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Preface 

As a researcher, I have written this piece from an objective and neutral standpoint. I am 

not here to advocate for or condemn Chinese international adoption practices. However, this 

project is motivated by my personal experiences as a Chinese adoptee. Born in 1999, I spent a 

short nine months at an orphanage located in Anqing, Anhui Province, China. I was adopted by a 

single mother and was raised in Denver, Colorado. I grew up understanding the concept of 

adoption, learning bits and pieces about my past. I used to view Chinese culture as a luxury that I 

could escape to and imagine all “what could have been.” After Chinese summer camps, “Gotcha-

Day,” and “Lunar New Year” celebrations ended, I would return to ‘reality;’ my American reality. 

Living in predominantly white communities (Denver, CO, St. Roman de Malegarde, France, and 

Whitehouse, Texas) my entire life led me to develop the idea that I did not truly belong to the 

culture with which I ethnically and racially identified.  

I live in America, I speak like an American, my last name is Caucasian, my family is 

Caucasian, and the majority of my friends are Caucasian. So, that makes me more 

American than Chinese, right?  

It was not until I entered my undergraduate studies at the University of Texas at Austin 

when I realized that I could equally share an American and Chinese identity. The same realization 

has been documented in numerous studies on Asian American transracial adoption and identity. I 

am fascinated by the ‘why’ and ‘how’ behind my adoption. This is where the international policy 

component of my thesis came into play.  

During the recruitment process, it was brought to my attention that some families have 

grown tired of being ‘researched.’ Each family’s experience is unique and vastly different from 

my own. Not all adopted children have the same view. However, this is an entirely different 

discussion and thesis topic. This statement is not to undermine any of the presented data or past 

literature. I cannot speak for any other adoptive family but my own. I view my adoption as 
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something positive and I hope that my birth parents are out in the world supporting the daughter 

that they had to part with.  

This project is presented in hopes that Chinese adoptees with similar curiosities as me may 

find their voice in the international adoption community if they so, please. This project is not 

written in honor of my birth parents, but rather it is written for my mother and all adoptive parents 

who have made genuine sacrifices to provide the best lives for their adopted sons and daughters. 
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CHAPTER I: Introduction 

“In an ideal world, there would not be any need for international adoption.” 

The year 2021 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the international arrangement that allowed 

American citizens to adopt children from China. The Chinese government’s decision to implement 

transnational adoption policies paved the way for thousands of orphaned children to be adopted 

into new families worldwide. These children became available for adoption following the 

implementation of China’s One Child Policy effort to control the rapidly growing population in 

the early 1980s (Andrew 123). Parents will endure months to years of waiting before they have 

the chance to bring their new child into their family. Although tedious, the Chinese government’s 

terms of adoption are attractive because they are highly standardized, predictable, and clear. 

Current adoption statistics report a total of 82,456 adoptions from China into the U.S. between the 

fiscal years of 1999-2019. However, the annual number of U.S. adoptions from China peaked at 

7,903 in the year 2005 and has sharply declined since (US Department of State).  

This thesis seeks to understand how the major policies affecting Chinese international 

adoption have shaped adoption experiences for American adoptive parents of Chinese 

children. Namely, I examine the One Child Policy (1979), the Two-Child Policy (2015), the 

Foreign NGO Law (2017), and various Chinese government restrictions to adoption eligibility. 

The study uniquely centers on the voices of 15 American adoptive parents with children from 

China through a series of interviews aiming to understand their personal experiences with the 

Chinese International Adoption process. More specifically, I have gathered participants who’ve 

adopted in years ranging from 1997 through 2017 and compared their adoption processes, changes 

in feelings associated with Chinese adoption, and experiences as American parents raising Chinese 
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children. It is important to study individual adoptive parent narratives because the aforementioned 

policies impact each family differently.  

While there is plentiful research on these policies’ demographic impact, socioeconomic 

outcomes, and lasting effects on Chinese adopted children, there is limited research of these policy 

impacts within the context of the American adoptive parent experience. Research has proven that 

these policies have contributed to the decline of Chinese intercountry adoption (ICA) by making 

the adoption process increasingly restrictive. However, the experiences of those having to face 

these changing standards are often unexplored. The goal of these interviews is to appreciate and 

highlight differing experiences to see whether the parents were challenged by this increasingly 

restrictive adoption system. 

Chapter II provides an important historical background of the policy developments and 

outcomes contributing to the decline of Chinese international adoption. I reviewed the One Child 

Policy (1979), Two-Child Policy (2015), Foreign NGO Law (2017), and various Chinese 

government restrictions to adoption eligibility. It has been determined that the One Child Policy 

and Chinese family planning policies have led to China’s current sex imbalance and an overly 

abundant aging population. Many of the Chinese government’s plans to mitigate the population 

crises within the last 20 years fall under the umbrella of adjusting its ICA policy by imposing 

eligibility restrictions on foreigners and shifting to special needs-only adoptions. Since 2005, the 

number of children being adopted by U.S. citizens dramatically reduced as China highlights its 

domestic adoption. However, the decline in international adoption can be viewed as a positive 

trend, indicating fewer children are being abandoned in China and that domestic adoptees will 

grow up assimilated into Chinese culture. It is evident that these policies have made the Chinese 

intercountry adoption process increasingly restrictive, but what are the experiences of those who 
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have had to navigate these standards? This chapter offers the historical context necessary to 

understand how parent experiences may have been impacted over time.  

Chapter III summarizes the methodology used in this study. Upon Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) approval, I recruited over 34 participants and interviewed 15 total adoptive parents 

of Chinese children and adoption agency professionals. Figure III. shows some participant 

characteristics including their pseudonyms, year(s) that they began the adoption process, year(s) 

the process was finalized, and age of the child at the time of adoption. This chapter also addresses 

the limitations of this study, including the number of participants found and the sources used to 

locate those who participated.  

Chapter IV discusses the interview results and implications for Chinese ICA. Through soft 

power influences, Chinese foreign adoption policies shaped the participant experiences and 

motivations to adopt from China. Evidence of China’s soft power influence was seen across 

participant motivations in choosing to adopt from China over other nations. Parents were attracted 

to both China's structured ICA process with strict eligibility criteria and the overall appeal of 

China’s adoption culture, including the health outcomes of the children available for adoption. 

Participant adoptions ranged over 20 years and the data revealed that their motivations to adopt 

remained relatively consistent. However, participant opinions about Chinese ICA have shifted over 

time. The gradual changes in Chinese ICA policy showed subtle impacts on parent experiences. 

This helps explain why participants show surprising support for the increasingly restrictive 

policies. The willingness of prospective U.S. parents to adopt in the face of new restrictions 

suggests that neither the restrictions nor the shift towards special needs were significantly 

influential in shifting parent motivations to engage in Chinese ICA. 
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Chapter V concludes this thesis by discussing the implications of findings, reiterating 

limitations of this research, and considering directions for future research in the subject field. 

Although this is an exploratory study, there are unique insights that will contribute to current 

discussions about the Chinese international adoption policy and adoptive parent experiences. It 

can be concluded that the ‘soft power’ exerted through policy changes has shaped participants’ 

adoptive experiences by stimulating international conversation surrounding Chinese ICA and 

evoking a preference among these participants for Chinese ICA’s structure process and its overall 

adoption culture.  
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CHAPTER II: Historical Overview 

In lieu of a literature review, Chapter II provides a historical synthesis of the most crucial 

policies associated with Chinese Intercountry Adoption (ICA) and the US-China ICA relationship 

(See Appendix A). This chapter examines the history of and current scholarly explanations for 

how the One Child Policy (1979), the Two-Child Policy (2015), the Foreign NGO Law (2017), 

along with various Chinese government restrictions to adoption eligibility have contributed to the 

decline of Chinese ICA since 2005. The overall decline in US-China adoptions stems from the 

lasting effects of the One Child Policy that now leaves China in a current population crisis. The 

decline has other related contributing factors such as progressively changing cultural views and 

China’s growing economy.  

While there is plentiful research on these policies’ demographic impact, economic 

outcomes, and lasting effects on adopted Chinese children, there is limited research of these 

policies within the context of American adoptive parent experiences. How are these policy changes 

experienced and viewed through the lens of American parents of Chinese adoptees? These are the 

gaps in research that my thesis interviews intend to fill. The historical background is necessary to 

the thesis as it lays the foundation for understanding developments in Chinese ICA as well as 

providing context for Chapter IV. 

The Roots of Chinese International Adoption 

It is vital to first understand the history of events leading up to the One Child Policy (1979), 

the critically important policy that led to Chinese international adoption. This helps to explain the 

reasons for the adoption decline in later decades.  

It is known that Mao Zedong, China’s supreme leader between 1949 to 1976, believed in 

the principle of “more people, more power” (Zhang 142). Shortly before founding the People’s 
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Republic of China (PRC) in September 1949, Mao made his best-known statement:  

It is a very good thing that China has a big population. Even if China’s population 

multiplies many times, she is fully capable of finding a solution; the solution is production.  

