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Abstract

Recent research on mixed racial and ethnic couple and lone parents in Britain indicates that not only are they a diverse group, but that they also have a diversity of ways of understanding their difference and creating a sense of belonging for their children (Caballero, Edwards and Puthussery, 2008; Caballero, 2010; Caballero, 2011).  Such research strongly challenges the idea that there is – or should be – a single benchmark of how to raise children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds. Nevertheless,  placement decisions for children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds are often still rooted in longstanding and politicised assumptions about their identities and how best to instil a positive and healthy sense of self (Phoenix, 1999; Okitikpi, 2005; Goodyer and Okitikpi, 2007; Patel 2008).
Drawing on three recent studies exploring the everyday experiences of lone and couple parents of mixed racial and ethnic children, this paper discusses the ways in which mixed racial and ethnic children who are not in the care system experience difference and belonging within their families and how they negotiate and manage these factors. In particular, the paper illustrates the types of strategies and supports that parents draw on to give their children a positive sense of identity and belonging, as well as the ways in which other issues can be more significant for mixed racial and ethnic children and their parents than what they often see as ‘ordinary’ internal family difference.

Arguing that the demographics and experiences of mixed racial and ethnic families are much more diverse and complex than is commonly imagined, the authors thus ask to what extent do policies and practice around the placement of mixed racial and ethnic children reflect the lives of those families outside the care system and, moreover, in what ways can or should the experiences of these families inform policy and practice for those within it? The paper points to a number of implications for adoption and fostering practice and policies emerging from a more multifaceted understanding of the everyday lives of racially and ethnically mixed families as presented by the authors. 
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Introduction

Recently, there has been considerable political and media interest in the area of trans-racial adoption in Britain, with wide reporting of ministerial statements related to the potential overhauling of current placement procedures and policies (Narey 2011).
 In many ways, such a focus is long overdue – children from particular minority groups, including those from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds, are significantly over-represented in the care system (Owen and Statham, 2009: 4). Of the 67,050 looked after children in England, 5,960 or 9 per cent were designated as being in the Mixed ethnic group, compared with 7 per cent in the Black or Black British group and 4 per cent in the Asian or Asian British group (DfE, 2012). In Scotland and Wales, patterns of even greater over-representation have been identified for looked after children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds
 while studies focusing on specific local authorities in England have noted vastly disproportional rates for this group (Peters, 2010; Selwyn and Wijedesa 2011).
Owen and Statham (2009) show that while children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds in England are, along with children from white backgrounds, most likely to be adopted, they tend to stay in care longer than those from other ethnic groups. As Wood (2009: 433) highlights, local authorities still struggle to find matches for children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds that meet the requirements of the 2002 Adoption and Children Act, which stipulates that ‘due consideration’ be given to ethnicity in adoption placements. The current government proposals regarding the importance – or non-importance – of race and ethnicity in transracial adoptions add to what Wood (2009: 434) further notes is a ‘complex and controversial area influenced by values, ideology and the history of anti-oppressive practice in social work’. 

As Goodyer (2005) has identified elsewhere, there are three distinct paradigms of the conceptualisation of children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds within post-war British social work literature: ‘colour-blind’, ‘same-race’ and ‘pragmatic’. In the first approach, minority ethnic children are assumed to have broadly the same needs and opportunities as children from other social groups. Within this paradigm, in which children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds are seen as ‘raceless’, the racial and ethnic background of the carer is unimportant. The ‘same race’ approach understands white carers and families to be incapable of successfully preparing children from minority ethnic backgrounds to live in a society that is inherently racist. Within this paradigm, in which children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds are viewed as having a black or other monoracial minority ethnic identity, the racial and ethnic background of the carer is paramount. The third and final paradigm, is a postmodern, ‘pragmatic’ approach where racism is perceived as a localised, transient process, experienced in particular contexts at particular times. Within this paradigm, in which children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds are conceptualised as having individualised needs, the racial and ethnic background of the carer may or may not be important. 

