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The Multiethnic Placement Act
The Multiethnic Placement Act Defined
The Multiethnic Placement Act (PL 103-382), commonly known as
MEPA, was enacted in 1994. The purpose of MEPA was threefold:
(1) to decrease the length of time children experienced waiting to be
adopted; (2) to prevent discrimination in the placement of children on
the basis of race, color, or national origin; and (3) to identify and
recruit foster and adoptive families who can meet the needs of the
children.

States are required to provide diligent recruitment of potential foster
and adoptive families who reflect the ethnic and racial diversity of
children for whom homes are needed. MEPA specifically prohibits
the delay or denial of any adoption or placement in foster care due to
the race, color, or national origin of the child or of the foster or
adoptive parents, or both. In addition, the law prohibits states from
making placement decisions solely on the basis of race, color, or
national origin; however, these factors can be used when making
decisions on the capacity of prospective foster or adoptive parents to
meet the needs of the child.1

To reaffirm the goal of MEPA, Congress passed the Interethnic
Adoption Act (PL 104-188) in 1996. 2,3 Known as IEPA, this act
allows the federal government to assess financial penalties on a state
if the state has been given notice of a MEPA violation and has not
enacted a corrective action plan within six months.i

Transracial Adoption Defined
The terms “transracial” and “inracial” are frequently used when
discussing MEPA. Transracial adoption refers to the adoption of a
child by parents of a different race than the child. For example,
transracial adoption includes white adoptive parents adopting African
American/black children. Inracial adoption refers to the adoption of a
child by parents of the same race as the child.

The Impact of MEPA on States
Although public agencies may not routinely consider race, national
origin, and ethnicity in making placement decisions, consideration of
these factors may be taken on an individualized basis. Furthermore,
since MEPA was enacted to prevent children from remaining in foster
care, rather than being adopted by parents of another race, ethnicity,
or national origin, the Department of Health and Human Services
(HHS) gave the following example of a delay or denial of placement
to help states understand the intent of the laws:

Six minority children require foster placement, preferably
in a family foster home. Only one minority foster home is
available; it is only licensed to care for two children. The
children remain in emergency shelter until the agency can
recertify and license the home to care for the six children.
The children remain in an emergency shelter even though
a white foster home with capacity and a license to care for
six children is available.4

To assist states, the Administration for Children and Families, through
the Children’s Bureau, developed an internal evaluation instrument
through which states and other entities can evaluate or assess

                                                
i The Multiethnic Placement Act and the Interethnic Adoption Act
does not supercede the Indian Child Welfare Act.

compliance with MEPA.5  In addition, the Office for Civil Rights has
provided technical assistance to states implementing MEPA.

What Do the Data Show?
The MEPA legislation was enacted, in part, to prevent children from
languishing in out-of-home care while foster or adoptive parents of
the same race were found. The Adoption and Foster Care Reporting
System (AFCARS) can provide some data (i.e., the length of time in
out-of-home care and the length of time to be adopted) to help clarify
whether MEPA has been effective. For the purposes of this issue
brief, comparisons are between African American and white children.

On September 30, 2001, there were 532,087 children in foster care.
Of these children, approximately 37% were African American/black
and 37% were white. Overall, children had been in care for an
average of 32 months with a median of 19 months. African
American/black children were in foster care significantly longer than
all children of other races. For example, African American/black
children spent, on average, about four years in foster care. White
children spent, on average, about three years in foster care (Table 1).
These differences are consistent from 1998 through 2001, the most
recent year for which there are data.

Table 1. Length of Time in Out-of-Home Care, 2001
Mean

(in months)
Median

(in months) b

African American/Black 42.1 a 28.0
American Indian/Alaskan Native 27.1 a 16.0

Asian 25.1 a 15.8
Hispanic 30.0 a 18.4

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 22.6 a 14.0
White 25.7 a 15.1

Two or More Races 24.4 a 15.3
a There is a significant difference (p< .01) between the mean length of time in care for
African American/black children and children of all other races.
b The median is provided for context only.