However, it is commonly misperceived that Mao was an ardent pronatalist opposed to 

population control efforts (White et. al). During Mao’s leadership, there were several instances 

wherein China continuously fluctuated towards and away from the promotion of family planning 

policies. For example, ideas of population control began in 1952 when Deng Xiaoping, China’s 

Vice Premier at the time, suggested an increase in contraceptive use. Following China’s first 

census report of 600 million people in 1953, famous economist Ma Yinchu also recommended 

implementing family planning operations during 1955-1957 (Zhang 142). 

The notion of family planning gained some traction with Mao until he rescinded his initial 

support during the Great Leap Forward movement in 1958 at which point, he re-emphasized his 

confidence in a larger population. One direct consequence following the stark failure of the Great 

Leap Forward was the surge of high birth rates in China, lasting from 1962 through the early 1970s 

(Hardee-Cleaveland and Banister 246).  

In 1962, the central government began to reintroduce its population growth propaganda 

and family planning operations until measures were halted due to the Cultural Revolution in 1966 

(Fitzpatrick China's One-Child Policy). Soon, China’s population grew to exceed 800 million in 

1969 and economic growth stagnated. Zhang writes that rather than focusing on China’s 

institutional problems, Chinese leaders ignored them and instead turned to population control to 

solve the deteriorating standard of living (Zhang 143).  

Towards the end of his leadership, Mao initiated the successful family planning campaign 

in 1971 with the propaganda headline: “One child isn’t too few, two are just fine, and three are too 

many.” In 1973, the State Council’s Official Leading Group for Family Planning would also 
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endorse the slogan ‘Later, Longer, and Fewer.’ This slogan corresponds to the ‘Later’ marriage 

age requirements of 23 for women and 25 for men, a ‘Longer’ rule of two to three years between 

children, and ‘Fewer’ children limiting it to two per family (Zhang 143). This program was 

primarily voluntary with few signs of coercion. Within less than a decade, the nation’s fertility rate 

was reduced by one-half, making it a larger drop than the One Child Policy ever accomplished 

(Kristof, “China's Worst Policy Mistake?"). Following Chairman Mao’s death in 1976, Deng 

Xiaoping rose to the head of leadership in 1978.  Some scholars believe that Deng viewed 

population control as a method for raising China’s GDP per capita. Since Deng had maintained his 

stance in favor of population control for several decades, it was not shocking that a strict population 

control policy was soon devised.  

The Infamous One Child Policy  

In 1979, China implemented the One Child Policy as a response to the concerns regarding 

the effects of the rapidly growing population on the country’s social and economic development. 

Hesketh et al. explain the demographic reasons for this policy implementation:  

At the time, China was home to a quarter of the world’s people, who were occupying just 

7 percent of the world's arable land. Two-thirds of the population was under the age of 30 years, 

and the baby boomers of the 1950s and 1960s were entering their reproductive years. The 

government saw strict population containment as essential to economic reform and to an 

improvement in living standards. 

The One Child Policy itself was a family planning law that placed stringent rules on family 

size, marriage age, childbearing, and the spacing between childbirths. It was strictly enforced in 

urban areas and for government employees but was more relaxed in rural areas. Buttressed by a 

system of rewards and penalties such as economic incentives, substantial fines for noncompliance, 

confiscation of belongings or children, and dismissal from work for noncompliance, the policy 

created immeasurable hardship for parents and families in China (Hesketh et al. 1171). In 
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conformity with the traditional patriarchy, the harsh system led many families to prioritize the birth 

of a son over a daughter. Consequently, the number of female babies that were killed, abandoned, 

or placed in orphanages significantly increased. Although the demographic of the children 

available for adoption has changed over time, most Chinese children adopted include infant or 

toddler girls and some boys with various types of birth defects (Andrew 123). 

China’s Loss  

In 1992, China officially began participating in international adoption. It established the 

Adoption Law of the People’s Republic of China to outline the adoption eligibility requirements 

for prospective parents, establish the adoptive relationship, clarify the validity of adoption and 

termination guidelines, as well as legal responsibilities associated with Chinese ICA (CCCWA). 

This marked the beginning of a dramatic shift in China’s global presence which has since allowed 

for over 267,000 Chinese children to be adopted worldwide (Budiman and Lopez, “Amid a decline 

in international adoptions to the U.S., boys outnumber girls for the first time”).  

Soon after, the event commonly known as the Hague Convention on International Adoption 

(HCIA) took place to establish "safeguards to ensure that intercountry adoptions take place in the 

best interests of the child and with respect for his or her fundamental rights." This included 

organizing a system of cooperative contracting States, including both China and the United States, 

to abide by and ensure that these safeguards are respected to prevent the abduction, sale of, or 

traffic in children (ChildAdoptionLaws.com, “Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption”). 

However, the 1992 law explicitly states, "adoption shall not contravene laws and regulations on 

family planning" (Article 3), allowing China to continue its harsh One Child Policy and stringent 

requirements for domestic adoption. In addition, most Chinese foster parents were either ineligible 

to adopt or dissuaded from doing so by orphanage officials because of their social status, low 



 

14 

incomes, or even “backward habits.” This allowed the system to continue funneling children into 

ICA instead of cultivating an environment that embraced and assimilated them within Chinese 

families (Rafferty, “Chinese Special Needs Adoption, Demand, and the Global Politics of 

Disability''). The original adoption law was written with underlying goals other than serving the 

interest of China’s abandoned children.  

Kay Johnson’s research in China’s Hidden Children criticizes the international structure 

of adoption and condemns the Hague Convention for ignoring the domestic abuses brought about 

by these “legally sanctioned punishments” in China (23).  

The terrain of international adoption must be seen as built upon widespread coercion as 

well as enormous inequality between those international parents who ended up in the government's 

pool of 'adoptable children' and those Chinese parents who lost those children under conditions 

that made any sort of 'voluntary relinquishment' utterly impossible (167). 

The literature surrounding China’s ICA often expresses concerns over adoption being 

‘western-centric and ‘neo-imperialist.’ However, such perspectives imply that China lacks strength 

and agency. This is not the case as China knew exactly what it was doing. McBride and Kevern 

wrote, "China needed resources from abroad to enact a modern social welfare system but could 

not ideologically afford to let foreigners manage it.” The tension created here between sending and 

receiving nations may have been a factor in China’s history of changing its policies and 

requirements for prospective adopters, as these policies are meant to “best reflect the country’s 

immediate needs without sacrificing autonomy” (McBride and Kevern 10). 

Attracted by the genuine belief that they are helping a child find their forever home, 

adoptive parents have long welcomed the notion of intercountry adoption, viewing China’s loss to 

be their gain (Andrew 123). The U.S. signed the HCIA in 1994 and officially ratified it by 

implementing federal legislation called the Intercountry Adoption Act of 2000. Enacted in 2000 

under the Clinton administration, this act describes the requirements that prospective adoptive 
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parents and adoption agencies "must meet in order to conduct intercountry adoption." This includes 

pre-adoption training requirements, full disclosure of adoption fees, and the conduction of home 

studies (ChildAdoptionLaws.com, “Intercountry Adoption Act”). 

 

Figure I. Source Data: (Johnston Archive and U.S. Department of State, See Appendix D). 

The figure above depicts the top three countries and regions of origin for children adopted 

into the United States from 1992-2019. The United States is the largest recipient of Chinese ICA, 

in red, with a total of 97,046 Chinese children who have found their forever homes in America. 

The year 2005 marked the peak of Chinese ICA into the United States. There were 7,903 children 

adopted that year by U.S. citizens alone. Just three years after the peak, only 3,912 adoptions took 

place in 2008, the lowest number since 1999. China adoptions into the United States after 2010 

are likely to all be special needs adoptions. The U.S. no longer differentiates special needs numbers 

from ‘healthy’ children in ICA data since adoptees are overwhelmingly special needs (McBride 

and Kevern 15). In 2019, there were only 819 legal adoptions recorded from China to the U.S. 

(United States, Dept. of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs Statistics 1). This decline is further 
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discussed in later sections of this chapter.  

Russia, in blue, consistently accounted for the second-highest number of adoptions 

received in the U.S. and even surpassed China’s numbers in certain years. Similar to China, it 

reached its peak in 2004 with 5,862 adoptions, beginning a consistent decline thereafter. US-

Russian adoption decline was partially due to Russia’s unstable adoption program that had a 

history of sending children with severe health conditions (Selman 387). However, another 

significant factor in the decline was the fault of American parents. Beginning in 2003 and 

continuing throughout 2009, numerous high-profile cases surfaced of American parents who were 

reported for intentionally abusing or killing their adopted children from Russia. This rattled the 

ICA community and caused significant backlash from Russian authorities, leading them to tighten 

adoption registrations for foreigners (Neville and Rotabi 71). The contentious ICA relationship 

between the two countries came to its breaking point when the U.S. passed the 2012 “Magnitsky 

Act” to place sanctions on Russian officials for human rights violations. In response, Russian 

authorities passed the “Dima Yakovlev Law” in 2013, named after a toddler left in a hot car, which 

effectively banned all United States citizens from adopting Russian children (Neville and Rotabi 

71). President Vladimir Putin disregarded any criticism from the ICA community that suggested 

this was a political maneuver made at the expense of vulnerable children (Herszenhorn and 

Eckholm, "Putin Signs Bill That Bars U.S. Adoptions").  