Though policy and practice differs across agencies, since the 1980s the ‘same race’ paradigm has had a significant role in shaping the placement process for transracial adoptions in the UK, including those for children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds (Okitikpi, 2005; Wood, 2009; Harman 2010b). While the ‘same race’ placement paradigm highlights important considerations around mitigating racism in the lives of transracially adopted children, there are arguments that it also implies particular conceptualisations of racial and ethnic identity, in which such identities are imagined as essentialised, static and fixed (e.g. Hall, 1988; Phoenix, 1999; Okitikpi, 2005). Thus, in relation to people from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds, the ‘same race’ placement approach highlights those identity models which are founded on the concept of hypodescent – or the ‘one drop rule’ - where children of mixed racial ancestry are assigned the race of the more ‘socially subordinate’ parent (Hollinger 2005). Contemporary racial and ethnic identity models, however, both in the UK and USA – from where the ‘one-drop rule’ emerged – point instead to more fluid, diverse conceptualisations of identity for those from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds as well as indicating a broader picture of racial mixing and mixedness more generally (e.g. Root, 1992 & 1996; Katz, 1996; Ifekwunigwe, 1999; Zack, 1995; Tizard & Phoenix, 2001; Parker and Song, 2001a,; Olumide, 2002; Ali 2003; Tikly et al, 2004; Barrett et al, 2007; Dewan, 2008; Williams 2011). 
Certainly, a growing body of research on the lives of mixed racial and ethnic families in Britain illustrates a wider potential diversity and complexity in their patterns and experiences than is often assumed (e.g. Bauer, 2010; Twine, 2010; Mckenzie, 2010; Edwards et al, 2012). The experiences of these families challenge the idea of a single benchmark on what is – or what should be – the form and experience of the ‘mixed’ family and the identity of children brought up within them. In this paper we draw on three recent studies examining the everyday experiences of lone and couple parents of mixed racial and ethnic children:
· An exploration, funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, of how 35 parent couples negotiate difference and belonging for their mixed race, ethnicity and faith children (Caballero et al, 2008).

· A case study, funded by the Nuffield Foundation, of 10 lone mothers of children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds (Caballero, 2010).

· A city-based study, funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, of 30 lone mothers of children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds (Caballero, 2011).

We discuss the ways in the mothers and fathers in these studies experience difference and belonging within their families and how they negotiate and manage these factors. In particular, we illustrate the types of strategies and supports that parents draw on to give their children a positive sense of identity and belonging, as well as the ways in which other issues can be more significant for mixed racial and ethnic parents than what they tend to see as their ‘ordinary’ internal family difference.  

Arguing that the demographics and experiences of mixed racial and ethnic families are much more diverse and complex than is commonly imagined, we thus ask to what extent do policies and practice around the placement of mixed racial and ethnic children reflect the lives of those families outside the care system and, moreover, in what ways can or should the experiences of these families inform policy and practice for those within it? We conclude by highlighting a number of implications for adoption and fostering practice and policies emerging from a more multifaceted understanding of the everyday lives of racially and ethnically mixed families as presented in the paper. 

Diversity and complexity: challenging assumptions
Although the concept of racial and ethnic mixing and mixedness has tended to invoke particular assumptions in Britain about family patterns and experiences (i.e. black absent father, white isolated mother, marginalised and confused mixed race child), the lived realities of those mixing or of mixed race and ethnicity are – and have long been – much more diverse and complex than commonly perceived (Caballero, 2012). Consequently, scholars are increasingly noting that though the ‘Mixed’ ethnic group categories added to the UK Census in 2001 can be useful for highlighting trends, their limited ability to capture the complexity of mixed race people and their families can obscure more multidimensional patterns and experiences (Caballero et al, 2008; Aspinall, 2010 & 2011). Certainly, the research projects we are drawing on for this study indicate the potential complexity that lies beneath the existing categories.   Currently, the ‘Mixed/multiple’ ethnic group category in the 2011 Census for England and Wales is broken down into four sub-categories: ‘White and Black Caribbean’, ‘White and Black African’, ‘White and Asian’ and ‘Any other Mixed/multiple ethnic background’. Yet, behind the seemingly straightforward ‘monoracial/ethnic’ categorisations of ‘white British’, ‘black British’ or ‘British Asian’ often lie complex articulations of race, ethnicity, nationality and culture,  as well as ‘mixedness’.  Indeed, across the three projects – each of which used opportunistic sampling strategies rather than setting out to access particular forms of mixing – a third to a half of each of the samples of the parents of mixed racial or ethnic children described themselves as growing up with a ‘mixed’ culture, racially, ethnically or culturally – i.e. having a mixed racial or ethnic background, including white ethnicities; being transracially adopted; growing up speaking another language at home; growing up as a ‘third culture’ child; having a step-parent from a different racial or ethnic background. This subset of parents frequently described how the diversity in their own backgrounds meant they were familiar or comfortable with concepts of mixedness even before they had their children. Though racial mixing and mixedness are often taken to be a recent phenomenon, such ‘cultures of mixing’ – at both a familial and neighbourhood level – have been noted as long providing important support systems for mixed racial and ethnic families (Tabili, 1996; Bauer, 2010; Edwards and Caballero, 2011; Mckenzie, 2011; Caballero, 2012).
Parenting approaches and experiences

