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Introduction
In the Netherlands, family foster care is considered a preferred setting for children 

removed from their homes compared to residential care (Dutch Youth Act, 2015). 

A foster family serves as a safe place for vulnerable children and resembles a 

normal family (Berrick & Skivenes, 2012). The primary goal of the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

1989) is to provide a safe place for vulnerable children and youth and protect 

them against violence. This principle of safety may conflict with the principle that 

children from an ethnic, religious, or linguistic minority group have the right to 

express and experience their own culture, to practice their religion, and to use 

their native language (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). 

This conflict may occur when ethnic minority foster children are placed in an ethnic 

majority foster family (Day & Bellaart, 2015), which is mostly called a transcultural 

or transracial placement (Barn, 2018 and Brown et al., 2009). 

A suitable match between the characteristics of foster parents and foster children 

is essential to ensure successful placements, which means a reduced probability 

of unplanned terminations of placements (Moffatt & Thoburn, 2001). However, 

according to Zeijlmans et al. (2018), matching decisions in the Dutch foster care 

system are frequently not based on the ideal situation but the possibilities at hand. 

This means among others that a match based on ethnic-cultural backgrounds 

is often impossible due to a scarcity of non-kinship foster parents with ethnic 

minority backgrounds (Day & Bellaart, 2015; Padilla, Vargas, & Chavez, 2009). Even 

so, when children with an ethnic minority background are removed from their 

home, it may be better to quickly place them in a safe place (i.e., an ethnically non-

matched family) than leaving the situation as it is (Farrell-Smith, 1996)

There have been several societal discussions about foster children who have been 

transculturally placed. An example is a boy of Turkish descent who was placed 

in a Dutch foster family with an ethnic majority lesbian couple. The discussion 

focused on whether this boy could sufficiently explore his ethnic-Turkish and 

religious identity (Day et al., 2018). Studies show that ethnic identity is positively 

related to psychosocial functioning and academic and mental health outcomes 

(Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Smith & Silva, 2011). In other words, not being able to 

explore one’s ethnic identity may be problematic, particularly during (the onset 

of) adolescence, when identity formation becomes a major developmental task 
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1(Crocetti, 2018; Erikson, 1968; French et al., 2006; Marcia, 1966; Meeus et al., 

2012; Verschueren et al., 2017). This can significantly impact transculturally placed 

ethnic minority foster youth, who may be vulnerable due to abuse, neglect, and 

out of home placements (Goemans et al., 2016; Mitchell 2016; 2017). However, no 

scientific knowledge exists about the ethnic identity of transculturally placed ethnic 

minority foster youth within the Dutch context. This is the main theme of this 

dissertation. Using a qualitative approach, I investigate how being transculturally 

placed in a foster family impacts the ethnic identity of ethnic minority foster youth 

in the Netherlands, and what role ethnic socialization plays in their ethnic identity 

development.

Ethnic minority people in The Netherlands
On 1 January 2020, the Netherlands had a population of 17.4 million inhabitants. 

Fourteen percent of all Dutch inhabitants had a non-western migration background 

(CBS, 2020). This means that they (first generation) or one of their parents (second 

generation) were born in African, Latin American, Asian countries (Indonesia 

and Japan excluded), or in Turkey (CBS, 2020). The largest groups of people with 

non-western migration backgrounds in the Netherlands are people with Turkish 

(422,356), Moroccan (414,381), and Surinamese (358,134) backgrounds. In the 

1960s, Southern European, Turkish, and Moroccan immigrants arrived in the 

Netherlands as guest workers and performed manual labour in Dutch industries. 

This type of labour migration ended after the economic recession in 1973, and was 

followed by family reunification, especially from Turkey and Morocco. Additionally, 

immigrants arrived from the former Dutch colonies, such as Suriname and the 

Dutch Antilles. In 1975, Surinam declared its independence, and the Surinamese 

people could choose between the Dutch and Surinamese nationality. As a result, 

many Surinamese people migrated to the Netherlands. From the 1980s onwards, 

people came to the Netherlands as asylum seekers from countries including 

Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq, and Iran (Huijnk & Andriessen, 2016; Jennissen, 2012). 