Lastly, Guatemala, in yellow, accounted for the third-highest number of U.S. receiving 

adoptions during this time. The peak of U.S.-Guatemala adoptions came later than Russian and 

China, with 4,726 adoptions in 2007. The height of Guatemalan adoptions did not last long as the 

country abruptly ended all ICA in 2008. Factors contributing to the shutdown are that Guatemalan 

ICA had limited ethical standards as birth parents were heavily involved in the ICA process and 
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were compensated up to $1,500 for giving their children away (unlike China’s anonymous 

relinquishment). However, this was unsurprising due to the political turmoil and corruptive 

practices occurring in Guatemala at the time (Neville and Rotabi 71-72). 

Chinese ICA In Decline 

The U.S. Department of State Bureau of Consular Affairs website writes:  

Increased efforts by the Chinese government to promote domestic adoption for children in 

need of permanent homes and improvements in the Chinese economy have simultaneously reduced 

the number of orphans while increasing the number of families willing to adopt. As a result of 

China’s efforts to promote domestic solutions to child welfare issues, Chinese citizens now adopt 

25,000 to 30,000 children each year. 

While this statement is true, it does not mention the myriad of Chinese-initiated restrictions 

that have been placed on foreign adopters and entities. For example, the sudden decline of Chinese 

adoptions flowing into the U.S. following 2005 was a result of the Chinese government’s 

calculated decision to tighten restrictions on international parent eligibility for adoption. This trend 

is seen again around 2015 when the One Child Policy was lifted and again in 2017 when the 

Foreign NGO Law was enacted. This overall drop in numbers is a direct reflection of the general 

decrease in the number of children available for adoption paired with the increasing difficulty of 

registering adoptions that take place outside of orphanages (Johnson 160).  

Adoption Eligibility Restrictions on Foreigners 

In 2006, China’s central authority, the China Center for Children’s Welfare and Adoption 

(CCCWA), announced new stringent guidelines to curb the unprecedented foreign demand to 

adopt compared to the number of available children. These include requirements that applicants 

have a body-mass index of less than 40, a high school diploma, no criminal record, parent net 

worth of $80,000, and be between the ages of 30 and 50 (Hilborn, “May 1: nine new adoption rules 

start in China”). China believes that it is in the best interest of the orphaned children to be raised 

in educated, physically, and mentally healthy two-parent families. “What you are seeing is a more 
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aggressive posture in terms of protecting children's rights and ensuring placements result in a 

permanent and safe family,” commented Thomas J. DiFilipo, president of the Joint Council on 

International Children's Services (Bernstein and Fowler “China Weighs Rules Restricting 

Adoptions”). In addition, parents must be in a heterosexual marriage for at least two years and 

have no more than two divorces total (Hilborn, “May 1: nine new adoption rules start in China”). 

A controversial decision by China to refuse many applications from single men and women based 

on discrimination against same-sex relationships (Belluck and Yardley “China Tightens Adoption 

Rules for Foreigners”).  

When these restrictions were first announced, potential adopters reacted negatively, 

indicating that they felt excluded from the adoption narrative. Parent testimonies expressed 

disappointment from the new changes to body-mass index, mental and physical health, and 

relationship status, and age requirements, using rhetoric such as “significant blows,” “sad day,” 

“shame” (Belluck and Yardley, “China Tightens Adoption Rules for Foreigners”). This severely 

limited the pool of prospective adoptive parents and effectively ended adoption by single women, 

who accounted for roughly one-third of all U.S. adopters in the late 1990s (Selman 590). Yet, in 

2011 the CCCWA re-opened adoptions to single women for their special needs programs if they 

followed similar restrictive guidelines. A single woman must be between the ages of 30 and 50, 

sign a statement confirming they are not a homosexual, meet health and income requirements, and 

have adequate resources and experience to care for special needs children (“China Opens 

Adoptions to Single Women”). This change shows that the Chinese were somewhat willing to 

relax restrictions to find placements for children in the special needs program. Chapter IV explores 

adoptive parent narratives and opinions on the restrictions, congruent with the literature. 
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China’s Waiting Children  

In 2000, China established the official special needs adoption program called China’s 

Waiting Children which allows special needs children to be adopted internationally. This includes 

children with "mental or physical disabilities, behavioral problems, emotional disorders...[and] 

children who are relatively older" and those who have experienced varying types of severe abuse 

or neglect (Tan et al. 3). China's adoption policy was revised in 2010 to focus solely on the Waiting 

Children program, thereby ending all ICA of healthy children. Now, it is much more difficult to 

adopt a healthy infant or toddler from China than it was twenty years ago.  

An article from Holt International Adoption Agency addresses common misconceptions 

surrounding today’s special needs adoption, including gender, age, and able-bodiedness, and 

timeline of adoption. Munro writes that under Holt services, family placement through the Waiting 

Children program will only take between 12-18 months from the time of the initial application. 

Whereas healthy children without identifiable special needs would be older and will take roughly 

over 5 years or more to process and find placement (Munro, “‘Special Needs’ Adoptions from 

China - Top 5 Misconceptions”).  

The combination of China’s Waiting Child program, a limitation of the availability of 

healthy girls, and the 2006 adoption restrictions have allowed China’s central government to 

expressly encourage the increase of special needs adoptions. Rafferty’s study, “Chinese Special 

Needs Adoption, Demand, and the Global Politics of Disability,” argues that this contemporary 

change is a result of promoting healthy domestic adoptions while the Chinese government remains 

complicit in the “outsourcing” of children with disabilities to Western countries. This shift is also 

seen as a government effort to reverse negative associations of abandoning healthy children, 

especially girls. Rafferty finds that the resulting increase in China’s special needs orphan 
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population includes explanations of but is not limited to Chinese cultural and market-driven ideas 

surrounding disability, a lack of government support for families with disabled children, 

government coercion, and a lack of international regulation in intercountry adoptions (Rafferty, 

“Chinese Special Needs Adoption, Demand, and the Global Politics of Disability'').  

Other literature also suggests that the government is at fault for the gradual replacement of 

available children for adoption from mainly healthy girls, resulting from the One Child policy, 

with the marginalization of special needs children. This issue is further explored in Leslie K. 

Wang’s book, Outsourced Children, that China’s cultural stigma against mental and physical 

ailments enabled government authorities to “outsource intimacy” to eager Westerners while 

ostensibly keeping the children’s best interests at heart (134). Drawing from her ethnographic case 

study of two state-run orphanages, both of which are financed by Western NGOs, Wang finds that 

childcare privatization in China, paired with the “moral motivations of American evangelicals, 

ignore pervasive economic disparities and cultural stigmas against disability in China” (Wang 

135). Wang’s narrative shifts academic focus away from the pitfalls of Chinese culture towards 

the Chinese government’s failure and coercion of its people.  

The scholarly discourse surrounding China’s special needs adoption often sheds light on 

the wrongful perpetuation of intercountry adoption by both China and Westerners. However, it is 

important to maintain that most people with children in China do not abandon their children and 

that the statistical proportion of abandoned children is low for China’s total population (average 

of 10,000 per year at .003% of the total population) (Rafferty, “Chinese Special Needs Adoption, 

Demand, and the Global Politics of Disability”). It is also worth noting that most American 

adoptive families and international adoption agencies do not proceed to promote evangelism or a 

white savior complex. While overwhelming evidence and research point the blame for wrongdoing 
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in Chinese international adoption to different parties, each causal story told surrounding 

international Chinese adoption and policies must be viewed objectively.  

One Child Policy Lifted 

In 2015, the central government of China finally announced that beginning on January 1, 

2016, all Chinese couples would be allowed to have two children. This marked the end of China’s 

One Child policy, “one of the costliest lessons of misguided public policymaking” (Wang et al. 

84). Wang et al. reemphasize the damage that the policy’s involuntary family planning efforts had 

in creating abnormal sex ratios at birth, enforcing the policy by carrying out massive sterilization 

and abortion campaigns, and developing a burden for today’s working-age class (85).  

While this policy shift is a positive step towards government relaxation of control over its 

population, there was a surprisingly modest response from China’s people to this policy relaxation. 

For instance, as part of the gradual phasing out of the One Child policy, in 2013 China allowed 

couples to have two children if one spouse is an only child. Yet, in 2015 only 1.69 million couples 

applied to have a second child out of the 11 million eligible couples (83). Unfortunately, it is 

believed that the end of China’s One Child policy is still unlikely to significantly increase births 

in China. Scholars advocate for the re-education of China’s family planning and health services 

that will encourage families to make educated decisions surrounding fertility. 