In 2001, the most recent year for which there are data available,
50,940 children were adopted from the public child welfare system
(38% were white and 34% were African American/black). From the
time parental rights were terminated, it took longer for African
American/black children to be adopted compared to white children
(18 months versus 15 months; Table 2).

Table 2. Length of Time from Termination of Parental Rights to
Adoption, 2001

Mean
(in months)

Median
(in months) b

African American/Black 18.3 a 14.1
American Indian/Alaskan Native           17.5 14.2

Asian 15.6 a 11.7
Hispanic 15.6 a 12.5

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander            17.4 12.0
White 14.6 a 11.3

Two or More Races 15.3 a 12.2
a There is a significant difference (p< .01) between the length of time in care for African
American/black children and Asian, Hispanic, and white children, and children of two or
more races.
b The median is provided for context only.
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There is also a significant difference in the family composition and
race of the adoptive parents. In 2001, two parents of the same race
adopted most white children (72%), and of all the white children
adopted in 2001, 90% were adopted by at least one white parent. In
contrast, only 32% of African American/black children were adopted
by two parents of the same race, and 81% were adopted by one
African American/black parent. Finally, almost twice as many
African American/black children are adopted by parents of a different
race when compared to white children (19% and 10%, respectively;
Table 3).

Table 3. Family Structure of Adoptive Families, 2001

White
African

American
Two parents, same race as child 72% 32%
Two parents, one same race as child 4% 3%
Two parents, neither the same race as child 7% 13%
One parent, same race as child 14% 46%
One parent, different race as child 3% 6%

What Does the Research Show?
Since MEPA legislation was passed, limited research has been
published on the outcomes of transracial adoption. Within this limited
body, the findings have been mixed and sometimes contradictory. In
addition, the research focuses on children and young adults; thus little
can be concluded about the long-term effects of transracial adoption.
Overall, the studies have failed to yield significant differences in the
short-term outcomes for transracial versus inracial adoptees. 6, 7, 8, 9, 10,

11, 12, 13, 14, 15

Positive Outcomes for Transracial Adoptees
Transracial adoptees of color were no more likely to engage in
negative social behaviors than white inracial adoptees. For example,
they are no more likely to run away or use drugs. Studies show that
transracial adoptees have exhibited academic competence, another
sign of positive well-being. In addition, when African American/black
transracial adoptees live in integrated neighborhoods, attend

integrated schools, and have parents who accept and address the race
of their child, they have a stronger racial identity than those adoptees
that live in predominantly white neighborhoods and attend primarily
white schools. Finally, adoptive families who encourage and support
the culture and heritage of the child as well as that of the adoptive
family, and the child feels part of both cultures and heritages, show no
significant differences compared to their white, inracial adopted
peers.6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11

Negative Outcomes for Transracial Adoptees
Studies have shown that transracial adoptees developed their racial
identity differently from inracial adoptees. When transracial adoptees
fail to identify with the culture of their adoptive parents, they
experience greater psychological distress. Transracial adoptees,
particularly African American/black adoptees, developed adjustment
problems when they experienced discrimination and discomfort with
their appearance. Finally if the adoptive parents fail to address the
issues regarding the differences in race and culture of the adoptee and
the adoptive family, the adoptee experienced appearance anxiety
lasting through adulthood. 12, 13, 14, 15

Summary and Conclusions
In summary, MEPA and IEPA were enacted to prevent children of
color from remaining in foster care because adoptive parents of their
own race are not available. The data show that African
American/black children stay in out-of-home care longer compared to
their white peers. In addition, it takes longer from termination of
parental rights to the finalization of adoption. The data are not
comprehensive enough to determine what factors are mitigating the
extended length of stay in care for African American/black children.
Research shows that if adoptive parents maintain an open dialog
about the differences between their race and their child’s race, their
children have better outcomes. In addition, issues such as
discrimination and differences in appearance must be addressed.
Without this dialog, or if an adoptee does not accept their adoptive
parents’ culture, the adoptees are more likely to experience lasting
emotional distress.
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