People whose grandparents migrated to the Netherlands (third generation) officially 

do not have a migration background (CBS, 2020). However, they may belong to 

and continue to be treated as an ethnic minority group in the Netherlands. For 

instance, a recent study of Andriessen et al. (2020) showed that Dutch people with 

roots in countries such as Morocco or Turkey face relatively more discrimination 
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than ethnic Dutch people. The foster youth in the studies of this dissertation are 

second and third-generation people with roots in non-western countries.

Transcultural placements in Dutch foster care
The children and grandchildren of non-western migrant groups are 

overrepresented in the foster care system. In 2013, 36% of Dutch foster youth 

belonged to a migrant group (Day & Bellaart, 2015), while 23% of all Dutch youth 

belonged to a migrant group. Meanwhile, Dutch foster care agencies report that 

foster parents from migrant groups are scarce (Day & Bellaart, 2015). This occurs in 

non-kinship foster care, where foster youth are placed with foster parents recruited 

by foster care agencies and not with relatives or acquaintances. In 2019, 23,272 

children resided in Dutch foster care, of which 52% were placed with non-kinship 

foster parents (Pleegzorg Nederland, 2020). Most non-kinship foster parents have 

ethnic majority backgrounds (Day & Bellaart). Although many Dutch foster care 

agencies have put extra efforts into recruiting foster parents from migrant groups 

in non-kinship foster care, it proved difficult to bind them to their organisations. 

Possible reasons include insufficient tools of the foster care organisations to reach 

them, a negative image of foster care as perceived by migrant groups, and the 

‘whiteness’ of most of the Dutch foster care workers and agencies, which leads to 

a lack of role models within the organisations (Day et al., 2018). 

Ethnic identity
When youth reach adolescence, identity formation becomes a major developmental 

task (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1966; Klimstra et al., 2010; Meeus, 2017; Meeus et 

al., 2012; Verschueren et al., 2017). Following Umaña-Taylor et al., (2014), we 

define ethnic identity as a multidimensional psychological construct that reflects 

the beliefs and attitudes individuals have about their ethnic group memberships 

(content), as well as the processes by which these beliefs and attitudes develop 

over time (process). Ethnic identity is fluid. It develops over time and in relation to 

the environment where a person is situated and in daily dynamic and reciprocal 

interactions. Family members, peers, and societal influences are important in this 

process (LaFromboise, Coleman & Gerton, 1993; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). 

In the literature, the concept of ethnic identity is frequently conceptualised from 

a social and developmental psychological perspective, whereby both perspectives 
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1intersect. Social identity research investigates the relationship between individuals 

and their environment and their sense of belonging to a specific group (Roccas & 

Brewer, 2002; Verkuyten, 2018, p. 79). Ethnic identity is a social identity because 

a sense of belonging to the same or similar ethnic group is essential (Verkuyten, 

2018, p. 79). Phinney, Jacoba, and Silva (2007) describe the development of ethnic 

identity as a maturation process whereby ethnic minority individuals explore 

their ethnic identity (exploration) and/or decide where and to whom they belong 

(i.e., commitment). Individuals can be in a state of diffusion regarding their ethnic 

identity (no exploration, no commitment), foreclosure (commitment without 

exploration), moratorium (exploration without commitment), or experience ethnic 

identity achievement (exploration and commitment). Umaña-Taylor et al. (2014) 

mention three other dimensions of ethnic identity: the importance of ethnic group 

membership for self-concept or self-definition (centrality or importance), youth’s 

own evaluations of and affect toward an ethnic group (positive affect), and youth’s 

perceptions of others’ evaluations of the ethnic group (public regard) (Rivas-Drake 

et al., 2014; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). 