Foreign Nongovernmental Organization Law 2017 

China’s Foreign NGO law of 2017 redefines past regulations for foreign agencies, stating 

that only qualified non-profit foreign adoption agencies may register to operate in China. This 

excludes NGOs working solely on facilitating adoption and only allows registration for adoption 

agencies with additional child welfare operations. As a result, the China Center for Children’s 

Welfare and Adoption (CCCWA) is now the sole source to oversee and manage any foreign 
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adoption agency correspondence (Su, “How the Foreign NGO Law Has Affected International 

Adoption”). 

[T]he laws themselves, which were, again, related to NGOs in China, were not targeted 

specifically at adoption, but they have indeed had a detrimental impact on the partnerships that 

have existed for a long time between U.S. adoption service providers and specific provinces that 

were designed to improve opportunities for children with special needs (ChinaFile, "Foreign NGO 

Law Causes Drop in U.S. Adoptions, According to the State Department").  

The tightening of the Foreign NGO Law under CCCWA meant the closure of major 

programs that facilitate international adoption processes. These include the One-to-One special-

needs assistance program which paired or assigned foreign adoption agencies with specific 

orphanages, the Journey of Hope program that organized foreign adoption agency agents to meet 

with older orphans and special needs orphans, and the Hosting Programs which took special needs 

orphans in China to foreign countries for camp in hopes that they would find adoptive parents (Su, 

“How the Foreign NGO Law Has Affected International Adoption”). 

The limited registration of NGOs also impacts the ability of grassroots organizations to 

fundraise internationally since “foreign foundations often require that the programs to which they 

distribute funds be recognized as nonprofit organizations under their home country’s domestic 

laws” (Ashley and He 62). Local private orphanages are now unable to solicit foreign corporate 

sponsorship, substantially limiting their funding. As non-state entities, they are not subject to the 

standardization and regulation of orphan services that safeguard against the poor provision of 

orphan care (High 164-165).  

The reduction of Foreign NGO participation in Chinese ICA is only a casualty in China’s 

plans to restructure the domestic population. Additional eligibility requirements for foreigners 

were made in June 2017 that restrict family size and duration between adoptions (Su, “How the 

Foreign NGO Law Has Affected International Adoption”). Both this and the Foreign NGO law 

have effectively reduced the number of Chinese adoptions for Americans. In 2017, 1,905 adoptions 
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took place, followed by a 42% reduction of adoptions in 2019 (Figure I). These restrictions further 

support the argument that the Chinese government has a desire to subdue international adoption 

by making the adoption process more difficult for foreign foreigners. 

Today’s Challenges 

Today, China faces a demographic era marked by low fertility, the high sex ratio at birth 

(SRB), a rapidly aging population, massive urbanization, labor shortage, and widespread 

geographic redistribution. These changes have occurred gradually within the broader context of 

increased globalization, economic inequality, political tension, and China’s rapid economic 

growth (Cai 373).  

The massive sex imbalance in the ratio at birth is a result of the One Child policy. Driven 

by the traditional Chinese preference for sons and coupled with the birth planning policies, there 

was a huge percentage of abandonment of daughters and fertility technology that led to sex-

selective abortions (Tucker and Van Hook 211). Although sociologist Yong Cai contends that this 

imbalance may also be attributed to the high levels of underreporting of births and China’s 

“missing girls.” Cai uses two terms to describe the “missing girls”: “nominal missing – the number 

of missing girls as revealed by population statistics, and truly missing – the number of missing 

girls excluding those hidden (unreported) girls” (Cai 797).  His study of China’s 2010 census data 

reported that the count of “missing girls'' in China rose from 8.5 million in the year 2000 to over 

20 million (Cai 388). However, it is difficult to find accurate national statistics on child 

abandonment and for institutionalized children. This is especially true since there is a constant 

influx and outflow of children into the Social Welfare Institutes of China.  
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Figure II Source Data (U.S. Department of State, See Appendix D). 

The Chinese government is highly sensitive to its reporting of publicly available 

information due to past allegations of human rights abuses in orphanages (Rafferty, “Chinese 

Special Needs Adoption, Demand, and the Global Politics of Disability”). Therefore, I created the 

figure above to show how the sex imbalance in China is directly reflected in the demographic of 

its adopted children. This figure above shows the sex composition of Chinese children adopted 

into the United States between the years 1999 and 2019.  

China carries strong traditional beliefs that are deeply embedded in its culture. However, 

culture is not static. Attitudes toward having girls are changing progressively and this is reflected 

in China’s recent orphan population. Roughly a decade ago when China ended the healthy child 

program, the demographic of Chinese adoptees shifted from predominantly female infants to 

children classified as special needs split evenly across genders. Males set a first-time record 

occupying 51% majority of Chinese adoptees in 2016. This is a stark comparison to when Chinese 

adoptees into the U.S. were 98% female in the year 1999 (Budiman and Lopez, “Amid a decline 
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in international adoptions to the US, boys outnumber girls for the first time”). 

The sex imbalance is also accompanied by a highly uneven age distribution among the 

Chinese population. Economist Liang Zhongtang criticized the One Child Policy as the source 

leading to a “breathless, lifeless society without a future.” Zhongtang also coined the term “4:2:1” 

to refer to the situation where two adults must support four elderly parents and one child (Fong 

60). Fewer children meant that a larger portion of the adult population would be working rather 

than staying home to take care of their family. Now, as this large population is aging and moving 

towards retirement, China faces the economic consequences due to labor force shrinkage (Kristoff 

“China’s Worst Policy Mistake?”).  

In 2013, Tucker and Van Hook suggested two policy measures that the Chinese 

government should take to solve these imbalances and normalize the SRB. The first was to raise 

the status of women in Chinese society by promoting the Care for Girls campaign, which offers 

incentives for couples to have female children, and by adopting strict repercussions for sex-

selective abortions. The second suggestion was to relax the One Child Policy, thereby increasing 

population growth and leading to a more balanced SRB. The government adhered to this widely 

favored suggestion, as the policy was lifted in 2015 (Tucker and Van Hook 214-15).  

The goal of the One Child Policy was to control population growth so that the country 

would have the ability to economically sustain itself. Ultimately, this controversial policy was 

successful in doing this. It helped curb population growth from 11.6% in 1979 to 5.9% in 2005 in 

PRC and reduced the population by an estimated 250-300 million (Festini and de Martino 358). 

But at what cost? Underlying problems accompanying the policy and its outcomes include 

corruption in adoption, coercion, current sex imbalance among China’s population, damaging 

effects to child, cross-cultural issues, poor orphanage resources, ‘buying and selling babies,’ 
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circulation of children as a commodity, and ‘white saviorism’—to name a few. However, to 

discuss each of these issues in detail would exceed the scope of this project. 

Conclusion 

China has been slow to acknowledge these looming demographic problems, as evidenced 

by the government’s steadfast adherence to the One Child Policy. The government set plans to 

mitigate the population crisis in motion; many of which fall under the umbrella of restricting its 

international adoption. The 2006 & 2017 restrictions to foreigner eligibility to adopt, the shift to 

special needs only, the Foreign NGO laws, and the lifting of the One Child Policy all exemplify 

China’s willful efforts to tighten international adoption through its policies.  

China remains the top country of origin for intercountry adoptions to the United States. 

Yet, the number of children being adopted by U.S. citizens has been dramatically reduced as China 

highlights its domestic adoption. However, the decline in international adoption is seen as a 

positive trend, indicating fewer children are being abandoned in China and children will be able 

to grow up assimilated into Chinese culture. Although many scholars now worry that despite 

current efforts, the impact of the One Child Policy was so grand that China's residual population 

damage may be irreversible. In the case of China, this developing country’s need for such 

widespread international adoption was a necessary stage in the nation's path to modernization 

(Cote 93).  
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology 

Since this research project aims to understand how policies have shaped the adoption 

experience for adoptive families, qualitative interviews were conducted to collect data on the 

personal experiences of the adoption process for parents of Chinese adopted children. The 

qualitative interviews provided an outlet for willing participants to share their personal experiences 

with the Chinese adoption process and express their opinions on Chinese intercountry adoption 

(ICA). While there have been continuous studies on the American Chinese adopted children’s and 

families’ post-adoption experience, there are few qualitative studies that represent the parent 

experience and parent opinions of Chinese ICA. The following interview question themes attempt 

to address such gaps in the research: adoption procedure and experience for parents, opinions on 

Chinese international adoption, policy knowledge and opinion, and post-adoption life.  

The interviews were semi-structured with open-ended response questions that intended to 

facilitate a conversational environment that allowed the participant to have agency over their 

responses. In addition, the questions aimed to capture the range of adoption experiences available 

from diverse participant backgrounds. Varying factors included the year(s) they went through the 

adoption process, the age of their children at the time of adoption, how many children they adopted, 

the adoption agency used, and whether their children are characterized as special needs children 

or not. From this, I was able to compare the participants’ experiences over time, analyze these 

differences, and make conclusions as to how policy influenced their adoption experiences.  

