 
form of analysis possesses some theoretical flexibility and 
allows for a multitude of philosophical paradigms. The 
research of a uniquely human phenomenon was guided by 
a social constructivist and interpretive paradigm (Sefotho, 
2018) as the self-identity of the young TRA child comes 
into play in the day-to-day interactions, perceptions, 
interpretations and understanding of and with family and 
community. The complete body of data, thus the written 
psychometric evaluations of the children, together with 
clinical observations of the psychologist, field notes made 
during the interviews, the transcribed interviews with all the 
involved adults and the independently completed question-
naires regarding each child was used in the thematic analy-
sis. All these sources of data contributed to triangulation. 
Data immersion was followed by manual initial coding for 
each child and was done using six preliminary and loosely 
structured headings as indicated by the working definition 
of self-identity; the personal and social components of iden-
tity; aspects of group memberships; coping strategies; and 
significant findings with the family and the larger commu-
nity. The findings and the significance for coding, together 
with the relevant sources, was tabulated and followed a 
rigorous validation process that included triangulation 
and stringent auditability. The presence of similar coding 
in all or most of the children allowed for the identification 
of emerging themes. These various subthemes were subse-
quently grouped together under superordinate themes.

Results and Discussion

Following the analysis of data, Table  1 outlines the six 
emergent themes, together with their subthemes which are 
then discussed below.

Identity motivators of continuity, belonging, purpose, 
self-efficacy, self-esteem and distinctiveness play a signifi-
cant role in self-identity development and when not ade-
quately addressed, challenge and threaten the self-identity 
(Breakwell, 1986; Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2012). All children 
are at risk to attacks on their identity as they pursue psy-
chosocial developmental challenges (Erikson, 1950, 1968; 
Knight, 2017) and expanding social exposure (Mols & 
Weber, 2013; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). However, these iden-
tity motivators, and subsequently, the self-identity of the 
TRA child, are particularly vulnerable in the presence of 
public scrutiny and opinion and the prevalent visible differ-
ences from his or her significant others (Soares et al., 2017, 
2019; Grotevant et al., 2017).

To limit this negative impact, the seven participating 
TRA children have developed novel and innovative coping 

on the Von Staabs Sceno Test. These projective techniques 
are widely used with multi racial South Africa children for 
their interpretative value and provide intuitive insight into 
the workings of the child’s unconscious mind in the hands 
of skilled therapists (Foxcroft & Roodt, 2013). Clinicians 
in practice largely eschew the quantitative scoring sheets 
of these projective techniques, preferring a more qualita-
tive interpretation. For this research, the projections were 
also only qualitatively analysed by the independent psy-
chologist and provided rich and detailed descriptions of 
the child’s perceptions and behaviours in a written clinical 
report. A Child Behaviour Checklist/ASEBA (Achenbach 
et al., 2008) was completed for each child, supplying more 
information in a Yes/No/Unsure format, such as an ability to 
express emotions verbally, or to take a leadership role in a 
group setting or the presence of anxiety in a social setting. 
Information gathered from the ASEBA was also not quanti-
tively scored but used to support or challenge the qualitative 
findings.

Ethical Considerations

In search of truth, scientist must consistently regard the 
rights of others (Mouton, 2017). The welfare of the young 
TRA child, parents and teachers remained a priority in this 
potentially emotively charged study. Strategies to ensure 
their welfare included voluntary, informed research partici-
pation, the right to withdraw at any time during the research 
period and our dedicated focus to maintain participant con-
fidentiality. Since the children were very young and con-
sidered to be vulnerable, they had to confirm their own 
uncoerced and written assent in participating in the research 
and sharing their drawings and scene building. Their psy-
chometric assessment was administered by a psychologist 
adept in working with children from all races to minimise 
any negative experience from testing. A referral system in 
the event of a significant clinical finding, such as abuse, was 
provided but proved unneeded.

General ethical considerations were upheld and ethical 
approval for the research was obtained from the University 
of Pretoria after careful scrutiny of the research protocol. 
Sensitive and careful planning, accurate, purposeful data 
collection and analysis and finally, unambiguous reporting, 
all subscribed to the stringent requirements of data verifi-
cation and quality assurance. All recorded data was tran-
scribed, and hard copies of the written documents form part 
of the stored data as prescribed by the University of Pretoria.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006, 
2013) and Kiger and Varpio (2020) was used to identify 
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more creative, reciprocal and intentional interaction (Sun et 
al., 2021) which, in the world of the TRA child, promotes 
good rapport and meaningful interpersonal relationships 
with a high premium on belonging and “fitting in”.