Most research on ethnic identity have ethnic minority groups in majority society 

in their sample (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). Ethnicity becomes important when 

ethnic minority people are aware of the differences between themselves and those 

with ethnic majority backgrounds (Lesane-Brown, 2006) or when people share 

the experience of being a devalued group because of being an ethnic minority in 

a majority society (Twenge & Crocker, 2002). Because ethnic identity frequently 

develops in the light of one’s position in majority society, it is vital to focus on how 

ethnic majority and ethnic minority identities relate. Berry et al.’s acculturation 

theory (2006) investigates the identity of ethnic minorities in a majority society. 

It illustrates how ethnic minority individuals identify with their ethnic minority or 

ethnic majority background (i.e., separation and assimilation, respectively) or with 

both backgrounds (i.e., integration) or do not identify with their ethnic minority nor 

their ethnic majority background (i.e., marginalization). The concept of biculturality 

(Benet-Martinez et al., 2002; Benet-Martinez & Haratitos, 2005; Ferrari et al., 

2015; LaFromboise, Coleman & Gerton, 1997; Phinney & Devich-Navarro, 1997) 

includes the development of one’s ethnic minority and ethnic majority identity in 

a majority society or, as several authors put it, an ethnic identity and a national 

or mainstream identity (Benet-Martinez et al., 2002; Benet-Martinez & Haratitos, 

2005; Ferrari et al., 2015; LaFromboise, Coleman & Gerton, 1997; Phinney & Devich-
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Navarro, 1997). The development of a bicultural identity is studied in situations 

where people live or grow up in or between two cultures. Individuals might feel 

torn between these two cultures (versus feeling harmony) or experience two 

ethnic backgrounds as being separated from each other (versus the possibility of 

blending both) (Benet -Martinez & Haratitos, 2005). These processes impact their 

psychosocial adjustments, such as self-esteem and life satisfaction (Chen, Benet-

Martinez & Bond, 2008). 

The ethnic identity of ethnic minority foster 
youth
For transculturally placed foster youth, developing an ethnic identity may be a 

complex task. First, because they live as an ethnic minority in an ethnic majority 

Dutch family, they may be confronted with ethnic differences on a daily basis, 

which can impact their identity (Manzi et al., 2014). Second, they may still have 

contact with birth family members, which puts them in a situation of growing 

up with different cultures (Benet-Martinez et al., 2002). They may experience 

loyalty problems between their foster parents and birth family members (Dansey, 

John & Shbiro, 2018), which may impact how they address the ethnic-cultural 

backgrounds of both. Third, they may be stigmatised due to being in foster care 

and being called “different” by others, including their peers (Kools, 1997; Madigan 

et al., 2013, Thomas, 2014), which may lead to a wish not to be recognised as 

being a foster child (Kools, 1997). Additionally, they may be stigmatised because 

of belonging to an ethnic minority group. Ethnic minority groups frequently 

experience discrimination in various social contexts. A recent study (Andriessen 

et al., 2020) showed that ethnic minority individuals in the Netherlands, especially 

Moroccan, Turkish, Antillean, and Surinamese, frequently face discrimination 

based on skin colour, ethnic background, and/or religion. When foster children 

are transculturally placed, these mechanisms of stigmatisation may intersect 

(Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140). 

Parental ethnic socialization of foster youth
Parental ethnic socialization is important in the ethnic identity formation of 

children and youth (Hughes et al., 2008; Lesane-Brown, 2006). Hughes et al. (2008) 

defined parental ethnic socialization as the range of parental efforts aimed at 
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1transmissions of messages about ethnicity to children, both about their ethnic 

minority group membership and mainstream society. These messages include (a) 

transmitting traditions, customs, cultural pride, and language, (b) preparing for 

experiences with racism and prejudice, (c) promoting diversity and equal treatment 

across groups or (d) fostering a sense of mistrust to other ethnic groups. Especially 

cultural socialization has proved to be positive for the ethnic identity development 

of ethnic minority youth (Hughes et al., 2009; Huguley et al., 2019). 