To begin this research process, my study would need to gain Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval. First, my supervisor and I completed the required IRB online training. Then, I 

prepared my study proposal and IRB application. The application process included submission of 

the following documents: research proposal, ‘Exempt Status’ submission form, recruitment 
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information, participant consent form, and an interview question guide. Upon submission and 

review, my study was IRB approved and I was able to move forward with the recruitment process. 

The preparation and approval process took approximately two months.  

Recruitment 

The target population for the qualitative interviews included both parents of Chinese 

adopted children and employees of large international adoption agencies. Parents of adoptees were 

the focus of this study rather than adoptees because there is a lack of research surrounding the 

parent perspective. In addition, I sought to interview employees of international adoption agencies 

dealing with Chinese adoptions to understand the evolution of the adoption process from a 

professional standpoint.  

This study aimed to find a random sample of participants who were willing to share their 

experiences through an interview. My recruitment methods included direct contact emailing and 

calling, Facebook group solicitation, and web-bulletin boards posting (See Appendix B). To 

maintain a professional tone for this project, I ensured that none of the participants had any 

personal relationship with my family or my Chinese adoption cohort.  

First, I created and posted a short questionnaire/interest form via Qualtrics to gauge 

participation interest and collect contact information. The survey asked for general contact 

information (name, phone number, email) and year(s) that they had adopted Chinese children. 

There was no limit to the number of participants able to fill out the interest form. The participants 

were able to schedule their 1-hour long Zoom interviews with me via Calendly. My goal was to 

complete 15 interviews.  

The majority of interested participants came from Facebook groups and web-bulletin 

boards. I received a total of 30 responses to the interest form with varying adoption timelines and 
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adoptee ages. Once I received a substantial number of responses, I organized the respondents by 

the adoption dates provided, years ranging from 1995-2019. I made a concerted effort to capture a 

wide range of parent-China adoption experiences, constructing a sample that would complement 

current scholarship in the relevant literature. Priority was given to participants in the order that 

they filled out the Calendly invite.  

Of the 15 final interviews, two interviews were of adoption agency professionals, two 

interviews were with former social workers who had later become parents of adoptees. All of the 

responding participants were mothers of the adopted children. Only one family interview out of 

13 families featured the father. The year(s) that each participant family finalized their children’s 

adoption ranges from 1997-2017.  

Pseudonym 

Year Adoption Process 

Started Year Finalized 

Age of Child at Finalized 

Date 

Lana 2016 2017 18 months 

Jessica 2016 2017 2.5 years 

Lana 2012 2014 19 months 

Caroline 2011 2013 2.5 years 

Kate 2010 2011 6 years 

Caroline 2008 2010 18 months 

Samantha 2005 2009 3 years 

Jane 2004 2006 12 months 

Meredith 2003 2005 20 months 

Kim 2002 2005 11 months 

Jane 2001 2002 10 months 

Mary 2000 2001 11 months 

Sandra 1999 2000 9 months 

Ellen 1998 2002 15 months 

Anne 1998 1999 17 months 

Anne 1996 1997 17 months 
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Figure III. The figure above shows the total number of adopted children among the 13 

families that were interviewed. Column I shows the corresponding pseudonym last names of the 

participant families. Repetition of a pseudonym indicates that the parent adopted on more than one 

occasion. Column II shows the years that parents began the initial process of adoption. The start 

year of the process refers to when the family began the logistical adoption application process by 

contacting the adoption agency to begin compiling dossier paperwork. Column III shows the year 

that each family traveled to China to get the child, thereby finalizing the Chinese legal process for 

adoption. The year(s) that each participant family finalized their child’s adoption range from 1997-

2017. By comparing families from earlier years to more recent years, I was able to observe how 

different policy changes may have influenced each family’s overall adoption experience. 

Study and Procedure 

 Participants met and were interviewed individually through the Zoom virtual conferencing 

platform based on their predetermined scheduling times. Each participant was sent the consent 

form via email with instructions to review the form in advance of the interview. Interviews began 

with general introductions and verbal consent confirmation to the video and audio recording. The 

rest of the interview followed the interview question guide (See Appendix C). The Zoom audio 

and video recording were all stored on the protected UT Austin Box Server. These recordings have 

been used for reference during the research process and are only accessible to this project’s 

researchers. All names and identifying information have been excluded from this paper, and each 

participant has been given a pseudonym. 

Limitations of Study 

 Before moving to Chapter IV, I shall disclose the limitations involved in the execution of 

this study. While appropriate for the scope of an undergraduate thesis, the number of interview 
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participants is relatively small for a research study. The small sample size is further limited by the 

diversity of participants within the sample. Participants came only from direct emails, Facebook 

groups, and online bulletins. While this created a narrow focus, the insights found in these specific 

interviews may not apply to all American adoptive parents. The conclusions from this study can 

only be applied to those families that were interviewed and should not be fully generalized for all 

families who have adopted from China. Consider this as an exploratory study that provides a 

foundation for further research on American adoptive parent experiences with Chinese adoption.  
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CHAPTER IV: Results 

This chapter discusses and analyzes the findings from the interviews considering the 

prevailing literature. The interviews allowed me to compare differences in families’ adoption 

processes over time, changes in feelings associated with Chinese adoption, and experiences as 

American adoptive parents with Chinese children. Additionally, these interviews shed light on 

how the policy changes may have affected each family differently, creating hardships that are 

difficult to capture using statistics only.  

This study reveals that Chinese international adoption policies shaped experiences for 

American adoptive parents of Chinese children through the exertion of ‘soft power’ influences. 

Evidence of China’s soft power influence was seen across participant motivations for choosing to 

adopt from China over other nations. These motivations included the structured process with strict 

eligibility criteria and the overall appeal of China’s adoption culture, including children’s health. 

The data revealed that these motivations remained relatively consistent among participants 

adopting over 20 years. However, participant opinions about Chinese ICA shifted over time. The 

gradual changes in Chinese ICA policy showed subtle impacts on parent experiences in the form 

of soft power influence. This helps explain why parents show surprising support for the restrictive 

policies. The willingness of prospective U.S. parents to adopt in the face of new restrictions 

suggests that neither the restrictions nor the shift towards special needs was significantly influential 

in reducing parent motivations to adopt.  

Choosing China 

China’s Soft Power Influence 

In the context of adoption, ‘soft power’ involves shaping the preferences of others through 

appeal without the use of force. For decades, the Chinese government has used ICA as a channel 
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to solve domestic welfare issues, adjusting its ICA policies and procedures however it saw fit. 

‘Soft power’ was exerted every time China changed its adoption policies and the requirements for 

prospective adopters in ways that best represent its national interests in family birth planning 

(McBride and Kevern 4).  

Down to the Basics 

Dating back to the One Child Policy, China’s soft power has had indirect effects on 

prospective foreign adopters which increased the appeal of the Chinese ICA process and adoption 

from China. For example, participants across the board were most attracted to China because the 

Chinese ICA process is highly regimented with strict eligibility guidelines. When asked what their 

motivations were to adopt from China, a surprising number of participants brought up China’s 

structured ICA process.  

Looking at parents who adopted in the years before the 2006 restrictions, Sandra (‘00), 

Mary (‘01), Ellen (‘02), and Kim (‘05) all noted that they preferred China because of how 

transparent the process appeared for foreigners. Kim (‘05) and Sandra (‘00) also expressed their 

preferences for China’s closed adoptions. Kim said: “One of the reasons we didn't adopt 

domestically is because we didn't want CPS in our lives.” Chinese ICA provides limited familial 

background information on the child and does not attempt to remain in contact with the birth 

parents at the time of adoption. Adoptive parents are required to travel to China to get their child 

and finalize the adoption process with both the U.S. and Chinese governments (“Adoption Process 

for China”).  

Participants used the words “reliable,” “predictable,” “standardized,” “regimented,” 

“appealing,” and “transparent” when describing their perception of the modern Chinese ICA 



 

34 

process. This pattern continued to appear in participants who adopted after the 2006 restrictions. 

Jane, who adopted as a single parent in 2002 and 2006, said:  

I went to a meeting and learned more about the girls waiting in China...at the time, China 

had baby girls and that appealed to me...I was afraid that a child from foster care would have 

more needs than I could handle as a single parent...also the actual process that the government 

laid out was very structured. 

Jessica (‘17) had the same motivations to adopt as parents a decade earlier:  

We looked at everything, really. We looked at domestic private adoptions. We looked at 

foster care options. We looked everywhere kind of around the world. Slowly, we started taking 

things off and saying, well, this one doesn't fit us. And I think what settled us on China, were a 

couple of things. One was, we felt that the process was fairly regimented, for lack of a better word. 

And so, you know, it had you do these things in this timeframe we do these things in roughly this 

time frame. And, you know, check these boxes. It felt very standardized. You're not going to get 

like halfway through, and the government's going to be like, oh, by the way, you need to do 50 

other things. 