Finally, these TRA children were often part of frank 
family discussions concerning adoption, race, other related 
social and emotive matters and possible experienced TRA-
related micro-aggressions. The parents of the participating 
children, without exception, eschewed the idea of colour-
blindness (Bilodeau, 2015) and feel that open discussions 
with their children would enhance their understanding and 
provide them with the necessary social skills to address 
TRA-related issues as they arise, both personally and within 
the larger community (Morgan & Langrehr, 2019; Bilodeau, 
2015).

The children spoke English and Afrikaans fluently and 
were in dual medium schools. Three of the seven children 
were also articulate in another European language. Sun et al. 
(2021) and Fox et al. (2019) found that a thorough grasp of a 
second and third language promotes social and behavioural 
skills and increases the connectedness with family and 
friends, since linguistic nuances are not lost in translation. 
They also observed a positive relationship with peers and 
increased group membership through a mutual language, 
all of which are positive identity motivators. The partici-
pating parents confirmed this finding, noting the affirming 
and encouraging social responses from White South Afri-
cans when the children spoke English and Afrikaans flu-
ently. However, the converse was also evident. None of 
the participating children could speak a traditional African 
language, the parents citing various reasons for the omis-
sion, such as not knowing which language to acquire and 
fear of language confusion. This was despite their admis-
sion that they noticed the social barriers manifested when 
Black South Africans realised that the Black TRA children 
could not speak a traditional African language. The inability 
to speak a traditional African language may be a significant 
factor contributing to the traditional Black disenchantment 
of TRA, since language is a vital cultural and ethnic tool and 
object of pride, a finding confirmed by Breshears (2022).

An Adapted Approach to Group Membership

While personal and social identity theorists (Erikson, 1950, 
1968; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Mangum & Block, 2018; Rut-
land et al., 2017) posit that group membership in the latent 
phase is largely determined by age, gender and race, the 
seven participating TRA children exhibited no character-
istic group selections. They befriended different races and 
showed limited gender preference. Two participating nine-
year-old girls were reported by their respective teachers 
to be more same gender discerning as they became body 

strategies to establish rapport, garner acceptance and ensure 
belonging, thereby promoting and protecting healthy self-
development. Their parents also displayed distinctive and 
intentional parental approaches within the TRA context, 
such as racial identity discussions and significant cultural 
exposure, as advocated by Roorda & Chestang, 2015) and 
Rosnati and Ferrari (2014), while the seven interviewed 
teachers agreed on the importance of racial sensitivity and a 
demographically mixed school.

Superior Communicative Skills

All the participating TRA children, described as spontane-
ous, friendly and outgoing, exhibited verbal and expressive 
skills exceeding the expected age-related communication 
abilities. These superior skills were evidenced by above-
average formal academic assessments, as well as reported 
by the participating adults, teachers and the independent 
psychologist, when compared to their same-aged peers. 
These skills may be attributable, firstly, to their forced dis-
closure of adoption status due to public visibility and their 
determined explanation of adoptive family ties in social set-
tings (Soares et al., 2017, 2019). These topics demand an 
understanding of abstract concepts such as adoption, aban-
donment and loss, as well as nuanced emotional expression 
like ambivalence at being simultaneously happy and sad.

Secondly, these children engaged in regular collabora-
tive conversations with adults and children alike, since they 
strive to garner acceptance from a wide circle of people 
within their community. According to Sun and colleagues 
(2021), children that enter into collaborative conversa-
tions with adults gain verbal skills that allow them to make 
focused inquiries, question specific aspects and enter into 
meaningful discussions. These advanced skills make for 

Table 1  Themes and subthemes
Themes Subthemes
Superior communication 
skills

Verbal prowess
Language as a bridge or barrier to 
social interaction

Adapted approach to group 
membership

Flexible inclusion and exclusion 
criteria
Group membership, homogeneity and 
a sense of belonging

Pursuing acceptance and 
an innate fear of rejection 
and loss
Importance of place and 
possessions

Growing roots in my own place
Feeling at home in my own space
Cognitive approach to parenting

Intentional parenting Parental ideology
Heightened social and racial awareness

Tolerance and racial sensi-
tivity within the teaching 
environment
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made note of the children’s emotional distress at not per-
forming well enough academically in mathematics and the 
emphasis they placed on good results. While this may be 
related to Erikson’s developmental challenge of competency 
as opposed to inferiority, it may also be linked to the fact 
that seven of the parents have extensive tertiary educational 
qualifications. These parents could therefore be serving as 
models that the TRA children desire to emulate. Another 
inference that can be drawn from this is how a supportive 
home environment, with interest in the child’s education, 
can positively influence their school performance. This can 
in turn buy the child social currency and acceptance.