The racial and ethnic diversity found amongst the parents in the three projects also articulates with other factors – family background and patterns, social class, gender, faith, age, etc. – to produce a multidimensional set of experiences of mixing and mixedness. As such, parents’ approaches to bringing up their children, including understandings of difference and belonging, also varied widely. Traditional perspectives on mixed racial and ethnic families have tended to assume that these are headed by white women who demonstrate a lack of what Twine (2004) has called ‘racial literacy’ – those cultural strategies and practices parents use to instil a positive sense of identity and belonging in their children and to help them counter racism and prejudice. Indeed, while many of the fathers in our study of coupled parents played a significant role in their children’s lives, it was the mothers who were more active in the daily practice of children’s upbringing, as is the case in British families generally (e.g. Gregory and Milner, 2008).  This meant that they often took greater responsibility for passing on knowledge and awareness of their children’s cultural backgrounds, even when it was not their own. Such was this case for Jodie, a white British lone mother whose six children had three fathers from Black British and North African backgrounds:

The middle dad, he is a very ‘daddy dad’, the Ghanaian.  Yes, he is a very footballing kind of person and I like his input because he is just the average man.  [But] he doesn’t give them any cultural ancestry because it’s normal. […] Whereas I would say, ‘because you’ve got a bit of Ghanaian in you I think it’s important that when you go to your Ghana parties that you know what jollof rice is’ [….] so I give explanations for things, so I would say to my older three, ‘I don’t want you to feel stupid at parties, so this is how you do jerk chicken and this is how you do plantain and this is how you get your hair plaited.’ 

However, while mothers – and fathers – across racial and ethnic backgrounds spoke about the importance of passing on racial and cultural knowledge to children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds, and employed a range of everyday practices to do this (e.g. through food, hair care, music, cultural practices, interacting with friends, family and community, etc.), their approaches to raising their children with a sense of identity and belonging varied.  Our study of couple parents bringing up their ‘mixed’ children for example identified broad ‘open individualised’, ‘mix collective’ and ‘single collective’ approaches with different motifs within each perspective (Edwards et al. 2010), which did not map directly onto specific racial or ethnic combinations.  We briefly review them here.  
Where parents adopt an open individualised approach they see their children’s identity largely as beyond particular racial, ethnic or religious backgrounds.  They can pose their children’s mixedness as enabling them to be cosmopolitan ‘citizens of the world’, and/or stress their children’s organic inner potential and abilities, and/or believe that their children can choose their identity rather than have it imposed upon them.  For example, Will, a white British father married to a mixed white British and Lebanese woman said of his oldest daughter:

I actually will discourage trying to make [Molly] feel that she belongs to anywhere other than as an individual who can speak her own mind and can latch onto things which she identifies and she likes.  We live in a kind of multi-internetted world where you ought to be able to pick your own culture, frankly.

Mothers and fathers taking a mix collective perspective understood their children’s ethnic or racial background as a rooted, factual part of their identity.  They can understand this as involving a specific mix, where all the salient identities of the parents are important as ascribed affiliations for their children, and/or engage with mixedness as an identity and reconfigured collectivity in itself.  Leo, for instance, was a black Trinidadian married to Nicola who was from a white British and Irish/Pakistani background, remarked about his daughter:

I have to make sure that for me that she remembers that she’s half and half … We taught [her] at an early age to not get caught up in colour or race.  If you ask her what she is, she’ll say she’s a ‘mixie’.

Finally, parents with a single collective understanding stress only one aspect of their children’s background and promote a sense of belonging for them through that.  Mothers and fathers can emphasise the importance of one set of cultural or religious rules and values, and/or pose one racial, ethnic or cultural affiliation as an intrinsic or political part of their child’s identity.  Maryam, a white British woman married to a Pakistani Muslim man told one of her sons: ‘you are mixed white and Pakistani … [but] you know your religion is Islam, you are a Muslim … it doesn’t matter what colour your skin is, at the end of the day anybody could be a Muslim’, while Kojo, a Black Ghanaian married to a black British Jamaican, stressed that he wanted his daughter to: ‘be able to identify herself as African before identifying herself as black … For her to know that she belongs somewhere, which is maybe Ghana where I’m originally from’.