China's remarkably consistent average adoption processing times speak to China’s ICA 

process predictability compared with other sending nations (McBride and Kevern 15). However, 

the recurring theme of bureaucratic delays emerged for participants’ who adopted close to major 

events and policy change times. One of the earliest delays reported was during Anne's first 

adoption. Anne (‘97) mentions that during the adoption process for her first daughter, what was 

intended to be a four to eight-week wait from the time their dossier was approved to when they 

received a child referral, turned into a nine-month prolongation. She says that the prolongation 

resulted from the release of the controversial 1995 documentary ‘The Dying Rooms,’ which 

exposed the horrible conditions of China’s abandoned children under certain Chinese welfare 

institutions. Chinese ICA soon became a particular focus by Western media and prospective 

adoptive parents (Dowling and Brown 353). Only after humanitarian concerns were raised on the 

treatment of China’s orphaned children, did the Chinese government respond by creating a 

centrally organized and controlled international adoption system with strict guidelines. Although 
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the Chinese government’s prompt response to fixing the adoption system through policy revisions 

created bureaucratic slowdowns for families who were in the process of adoption at the time. 

A similar situation occurred with Samantha’s family, whose adoption was affected by the 

2006 restriction implementation. Samantha began their family’s process during the peak year of 

adoptions in 2005. At the time, adoption agencies were experiencing delays due to high volumes 

of applicants (Neville and Rotabi 70). While Samantha’s family was not one of the 2006 

restrictions targets, the slowdown that they experienced was an indirect consequence of the policy. 

She said, “Initially it was supposed to be six to nine months. And then we waited almost three 

years.” This not only caused a longer wait time, but Samantha’s family was also surprised to 

discover they would receive a 3-year-old daughter when they had expected a six-month-old infant. 

Nonetheless, Samantha recounts that this was an unexpected happenstance that worked out for the 

best. Jessica (‘17) also mentioned an additional 3-month delay in matching due to slowdowns in 

the U.S. administration in January 2017. This may have been caused by the implementation of the 

Foreign NGO law that required foreign NGOs to re-register in China and caused the forced closure 

of many ICA programs.  

From this, participants were influenced by China’s structured process and thus, more likely 

to choose China due to process reliability. Concerning the effect of policy implementation on 

participant adoption processes, the most direct impact was delayed processing times that occurred 

at the start of new policy implementation. Although, since all these participants completed their 

adoptions, in hindsight did not significantly impact their adoption experiences.  

Chinese ICA Culture 

The interview data also shows a subtle trend in participant motivations to adopt being due 

to a combination of influences from Chinese ICA culture and Chinese culture itself. It is important 
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to note that most participants began with an international search and did not choose China solely 

by its cultural associations but were influenced by them while determining that they fit China’s 

requirements. Ellen (‘02) and her spouse expressed sadness and compassion in their response, 

indicating that their decision to adopt was influenced by the plight of the abandoned children:  

It just felt so wrong that these girls were particularly kind of culled from families and 

killed..and not that we wanted to be some kind of rescue team, but we wanted to do what little we 

could for one person...No child goes through what the girls in China go through without being 

scarred. It’s a harsh circumstance. 

For recent adoptive parents, Jessica (‘17) and Lana (‘14 and ‘17) expressed similar levels 

of comfort to become involved with Chinese and Asian communities. Lana (‘14 and ‘17) notes a 

positive view of Chinese adoption culture:  

Like you know we kind of grew up in like the 90s and early 2000s, and like, um, you know, 

when you were adopted [speaking to interviewer], like everyone kind of knew about Chinese 

adoption, all these cute Asian babies came home and it was very romantic. For me, it was like a 

very romantic story so that, again, that was always kind of on my mind...We also knew that we 

could integrate this culture and we'd be happy to learn more about the culture and visit China and 

you know make that part of our lives. 

The notion of familiarity with Chinese culture was also seen in former social workers, 

Mary’s (‘01) and Caroline’s (‘08 and ‘13) responses. As a former social worker for a large adoption 

agency in Texas, Mary was already very knowledgeable of Chinese ICA. She said that her time as 

a social worker specifically for Chinese ICA coupled with her familiarity with Chinese culture was 

her greatest factor in choosing Chinese adoption. Caroline states that she had considered domestic 

adoptions but chose Chinese ICA for “the fact that [her] husband is Chinese, making it an obvious 

choice.” 

Furthermore, literature does not often dote on how China’s adoption restrictions have 

created a “niche” adoption culture for certain parents. For example, China’s age restrictions created 

a unique opportunity for older parents to adopt. Before 1999, foreign adopters and Chinese citizens 

looking to adopt had to be at least 35 (Volkman 31). Anne’s (‘97) family had been told numerous 
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times that because of their older ages, they would not be able to adopt domestically. Upon reading 

a newspaper article reporting a story of an older couple that had recently adopted a baby from 

China, Anne turned her attention to Chinese international adoption. Anne and her spouse were 

then able to adopt their first daughter at ages 46 and 50, respectively. 

China's requirement then was for people to be at least 35 years old...We talked to Holt and 

they told us the China program was the only one we qualified for at that time. And so we did. 

Participants who were also in the older age range and unable to adopt from other nations 

included Sandra (‘00) who adopted at age 41, Meredith (‘05) at age 43, and Kate (‘11) who adopted 

at ages 42 and 46, respectively. The age minimum was lowered to 30 years in 2000. 

Overall, parents' adherence to China’s increasingly rigid adoption process proved to be 

beneficial to them. Yet, the changing of China’s changing restrictions to prospective parents solely 

based on discrimination has received varying degrees of support. Having adopted as an older, 

single parent in the year 2000, Sandra expressed difficulty in discerning how “good or bad” the 

adoption eligibility restrictions are:  

You know, I think that it is really sad that the government decided to stop all single-parent 

adoptions for a while. Like me, I devoted my attention to my career, never married but still wanted 

to raise a child once I got to my 40’s and my career was in a good place...I wouldn’t have been 

able to do that...But it’s tricky, about whether the restrictions are good or bad...if it’s for the best 

interest of the children then that, that is what’s most important. 

Similarly, parents who express genuine concern for China’s abandoned children are not all 

intentional perpetrators of ICA. Ellen clarifies her position that their motivation to adopt was not 

for religious reasons: 

What we found is that for many families the reason to go was religious...I almost felt like 

that was an odd motivation. I love the idea that they're that immersed in their faith to make this 

happen. And yet I questioned that with that as your motivator...Will you do the right thing by that 

child? 

The implication here is that by using ‘soft power,’ the Chinese government was able to 

divert attention away from its harsh domestic policies and toward ICA to create an appealing view 
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of ICA to foreign parents, as seen in the participant responses. This ‘soft power’ on ICA culture 

enabled people with subjective perspectives of “good and bad” motivations to adopt from China. 

Health in Chinese ICA 

Another example of ‘soft power’ was the Chinese government’s decision to shift all its 

ICA to special needs-only adoptions. This ICA policy shift was made to prioritize its citizens’ 

preferences to adopt healthy children as opposed to special needs children. Although ICA benefits 

individual children’s wellbeing, it can cause harm at the systemic level, meaning that the decline 

in ICA has mixed implications for vulnerable children (Neville and Rotabi 63). It is truly the lack 

of standardized child welfare care in China’s orphanages that creates lasting hardships for children 

as well as foreign parents who are open to special needs adoption.  

Both early and late adopters brought up the topic of health as a motivation for adoption. 

Sandra (‘00), Jane (‘02), Ellen (‘02), and Kim (‘05) all mentioned their preference for “healthy 

baby girls” as a reason for choosing Chinese ICA. They believed the health outcomes of Chinese 

children were better than other countries. More specifically, they mention Russia, whose orphans 

had historically high rates of fetal alcohol syndrome and trauma from neglect (Rothman, “How 

Russian Adoptions Became a Controversial Topic”). This was the consensus among early adopters 

who had the option to choose whether they were comfortable with receiving a special need 

qualifying child. Even as a parent of a “healthy” child, Ellen said, “To some degree, I didn't have 

the expectation of the psychological hardships that she was going to have...I think we were 

surprised.”  

However, Lana (‘17) who adopted recent special needs also said: “China’s process was the 

most appealing…my impression was that the kids from China just seemed to transition well and 

have fewer behavioral issues.” This statement speaks to the fact that not all special needs children 
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had severe medical issues and that many had minor, correctible defects (Munro, “‘Special Needs’ 

Adoptions from China - Top 5 Misconceptions”). 

Additionally, Hague Convention guidelines require all prospective adoptive parents to 

complete at least 10 hours of Hague compliant adoption training in addition to differing state 

training requirements. These training courses are intended to cover subjects such as cross-cultural 

communication, parenthood education, and special needs adoption (“Adoption Parent Training”). 

Parents adopting before 2006 expressed general satisfaction with adoption preparation services 

and have experienced fewer overall hardships in parenthood.  