Importance of Place and Possession

The importance of occupying a dedicated living space and 
having prised possessions manifested as a persistent theme. 
All seven children projected their need for a private space 
that confirmed their place in the family and the family home 
and six of the children spent considerable effort in accumu-
lating and protecting personal effects and mementos from 
their biological families. This theme, however, appears to 
be a theme associated with adoption per se, and not limited 
to TRA, since a designated family place and personal effects 
augment the adoptive narrative and adoptive identity and 
provide tangible evidence of belonging somewhere (Grote-
vant et al., 2017; Brodzinsky, 2011).

Intentional Parenting

Parents are mostly vigilant in the physical, emotional and 
social needs of their children. However, it would appear 
that the participating TRA parents anticipated emotional 
and social shortfalls that could adversely impact on the 
self-identity of their TRA children and were purposeful and 
persistent in addressing these anticipated deficits prior and 
immediate to their occurrence. They also aided and abet-
ted their children in honing the novel social skills that the 
children exhibited to ensure a conducive milieu for healthy 
self-identity development. All eight parents prepared their 
extended families and cautioned them that any indications 
of intolerance or discrimination toward their adopted chil-
dren would result in the severance of family ties. They 
approached the adoptive process cognitively and were dili-
gent in gathering information regarding TRA, although they 
disparaged the scarcity of information specific to TRA in 
South Africa. They admitted to making social decisions 
with TRA in mind, such as choosing recreational locations, 
residential suburbs and schools that would be favourable to 
their visibly adopted child and avoiding locations that could 
evoke racism. They also uniformly disclosed that TRA has 
forced them to confront their own hitherto unknown racial 

conscious in prepuberty, but the other five children were 
equally comfortable with both genders. Their predilection 
for collaborative conversation also allowed for group inclu-
sion of children of varied ages. The TRA children improved 
their own chances of positive group membership by being 
more accommodating of other children.

The absence of stringent group inclusion criteria may 
also be attributable to the TRA children’s sustained famil-
ial, scholastic and social movement between differing races. 
Six of the children are actively involved in social outreaches 
with people from all socio-economic spheres of the commu-
nity by lieu of their church programs, possibly making their 
affinity for all children more inclusive. Four of the children 
are also in demographically mixed schools while the other 
three are in a predominantly White school, since it is their 
church affiliated private school.

Rutland et al. (2017) describes homogeneity as the ten-
dency to view members of an (out)group as being remark-
ably similar to each other and progressively more dissimilar 
to the (in)group members. The difference is considered 
to be the homogeneity gap. However, in the case of TRA 
children who may possess characteristics, such as race and 
language, that resonate and differ simultaneously within 
groups, homogeneity is challenged. The homogeneity gap 
is minimised, resulting in easier intergroup movement and 
increased group membership and social belonging, a pri-
mary identity motivator in TRA.

Pursuing Acceptance and an Innate Fear of 
Rejection and Loss

The active pursuit of acceptance and the omnipresent fear 
of rejection and experience of loss is not limited to TRA 
and is common to most children who have been adopted, 
whether through kinship adoption, same race adoption or 
TRA (Grotevant et al., 2017; Brodzinsky, 2011). However, 
it is highly probable that, due to the persistent visibility of 
being racially different to his or her family, the subsequent 
loss of adoptive privacy and the exposure to public scrutiny 
and opinion, these needs and fears are intensified and more 
complex in a TRA child, requiring appropriate management 
(Soares et al., 2017, 2019; Snyder, 2017; Roorda & Ches-
tang, 2015). To allay the fear of not being good enough, the 
potential of repeated rejection, and to protect the wellbeing 
of the self-identity, the TRA child must secure acceptance 
and achieve belonging with his or her significant others, as 
well as within the larger community; notably by establish-
ing positive and reciprocal interpersonal relationships and 
garnering extended group memberships. While showing 
above average academic and social abilities in language and 
other forms of communication, five of the seven children 
experienced difficulty with mathematics. All the teachers 
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by having them as participants, so that they contribute to 
mitigation and intervention efforts aimed at them.