Hughes et al.’s definition (2008) is based on the ethnic socialization of children 

who live in their birth parental homes, with a particular focus on ethnic minority 

families in the United States, and not on transculturally placed children. However, 

in the last decade, extensive research has been conducted on transcultural 

adoption (Umaña-Taylor & Hill, 2020). In contrast to most transcultural adoptees, 

transculturally placed foster youth may still receive ethnic minority messages 

from their birth parents. Foster youth’s birth parents can keep (shared) authority 

over their children and are likely to stay in contact with them (Burns, Pösö, & 

Skivenes, 2016). They can give their children ethnic-cultural minority messages 

while they grow up. However, the results of studies about transcultural adoption 

may be (partly) transferrable to the context of transcultural foster care, because 

transculturally placed foster children, like adoptees, are confronted with ethnicity 

differences between themselves and their primary caregivers (Manzi et al., 2014). 

The literature shows that most adoptive parents tend to pay little attention to the 

ethnic minority socialization of their children (Umaña-Taylor & Hill, 2020). Ethnic 

majority parents might not ‘naturally’ know how to guide their ethnic minority 

children, and therefore need to gain ‘cultural competence’ (Vonk, Lee & Crolley-

Simic, 2010). Cultural competence refers to ethnicity awareness and the required 

knowledge and skills to be able to expose ethnic minority children to their birth 

culture and to prepare them to deal with discrimination and racial bias in society 

(Langrehr, Thomas, & Morgan, 2016; Lee et al., 2018; Zhang & Pinderhughes, 2019). 

Methodological approach and considerations
Qualitative design 
Little is known about ethnic identity of transculturally placed ethnic minority foster 

y outh in the Netherlands. This dissertation is qualitative and uses a constructivist 

paradigm approach. Constructivism here refers to the notion that our focus is not 
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on obtaining an objective truth from empirical data but on understanding how 

people make sense of and interpret their experiences in life. Each participant’s 

account is treated as indicative of the subjective reality of that individual (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). Within this paradigm, we adopt a qualitative interview methodology 

because we examine complex themes concerning the ethnic identity of vulnerable 

youth (foster children)  in everyday reality. These youth are part of two or more 

ethnic and/or cultural contexts (Flick, 2014; Mortelmans, 2009). 

Photo-elicitation 
We structured the interviews by using photo-elicitation. Photo-elicitation  is a 

method whereby photographs are inserted into interviews (Collier, 1967; Harper, 

2002). The foster youth took pictures in advance of the interviews of people, 

objects and places that were personally meaningful to them. During the 

interviews, the youth picked out a photo, which led to a conversation about ethnic 

identity. In this way, photo-elicitation gave the foster youth a sense of agency 

during the interviews (Dockett, Einarsdottir, & Perry, 2017; Harper, 2002; Rose, 

2016). According to Harper (2002) and Rose (2016), the use of photos can be a 

way to observe cultural differences because they provide (a different) insight into 

the world of the people who have taken them. They are often used in studies 

on identity (Croghan et al., 2008) and studies with vulnerable people (Smith & 

Woodward, 1999). Photo-elicitation fits within the main goals of this dissertation 

to explore how foster  youth develop their ethnic identity in the context of the 

different ethnic-cultural worlds they live in. Because visual material evokes deeper 

elements of human consciousness than words (Harper, 2002), combining both 

(words and photos) will likely lead to a deeper understanding of the lifeworlds of 

the foster youth.

Qualitative analyses
This dissertation includes three qualitative analyses: a qualitative thematic analysis, 

a qualitative dyadic comparative analysis, and a qualitative longitudinal analysis. 

The first thematic analysis explored foster youth’s accounts of their ethnic identity 

and used a reflective and inductive approach, following Braun & Clarke (2006). 