Conversely, some parents who adopted special needs children expressed dissatisfaction 

with the adoption preparation services and faced unexpected hardships that have impacted their 

overall experiences with adoption and parenthood. Caroline (‘08 and ‘13) expressed that her 

position as a former social worker and her interracial marriage are what helped prepare her to 

become a Chinese adoptee’s parent: 

I think adoption services are woefully inadequate...You do the classes and you read the 

books that you're supposed to read. There's probably not enough focus on all the difficulties that 

come up when you adopt. Like their medical special needs are probably the easiest things to deal 

with, right? So it's all the other stuff. It’s the trauma or the loss, or her need to be a constant 

perfectionist that everything she does, or else she somehow is not good enough... 

Kate (‘11) also felt that she “did not feel prepared by the agency at all...for the level of 

trauma” that her daughter carried. Having adopted her daughter at age 6, Kate suggested that her 

local agency’s training program should have focused more on recognizing signs of trauma and 

highlighted how to handle adopting older children. 

The problems that I have are not necessarily with China, but rather with her orphanage. 

She was horrifically abused at the orphanage, mentally and physically abused just absolutely 

horrific awful, awful things. I mean, she was starved to the point of just looking almost 

skeletal...And there were other parents who adopted from that same orphanage whose kids have 

come out and said the exact same things. All the information that we got from the orphanage was 

completely fabricated.  



 

40 

The data reveals two very different perspectives of adoption culture and services from 

parents with and without special needs children. Even so, both “healthy” and “special needs” 

adoptive parents were stunned at some of the difficulties tied to cross-cultural communication with 

older children, unforeseen physical and mental health problems, or those difficulties that 

adaptation to American life would bring. Nonetheless, the parents who have been able to adopt 

special needs children under these strict conditions exemplify characteristics that the Chinese 

government deems appropriate for caretakers.  

Alex, a senior adoption professional stated that the Foreign NGO Law of 2017 “resulted in 

the closing of the partnership program, [we] started to see a major drop in the number of [child] 

placements.” Regardless, Alex doesn’t view the Foreign NGO Law to have any correlation with 

China’s shift toward domestic adoptions. He adds, “Americans tend to adopt special needs 

children, and very, very, few Chinese are adopting children with special needs. There is no 

competition there at all.” This willingness of prospective U.S. parents to continue adopting in the 

face of new restrictions suggests that neither the restrictions nor the shift towards special needs 

were significantly influential in shifting parent motivations to adopt.  

Changing Perspectives 

While participant motivations to adopt remain unchanged, parent opinions about Chinese 

ICA have greatly shifted over the years. A surprising theme in the data was of participant 

acknowledgment of their roles in ICA paired with their responses that support the decline of ICA 

because of the restrictions. However, these hindsight observations are not an expression of 

changing attitudes towards their own decisions to adopt but rather a reaction to the changing 

contextual circumstances brought on by the policy changes over time. 
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As more research exposed the role that the Chinese government played in coercive family 

planning, American parents became more aware and educated on the realities of Chinese ICA. 

While searching to find her daughter’s birth family origins, Meredith (‘05) discovered that all of 

her daughter’s files and those of other families in her adoption cohort were composed of 

completely fabricated information. This information would later be uncovered during the Hunan 

province scandal in 2009. This scandal exposed the Hengyang Social Welfare Institute for buying 

babies from traffickers since 2002 and selling them to local orphanages. Shortly after the 2005 

trial in which 27 suspects were arrested, the Chinese government censored and removed all media 

reports on the story, leaving many questions unanswered (Meier and Zhang 90). Meredith said: 

I think a lot of Chinese birth families were really hurt by international adoption from 

China. And by us creating a demand, and people in China realizing they could fulfill the demand, 

set an example to those people that violated the policy and make some money for themselves at the 

same time you know, they took advantage. 

Samantha (‘09) was also troubled by the knowledge that the orphanage system provided 

her family “false narratives:” 

Now looking back, knowing we were told a story that isn't necessarily the narrative. 

Thinking all these little girls were relinquished willingly, you know because they preferred 

sons...and now years into it now we're seeing that a majority were kids taken away from their 

parents. And that has really changed my vision [of international adoption] more than anything. I 

mean, I feel a lot of guilt. I obviously had no control over that...But knowing it was a false narrative 

that we were given and in all likelihood, she was probably taken away from her birth parents or 

her birth mother… Yeah, so I do feel differently now about adoption than I did then.   

Parents shared the common sentiment that “adoption is a wonderful thing when it goes 

right and it’s a very horrible, horrible thing when it goes wrong.” China’s circumstance is 

especially highlighted because of its ill-informed One Child Policy implementation. However, a 

“bad adoption” is tragic in all ICA adoptions, not only for China adoptions. Lana (‘17) raised the 
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question, “How much are we perpetuating a system that is hurtful? We create a demand for 

children to leave their families.” 

Furthermore, participants who are in favor of the strict adoption process agreed that the 

increased safeguards on Chinese ICA are “a good thing because the process shouldn’t be easy,” 

says Jessica (‘17). Participants also viewed China’s Two-Child policy as “moving in the right 

direction.” This specifically, was Ellen’s response to the One Child Policy (OCP) relaxation. Of 

the OCP change, Samantha (‘09) said:  

You know, I'm happy. But of course, then I think that that breaks my heart for my child 

because if they had done that sooner. Maybe. Maybe she would be with her birth family. 

Neither parents nor adoption agency professionals said that the OCP change had much 

impact on their current lives. Possible explanations for this are because participant responses to 

the OCP change were generally positive and that the majority of participants had adopted before 

the OCP changes in 2015 and did not experience direct impacts on their adoption processes. Senior 

adoption official, Carrie, believes that the OCP change didn’t have much of an impact on adoption 

because it has already been on a steady decline. She said, “China now has a One Child mindset” 

characterized by urbanization, a growing economy, and the cost reality of providing for more than 

one child. Carrie said she has a “cautiously positive” outlook for China ICA:  

It is still positive for the children, especially for the special needs children. But how long 

will it go? Who knows. It depends on the US-China relationships. It also depends on how China 

views itself.  

Summary 

 The interviews provided insights into how China’s use of ‘soft power’ through 

policymaking influences different families’ adoption processes over time, changes in feelings 

associated with Chinese adoption, and experiences as American adoptive parents with Chinese 

children. The data revealed that participants were drawn to Chinese ICA for its structured process 
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and eligibility guidelines and the overall appealing culture of Chinese ICA versus other nations. 

Participant motivations to adopt remained relatively consistent, however, parent opinions about 

Chinese ICA are what has shifted over the years. Evidence of parent desire to continue adopting 

in the face of new restrictions suggests that neither the restrictions nor the shift towards special 

needs was significantly influential in shifting parent motivations to adopt. Lastly, participants 

displayed a surprising level of acknowledgment of their roles in ICA and generally supported the 

decline of ICA.  
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CHAPTER V: Conclusion 

The final chapter discusses conclusions and implications of findings, as well as limitations 

of this research. This chapter also considers directions for future research in the subject field. 

Although this is an exploratory study, there are unique insights that will contribute to current 

discussions about the Chinese international adoption policy and adoptive parent experiences.  

Evidence of ‘soft power’ influences through China’s policymaking can be seen across 

participant responses, shaping their overall adoption experience, motivation to adopt, and 

perceptions of Chinese ICA. These motivations were of the structured process with strict eligibility 

criteria and the overall appeal of China’s adoption culture, including children’s health. The data 

revealed that these motivations remained relatively consistent among participants adopting over 

20 years. However, participant opinions about Chinese ICA shifted over time. The gradual changes 

in Chinese ICA policy showed subtle impacts on parent experiences in the form of soft power 

influence. This helps explain why parents show surprising support for the restrictive policies. The 

willingness of prospective U.S. parents to adopt in the face of new restrictions suggests that neither 

the restrictions nor the shift towards special needs was significantly influential in reducing parent 

motivations to adopt.  

In the case of China, this developing country’s need for such widespread international 

adoption was a necessary stage in the nation's path to modernization (Cote 93). Whereas in other 

countries, their participation in ICA might have been profit-driven rather than for a solution to 

child welfare problems. China’s ability to attract foreigners to adopt from their ‘efficient’ ICA 

processes speaks to the fact that they designed their system to exert their ‘soft power.’ The 

implication here is that through the use of ‘soft power’ the Chinese government was able to divert 
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attention away from its harsh domestic policies and toward ICA to create an appealing and 

somewhat romanticized view of ICA for foreign parents.  

The data also revealed two very different perspectives of adoption culture and services 

from parents with and without special needs children. Even so, both “healthy” and “special needs” 

adoptive parents were stunned at the difficulties that cross-cultural communication in older 

children, unforeseen physical and mental health problems, or adaptation to American life would 

bring. Participant testimonies revealed that a lack of standardized child welfare care in China’s 

orphanages created these lasting hardships for both children and their adoptive parents.  

While participant motivations to adopt remain unchanged, parent opinions about Chinese 

ICA have greatly shifted over the years. A surprising theme in the data was of participant 

acknowledgment of their roles in ICA paired with their responses that support the decline of ICA 

as a result of the restrictions. However, these hindsight observations are not an expression of 

changing attitudes towards their own decisions to adopt but rather a reaction to the changing 

contextual circumstances brought on by the policy changes over time. 