Conclusion

The universal trend of heightened sensitivity and racial 
awareness has been mostly favourable to South African 
TRA children and their families, and knowledge of this 
would serve prospective TRA parents well in their prepara-
tion to adopt. Less reserved interpersonal interaction, fre-
quent and frank family and education-driven discussions 
have largely equipped all children with the ability to com-
prehend, accommodate and embrace personal and social 
differences with positive effects on the developing self-
identity. Albeit that seven TRA children constitute a small 
study sample, the results have shown that this more per-
sonal and socially conducive environment has promoted the 
acquisition of focussed and effective coping skills to deal 
with the incremental TRA-related challenges. Together with 
intentional, consistent parenting, informed parental decision 
making and a sensitive, tolerant school environment, these 
TRA children have showed no untoward effect on their bur-
geoning self-identity.

A significant omission noted was the inability of the 
TRA children and their family to speak a traditional Afri-
can language. Although all participating families indicated 
their understanding that this is an important and bridge-
building social ability, as well as a major component of 
their child(ren)’s future ethnic pride, they have not made 
a concerted effort to learn a traditional African language. It 
would appear that the origin of their discomfort should be 
addressed and that the acquisition of a traditional African 
language should be an integral part of the TRA process.

Undeniably, same-race adoption is preferable and would 
eliminate compounding adoptive factors such as public 
scrutiny and opinion and loss of adoption privacy. However, 
the current context of a shortage of prospective Black adop-
tive parents, South African TRA, with mindful and contex-
tual strategies and interventions, offers a workable solution 
for those adults seeking to adopt a child, and those children 
needing a caring adoptive family.
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stereotyping and created a heightened awareness of the 
importance and omnipresence of race in South Africa. They 
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models and engaged in collaborative and sometimes diffi-
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gies appeared to support the children in their development 
of a healthy self-identity.

Tolerance and Racial Sensitivity within the Teaching 
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Vincent, 2019; Morgan & Langrehr, 2019; Syed & McLean, 
2018). In the world of a young TRA child, bridging these 
different perspectives may prove difficult and confusing and 
require focussed teaching interventions. A seemingly innoc-
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separation, loss and anxiety. While the seven participating 
teachers were in agreement that for the most part, the seven 
participating children were typical pupils with well-devel-
oped emotional and social acuity, they admitted that there 
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should include the experiences of younger adopted children 

1 3



M. Heyns et al.

research 2012–2019. Foreign Language Annals, 52(4), 699–726. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/flan.12424

Foxcroft, C. D., & Roodt, G. (2013). An introduction to psychological 
assessment in the South African context (2nd ed.). Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Gerrand, P. (2018). Adoption of abandoned children in South Africa: 
Why black citizens are difficult to recruit as prospective adopt-
ers. Adoption and Fostering, 42(3), 295–308. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0308575918790436

Gerrand, P., & Nkomo, T. (2020). Impact of Christianity and ancestral 
beliefs on Black South africans’ decision-making regarding the 
adoption of abandoned children. The British Journal of Social 
Work, 51(8), 3098–3114. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcaa147

Goss, D. (2022). The complexities of mixed families: Transracial 
adoption as a humanitarian project. Genealogy, 6(2), 33. https://
doi.org/10.3390/genealogy6020033

Grotevant, H. D., Lo, A. Y. H., Fiorenzo, L., & Dunbar, N. D. (2017). 
Adoptive identity and adjustment from adolescence to emerging 
adulthood: A person-centred approach. Developmental Psychol-
ogy, 53(11), 2195–2204. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000352

Hall, K. (2018). Demography of South Africa’s children. South African 
Child Gauge 2018: Cape Town Children’s Institute, University of 
Cape Town. https://ci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migra-
tion/health_uct_ac_za/533/files/CC2019%2520-%2520Demogra
phy%2520of%2520South%2520Africa%25E2%2580%2599s%
2520children.pdf

Hrapczynski, K. M., & Leslie, L. A. (2019). Do preparation for bias 
and cultural socialization protect against discrimination for tran-
sracially adopted adolescents? Adoption Quarterly, 22(2), 116–
134. https://doi.org/10.1080/10926755.2019.1579136