The qualitative dyadic comparative analysis aimed to gain insight into how ethnic 

identity develops through a reciprocal relationship between the foster youth 
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1and the context in which they are ethnically socialised (LaFromboise, Coleman, 

& Gerton, 1993; Hughes et al., 2008; Phinney, Jacoby, & Silva, 2007). We examined 

perspectives from different members from one family: those of the foster youth 

and those of the foster parents (Reczek, 2014), and compared and analysed their 

accounts within and between families. The dyadic comparative analysis was 

developed based on methodological literature (Ribbens McCarthy, Holland, & 

Gillies, 2003; Sands & Roer-String, 2006; Van Parys et al., 2017). 

The qualitative longitudinal analysis aimed to examine ethnic identity development 

as a dynamic process and to identify and understand ethnic identity fluctuations 

over time (LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993; Phinney, Jacoby, & Silva, 2007). 

This study also aimed to investigate how the foster youth develop (ethnic) social 

relationships over time and what ethnic identity pathways they might follow. We 

followed Calman, Brunton, and Molasiottis (2013) to derive the main themes of 

change from the data. We analysed the data using Saldaña’ s (2002) list of framing, 

descriptive, and analytic questions, and Derrington’s (2019) concept mapping 

method. 

Ethical considerations
In this study, a tension arose between increased recognizability of participants 

and safeguarding authenticity when presenting the results of two members of 

the same family or two interviews conducted with the same participant (Calman, 

Brunton, & Molasiottis, 2013; Forbat & Henderson, 2003). I used pseudonyms 

to prevent recognizability and was careful to use quotes that would guarantee 

anonymity. Furthermore, it is important to be aware of possible increased 

intrusion into people’s lives when a researcher enters the families more than once 

(Balmer & Richards, 2017). Therefore I, provided clear information, and requested 

the approval of all participants. We asked for approval from legal guardians when 

foster youth were under the age of 16. All participants could withdraw from the 

study at any time, and no information was shared with others.

Objectives of the dissertation
This dissertation investigates narratives of transculturally placed foster youth 

about their ethnic identity and how their ethnic identity fluctuates over time. 

For this purpose, we also study ethnic socialization messages as indicated by 
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foster parents and how these messages are received by their foster youth 

(youth’s narratives). Ultimately, we hope that these insights will help foster care 

agencies, foster parents, and birth parents guide the ethnic identity development 

of transculturally placed foster youth. This dissertation addresses the following 

research questions:

1. How is ethnic identity constructed in transculturally placed minority foster 

youth’s narratives, and how does it fluctuate over time?

2. What ethnic socialization do foster parents provide and what ethnic 

socialization do transculturally placed foster youth receive by their foster 

parents, and how do both perspectives interact?

Outline of the dissertation
This thesis comprises six chapters, including this introduction (Chapter 1). Chapter 

2 reviews the empirical literature on how transracial placements affect the ethnic 

identity of ethnic minority foster children. To stay close to the terminology of  

the literature we found in the review, we chose in this specific chapter for the 

term transracial placements. Chapter 3 addresses a thematic analysis of ethnic 

identity outcomes of ethnic minority foster youth. It examines the ethnic identity 

of transculturally placed foster youth in the Netherlands and how this relates to 

their foster parent’s ethnic majority backgrounds and their birth parent’s ethnic 

minority backgrounds. It also investigates the role of foster parents, birth parents, 

and peers in their ethnic identity formation process. Chapter 4 reports the 

results of a dyadic comparative analysis of foster youth and their foster parents. 

It provides insights into the dynamics and contents of ethnic socialization in 

transcultural foster families to understand how ethnic majority foster parents give 

ethnic socialization messages and how their ethnic minority foster youth receive 

this. Chapter 5 presents the results of a longitudinal analysis of the ethnic identity 

development of foster youth. It includes accounts by Dutch ethnic minority foster 

youth about their ethnic identity development and ethnic identity fluctuations 

over a period of two years. It also gives possible explanations for changes in foster 

youth’ s ethnic identity. Chapter 6 discusses the results of this dissertation and 

concludes. It suggests avenues for future research and provides implications for 

practitioners in the field of non-kinship family foster care. 
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