As evidenced in Chapter II, the declining trend of Chinese ICA brings “cautiously positive” 

outlooks for both U.S. adoptive families and potential adoptive Chinese families. Zhong said that 

he “prayed from day one that [he] would be out of a job one day. When no more children would 

be abandoned by anybody around the world. That's [his] dream.” Although ICA benefits individual 

children’s development, it can cause harm at the systemic level, meaning that the decline in ICA 

has mixed implications for vulnerable children (Neville and Rotabi 63). Since Chinese ICA is now 

special needs only, China could improve special needs support-focused policies and programs to 

help mitigate medical hardships for both the children and future adoptive families.  
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The findings of this study should be considered exploratory, so as to inform future 

directions for research. However, there are limitations of this study. The small participant pool 

restricts the number of family experiences and perspectives analyzed. Further qualitative research 

should examine a larger pool of parents who adopted from China, focusing on families who 

experienced stagnations during the adoption process around times of crucial policy 

implementation. Future studies could also draw attention to parents who chose not to adopt from 

China. This could provide an answer to whether China’s soft power antithetically influenced their 

decisions.  

It can be concluded that the ‘soft power’ exerted through policy changes shaped the 

participant’s adoptive experience by stimulating international conversation surrounding Chinese 

ICA and evoking a preference among these participants for Chinese ICA’s structure process and 

the appeal of its overall adoption culture. 
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Appendix A: Policy Timeline 

1959 - United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child 

1979 - One Child Policy 

1989 - United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

1992 - Adoption Law of the People's Republic of China 

1993 - Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry 

Adoption 

2000 - Intercountry Adoption Act 

2000 - China's Waiting Children Program 

2001 - Child Citizenship Act of 2000 

2006 - China Restriction to Adoption Eligibility 

2015 - One Child Policy Lifted 

2017 - (Foreign NGO Law) Law of the People's Republic of China on Administration of 

Activities of Overseas Nongovernmental Organizations in the Mainland of China 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Information 

Email:  

 

Dear X,  

   

My name is Emily Sparkman and I am a senior Liberal Arts Honors Humanities and Chinese student at The 

University of Texas at Austin. I am excited to be in the process of writing my honors thesis project relating 

to Chinese international adoption. My thesis looks to answer the question of how policies related to Chinese 

international adoption have shaped parents’ experiences with adoption. 

 

As a part of my thesis, I will be performing a research study to gain insight into (the work you do at X 

agency relating to OR your perspective as an adoptive parent on) experiences with Chinese International 

Adoption. I will be conducting interviews with (adoption agency leaders/parents of adopted Chinese 

children) to gain such insights.  

 

With that being said, I am contacting you to see if you would be interested in participating in a Zoom 

interview for this project. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to reply to this email and I can 

give you more information! I am very excited about this project and would truly appreciate insights on the 

subject.  

 

Best,  

Emily Sparkman 

 

Facebook group(s) post:  
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Appendix C: Interview Guide 

Adoption Agency Employees 

- Please tell me about your position and responsibilities. 

- How long have you been working here? And in this field?  

- How involved is your position in the adoption process? 

- How long does the adoption process typically take? 

- Will you walk me through the steps of adoption through this organization? 

- Are adoption processes standardized across US adoption agencies? 

- What type of preparation programs does CCAI offer for parents going to adopt from China?  

- In what ways is this organization’s process unique from others?  

- What would you say are some of the biggest concerns for parents when adopting?  

Chinese International Adoption  

- What are your feelings towards Chinese international adoption? 

- In your time working in adoption, what are the major changes that have happened to the adoption 

agency? 

- What would cause such changes? 

- Would you say it’s gotten easier or harder to adopt?  

- Have you noticed a shift in the type of parents or parent motivation to adopt?  

- When have you seen periods of growth for Chinese adoption and periods of decline?  

Policy Questions 

- Do changes in international adoption policy affect adoption processes for parents?  

- Do changes in international adoption policy affect adoption processes from your end?  

- China seems to be tightening restrictions for parents on international adoption, what does this 

mean for its intl adoption?  

- When did the Chinese population shift its view to accept domestic adoption? 

- What major changes have happened since the loosening of the One Child Policy policy in 2015?  

- Has the Foreign NGO law 2017 had an impact on adoption processes?  

- How do you foresee Chinese intl adoption growth and decline in the next 5 years? 10 years? 

Why?  

- Generally, what are some trends you might see in adoption growth and decline based on the 

political climate between the US and China? - if time 

- How has adoption been affected during the Coronavirus Pandemic?  

- What changes or adjustments have been made?  

- Do you know how the children overseas have been affected by this? 

- What are adoptive parents’ responses to this? 

Interview Questions for Families 

General Information 

- Introductions  

- How many adoptive children do you have? 

- Were all of the children Chinese adoptees? 

- In what year(s) did you start the process of adoption, and when was the adoption 

completed (having the baby in possession)? 

- Did you adopt as a single parent or as a couple?   

- What state were you living in at the time of adoption?  

- How many children have you adopted and how old are your adopted children? 

- Do they have other siblings or other adopted siblings? 

- Do you have any family members or friends who have also adopted?  

- Where do you currently live?  

- Where you live, is there a large presence of families that adopt?  
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Adoption Experience for Parents 

- Did you work with an adoption agency during the process? If so, what services did they provide?  

- How long did the adoption process take? 

- Can you tell me about your adoption experience overall? 

- What is your general attitude towards international adoption? 

- What is your opinion of the Chinese adoption process itself?  

- How long were you considering/thinking about adopting before beginning the process? 

- How did you decide which country to adopt from?  

- What were some of your motivations for adopting from China? 

- What was one of the most important factors influencing your decision to adopt from China? 

- What were some of your biggest concerns throughout the adoption process?  

- Were these concerns addressed by the agency?  

- Were there any parts of the process that were particularly difficult? 

For Parents Who Have Only Adopted Post 2015 

- How has the loosening of the One Child Policy affected your adoption process after 2015? 

For Parents Who Have Adopted Both Prior and Post 2015 

- How did your first adoption experience differ from the second adoption experience? 

- Which experience was the ‘easiest’ and how? 

- Were there any noticeable logistical differences between the processes? 

- Did your motivations for adoption change at all between the two adoption cycles? 

- What changes, if any, did you make to more easily facilitate the adoption process? 

Post-adoption 

- How involved has your child been in connecting with their heritage? 

- Have you been back to China with your adopted children?  

- Would you consider adopting again? 

- Say you were to adopt again, would your motivations have changed at all?  

- If so, how?  

- Say you were to adopt again, what are some changes you would make to more easily facilitate the 

adoption process?  

- Generally speaking, how do you think parents’ motivations to adopt from China will change in 

the coming years?  

- How will parents’ motivations for adoption from China change due to changes in US-China 

relations, if at all?  
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Appendix D: Data 

Figure I.  

USA Top 3 Receiving Regions for International Adoption 1992-2019 

Year Total China Russia Guatemala 

1992 6,536 206 324 418 

1993 7,377 330 746 512 

1994 8,333 787 1,530 436 

1995 9,679 2,130 1,896 449 

1996 11,340 3,333 2,454 427 

1997 13,621 3,597 3,816 788 

1998 15,774 4,206 4,491 969 

1999 16,369 4,108 4,381 1,002 

2000 18,857 5,058 4,286 1,516 

2001 19,652 4,705 4,292 1,610 

2002 21,467 6,116 4,950 2,419 

2003 21,654 6,857 5,221 2,328 

2004 22,991 7,038 5,862 3,264 

2005 22,734 7,903 4,631 3,783 

2006 20,680 6,492 3,702 4,135 

2007 19,608 5,453 2,303 4,726 

2008 17,456 3,912 1,857 4,112 

2009 12,744 3,000 1,586 754 

2010 11,058 3,401 1,079 50 

2011 9,319 2,587 962 32 

2012 8,668 2,697 748 7 

2013 7,094 2,306 250 23 

2014 6,441 2,040 2 29 

2015 5,648 2,354 0 13 

2016 5,372 2,231 0 2 

2017 4,714 1,905 0 1 
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2018 4,056 1,475 0 1 

2019 2,971 819 0 0 

Total: 352,213 97046 61369 33,806 

 

Figure II.  

USA Receiving Chinese Adoptions Gender Composition 1999-2019 

Year Male Female 

1999 88 4020 

2000 136 4922 

2001 170 4535 

2002 232 5884 

2003 314 6543 

2004 346 6692 

2005 401 7502 

2006 586 5906 

2007 830 4623 

2008 838 3074 

2009 686 2314 

2010 873 2528 

2011 699 1888 

2012 873 1823 

2013 853 1453 

2014 844 1196 

2015 1280 1074 

2016 1126 1105 

2017 953 952 

2018 727 748 

2019 397 422 

Total: 13252 69204 
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