Jackson, S. (2018). Transracial adoption in South Africa: Chal-
lenges faced by adoptive parents (Unpublished master’s the-
sis). University of Stellenbosch. https://scholar.sun.ac.za/
handle/10019.1/105010

Jaspal, R., & Cinnirella, M. (2012). The construction of ethnic identity: 
Insights from identity process theory. Ethnicities, 12(5), 503–530. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796811432689

Kiger, M. E., & Varpio, L. (2020). Thematic analysis of qualitative 
data: AMEE guide 131. Medical Teacher, 42(8), 846–854. https://
doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1755030

Knight, Z. G. (2017). A proposed model of psychodynamic psycho-
therapy linked to Erik Erikson’s eight stages of psychosocial 
development. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 24(5), 
1047–1058. https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.2066

Luyt, J., & Swartz, L. (2021). Transracial adoption: South Africa as a 
special case. Adoption Quarterly, 25(1), 1–26. https://doi.org/10.
1080/10926755.2021.1884153

Luyt, J., & Swartz, L. (2023). Transracial adoption practice in South 
Africa: The Western Cape as a case study. Children & Society, 37, 
289–310. https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12592

Mangum, M., & Block, R. (2018). Social identity theory and public 
opinion towards immigration. Social Sciences, 7(3), 41. https://
doi.org/10.3390/socsci7030041

Mayeza, E., & Vincent, L. (2019). Learners’ perspectives on Life 
Orientation sexuality education in South Africa. Sex Education: 
Sexuality Society and Learning, 19(4), 472–485. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/14681811.2018.1560253

Modiri, J. (2011). The grey line in-between the rainbow: (re)thinking 
and (re)talking critical race theory in post-apartheid legal and 
social discourse. Southern African Public Law, 26(1), 177–201. 
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC153210

Mokomane, Z., & Rochat, T. J. (2012). Adoption in South 
Africa: Trends and patterns in social work practice. 
Child & Family Social Work, 17(3), 347–358. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2011.00789.x

Conflict of Interest  The authors herein have no conflicts of interest to 
disclose.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, 
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate 
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless 
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted 
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Achenbach, T., Becker, A., Döpfner, M., Heiervang, E., Roess-
ner, V., Steinhausen, H., & Rothenberger, A. (2008). Multicul-
tural assessment of child and adolescent psychopathology with 
ASEBA and SDQ instruments: Research findings, applica-
tions, and future directions. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines, 49(3), 251–275. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01867.x

Bilodeau, E. (2015). Transracial adoption in Cape Town, South Africa: 
The perspectives of black young adults. Independent Study Proj-
ect (ISP) Collection.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org
/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2013). Successful qualitative research: A 
practical guide for beginners. SAGE.

Breakwell, G. M. (1986). Coping with threatened identities. Methuen.
Breshears, D. (2022). South African parents’ attitudes toward cultural 

and racial socialization of their transracially adopted children. 
Adoption Quarterly, 25(1), 47–69. https://doi.org/10.1080/1092
6755.2021.1884155

Brodzinsky, D. M. (2011). Adoptive identity and children’s under-
standing of adoption: Developmental and clinical implications. 
Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, 42(2), 200–
207. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022415

Brown, C. S. (2017). School context influences the ethnic iden-
tity development of immigrant children in middle childhood. 
Social Development, 26(4), 797–812. https://doi.org/10.1111/
sode.12240

Chang, D. F., Feldman, K., & Easley, H. (2017). I’m learning not to 
tell you: Korean transracial adoptees’ appraisals of parental racial 
socialization strategies and perceived effects. Asian American 
Journal of Psychology, 8(4), 308–322. https://doi.org/10.1037/
aap0000091

Corenblum, B. (2014). Development of racial-ethnic identity among 
first nation children. Journal of Youth and Adolescence: A Mul-
tidisciplinary Research Publication, 43(3), 356–374. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10964-013-0007-5

Erikson, E. H. (1950). Childhood and society. Norton & Company, 
Inc.

Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. Faber & Faber.
Finlay, S. (2006). Exploring challenges specific to cross racial adop-

tion in Gauteng. (Unpublished master’s thesis), University of 
South Africa. http://hdl.handle.net/10500/2176

Fox, R., Corretjer, O., & Webb, K. (2019). Benefits of foreign language 
learning and bilingualism: An analysis of published empirical 

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1111/flan.12424
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308575918790436
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308575918790436
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcaa147
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy6020033
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy6020033
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000352
https://ci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/health_uct_ac_za/533/files/CC2019%2520-%2520Demography%2520of%2520South%2520Africa%25E2%2580%2599s%2520children.pdf
https://ci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/health_uct_ac_za/533/files/CC2019%2520-%2520Demography%2520of%2520South%2520Africa%25E2%2580%2599s%2520children.pdf
https://ci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/health_uct_ac_za/533/files/CC2019%2520-%2520Demography%2520of%2520South%2520Africa%25E2%2580%2599s%2520children.pdf
https://ci.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/health_uct_ac_za/533/files/CC2019%2520-%2520Demography%2520of%2520South%2520Africa%25E2%2580%2599s%2520children.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926755.2019.1579136
https://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/105010
https://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/105010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796811432689
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1755030
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1755030
https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.2066
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926755.2021.1884153
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926755.2021.1884153
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12592
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7030041
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7030041
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1560253
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1560253
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC153210
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2011.00789.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2011.00789.x
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01867.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01867.x
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926755.2021.1884155
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926755.2021.1884155
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022415
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12240
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12240
https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000091
https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000091
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-0007-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-0007-5
http://hdl.handle.net/10500/2176


Promoting and Protecting the Developing Self-identity of the Young, Transracially Adopted Child in South…

Snyder, C. R. (2017). Is that your mom? Voices of cross racially raised 
adults of the African diaspora (contemporary perspectives in 
race and ethnic relations). Information Age Publishing.

Soares, J., Barbosa-Ducharne, M., Palacios, J., & Fonseca, S. (2017). 
Being adopted in the school context: Individual and interpersonal 
predictors. Children and Youth Services Review, 79, 463–470. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.06.043

Soares, J., Ralha, S., Barbosa-Ducharne, M., & Palacios, J. (2019). 
Adoption-related gains, losses and difficulties: The adopted 
child’s perspective. Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 
36(3), 259–268. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-018-0582-0

Sun, H., Yussof, N. T. B., Mohamed, M. B. B. H., Rahim, A. B., Bull, 
R., Cheung, M. W. L., & Cheong, S. A. (2021). Bilingual lan-
guage experience and children’s social-emotional and behav-
ioural skills: A cross-sectional study of Singapore pre-schoolers. 
International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 
24(3), 324–339. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1461802

Syed, M., & McLean, K. (2018). Erikson’s theory of psychosocial 
development. The SAGE Encyclopedia of Intellectual and Devel-
opmental disorders (pp. 578–581). SAGE Publications, Inc. 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483392271

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup 
conflict. In W. G. Austin & S.Worsel (Eds.), The social psychol-
ogy of intergroup relations (pp. 33–37). CA: Brooks/Cole. https://
doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199269464.003.0005

Tanga, P. T., & Nyasha, K. (2017). Diverse perceptions of cross-racial 
adoption in South Africa. Research on Social Work Practice, 
27(2), 231–238. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731516652731

Thomson, R. L. (2005). The identities of transracially adopted ado-
lescents in South Africa: A dialogical study (Unpublished mas-
ter’s thesis), University of KwaZulu-Natal. http://hdl.handle.
net/10413/1408

Van der Walt, G. (2014). The history of the law of adoption in South 
Africa. Obiter, 35(3), 421–452. https://doi.org/10.17159/obiter.
v35i3.11784

Van der Walt, G. (2018). Alternative care in South Africa. Obiter, 
39(3), 615–651. https://doi.org/10.17159/obiter.v39i3.11327

Voigt, R. G., Macias, M. M., Myers, S. M., & Tapia, C. D. (2018). 
Child development: The basic science of pediatrics. In R. G. 
Voigt, M. M. Macias, S. M. Myers, & C. D. Tapia (Eds.), Devel-
opmental and behavioral pediatrics (2nd ed.). American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics. https://doi.org/10.1542/9781610021357-1

Yin, R. K. (2014). Case study research design and methods (5th ed.). 
SAGE. https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe.30.1.108

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Mols, F., & Weber, M. (2013). Laying sound foundations for social 
identity theory-inspired European Union attitude research: 
Beyond attachment and deeply rooted identities. JCMS: Jour-
nal of Common Market Studies, 51(3), 505–521. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2012.02316.x

Morgan, S., & Langrehr, K. (2019). Transracially adoptive parents’ 
colour-blindness and discrimination recognition: Adoption 
stigma as moderator. Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psy-
chology, 25(2), 242–252. https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000219

Mouton, J. (2017). How to succeed in your master’s and doctoral stud-
ies - a South African guide and resource book (24th ed.). Van 
Schaik.

National Department of Social Development (n.d.). Draft imple-
mentation guidelines of the register on adoptable children 
and prospective adoptive parents (RACAP). https://www.
google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A//www.mm3admin.
co.za/documents/docmanager/40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-
50764b1f4739/00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqq
X B Y b 7 4 t y 7 N 3 a u a & u s t = 1 7 0 6 1 6 8 9 6 1 4 9 3 0 0 0 & s o u
r c e = i m a g e s & c d = v f e & v e d = 0 C AY Q n 5 w M a h c K E w
jAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA

Oyserman, D., & Lewis, N. A. (2017). Seeing the destination and the 
path: Using identity-based motivation to understand and reduce 
racial disparities in academic achievement. Social Issues and Pol-
icy Review, 11(1), 159–194. https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12030

Quintana, S. M., & Mahgoub, L. (2016). Ethnic and racial disparities 
in education: Psychology’s role in understanding and reducing 
disparities. Theory into Practice, 55(2), 94–103. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/00405841.2016.1148985

Rochat, T. J., Mokomane, Z., & Mitchell, J. (2016). Public percep-
tions, beliefs and experiences of fostering and adoption: A 
national qualitative study in South Africa. Children & Society, 
30(2), 120–131. https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12122

Romanini, S. (2017). Parental couple experiences of transracial adop-
tion: A phenomenological study (Unpublished master’s thesis). 
University of Pretoria. http://hdl.handle.net/2263/61461

Roorda, R. M., & Chestang, L. (2015). In their voices: Black ameri-
cans on transracial adoption. Columbia University.

Rosnati, R., & Ferrari, L. (2014). Parental cultural socialization and 
perception of discrimination as antecedents for transracial adop-
tees’ ethnic identity. Procedia – Social and Behavioural Sciences, 
140, 103–108. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.04.393

Rutland, A., Nesdale, D., & Brown, S., C (2017). The Wiley handbook 
of group processes in children and adolescents. Wiley.

Seedat, S. (2015). Oral history as an enactment of critical community 
psychology. Journal of Community Psychology, 43(1), 22–35. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.21690

Sefotho, M. M. (2018). Philosophy in education and research: African 
perspectives (1st ed.). Van Schaik.

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.06.043
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-018-0582-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2018.1461802
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483392271
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199269464.003.0005
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199269464.003.0005
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731516652731
http://hdl.handle.net/10413/1408
http://hdl.handle.net/10413/1408
https://doi.org/10.17159/obiter.v35i3.11784
https://doi.org/10.17159/obiter.v35i3.11784
https://doi.org/10.17159/obiter.v39i3.11327
https://doi.org/10.1542/9781610021357-1
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe.30.1.108
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2012.02316.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2012.02316.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000219
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mm3admin.co.za%2Fdocuments%2Fdocmanager%2F40e99c64-dc90-4f5c-9240-50764b1f4739%2F00035184.doc&psig=AOvVaw1Co-5wqqXBYb74ty7N3aua&ust=1706168961493000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAYQn5wMahcKEwjAmNGuxfWDAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBA
https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12030
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2016.1148985
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2016.1148985
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12122
http://hdl.handle.net/2263/61461
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.04.393
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.21690

	﻿Promoting and Protecting the Developing Self-identity of the Young, Transracially Adopted Child in South Africa
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Method
	﻿Participants
	﻿Instruments and Procedures
	﻿Ethical Considerations
	﻿Data Analysis

	﻿Results and Discussion
	﻿Superior Communicative Skills
	﻿An Adapted Approach to Group Membership
	﻿Pursuing Acceptance and an Innate Fear of Rejection and Loss
	﻿Importance of Place and Possession
	﻿Intentional Parenting
	﻿Tolerance and Racial Sensitivity within the Teaching Environment
	﻿Limitations and Future Directions

	﻿Conclusion
	﻿References