It is important to observe that parents did not necessarily fall into one approach alone in bringing up their children.  While some adhered strongly to a particular stance, others combined several understandings together.  It should also be noted that parents drew on a range of factors to aid them in their approaches – e.g. family, friends, community and neighbourhood resources (including schools), faith groups, formal support organisations and resources (books, websites etc.). Importantly, what is a help to some may be a hindrance to others. For example, while Nicola, mentioned earlier, was very involved in a mixed family support organisation, saying ‘I think it’s very important that the organisation is around really … It’s quite important to the members, I think, to be able to sort of discuss the issues that are going on in everyday life’, Vicky, from a Columbian and Italian background remarked of a similar support organisation, ‘[We] got the leaflet … and we just looked at each other and we couldn’t be bothered’. Or people and resources may change from a help to a hindrance (or vice-versa) over time. For example, (un)supportive family relationships may reverse, school intakes may change, parents may move into different neighbourhoods, etc.  

This diversity of parental approaches to difference and belonging for mixed children, and experiences of the resources that are supportive or not was also demonstrated in the lone mother studies. Such diversity, as also highlighted in other contemporary studies,thus presents a strong challenge to prevailing perspectives within social work policy and practice on what it means to be mixing or of mixed race and ethnicity (Harman, 2010b), and what resources need to be in place to bring up mixed children, in Britain today.  

Ordinariness

In light of the complexity and diversity of approaches to bringing up their children, there was therefore a sense of frustration amongst the mothers and fathers we spoke to regarding the assumptions and expectations that are made about their family patterns, histories and experiences. While couple parents also talked about the stereotypes they encountered, the lone mothers – and of these, the white mothers whose children had black fathers in particular – frequently expressed their irritation at the judgements and presumptions they felt they often faced in relation to their morality, their relationship histories, their interactions with children’s fathers, family and community and their ability to raise their children with a healthy sense of identity and belonging. Chloe, a White British lone mother whose son’s father is black African, articulated how she and many of the other white mothers felt society saw them: 
I’ve had all manner of things said like, ‘you don’t seem the type’! […] I think there’s a stereotype around white women with black children. And we are perceived to be a bit rough, a bit common, a bit like we don’t care who we sleep with […] I think that people always expect your child to be behaving badly when you have a white parent with a black child because you’re a bit loose and feckless or…. And also it’s been suggested that I wouldn’t be able to instil in him a sense of identity because his father wasn’t around which I really object to.

As Caballero and Edwards have highlighted elsewhere, the long history of positing racial and ethnic mixing and mixedness  - particularly between white women and black men – as  a state of inherently problematic difference still resonates in the conceptualisation of  mixed racial and ethnic families today  (Edwards and Caballero, 2011; Caballero 2012). Yet, within the accounts of the mothers and fathers in our studies, ran clear counter-conceptualisations of this difference where, at least within their home lives, difference was ‘ordinary’. When speaking of ordinariness, this is not to be understood in the sense of ‘unproblematic’ but rather in the sense of its everyday ‘matter-of-factness’ where having different skin colours, cultures and customs within family life was normative (Caballero, 2012), as  Tyler, a black Caribbean man who had three children with his white British wife, Sophie, highlighted:
Well, we're a mixed race family. I suppose in some respects, we're, you know, we share the standard ho-hum stuff that most families have.  You know, we get up in the morning and we round up our kids and we hunt the house for socks and all the usual […] I think it’s important that I say that for us our mixed race relationship works for us.  And there is no identity confusion.  I don’t get up in the morning and baulk “oh, my gosh, I’m black!”  All right.  Neither do I wake up in the morning and go “oh, my gosh my wife is white!”  It just doesn't operate.  
The level of ‘ordinariness’ also featured in relationships with extended family, consequently supporting other contemporary research that challenges the perception that parents – particularly white mothers – of mixed racial and ethnic children will inevitably have little family contact due to hostility to interracial relationships (e.g. Bauer, 2010; Mckenzie 2010). Across the three studies, the majority of couple parents had contact with their own families while the majority of lone mothers not only had contact with their own families but most also had contact with their child’s father’s family. Generally, parents tended to find this contact to be an important part of family life. In addition to the practical support that extended family could provide, many mothers and fathers felt that such relationships could play a key role in helping provide a sense of cultural, as well as familial, identity and belonging, as Melanie, a white British lone mother whose child’s father is black British explains:

He likes going to his granny’s as well and having their food and things like that, so….yeah. She’s very proud Nigerian so she’s got an awful lot of that which just comes out naturally in her character so that is just, being around her is fantastic for Adil to get that real kind of [education]. He spends quite a bit of time with them […] it’s good, I like it. I mean I…she’s not an easy woman to get on with, but we respect each other in a sense where we can kind of know the benefits that are coming out of each other’s interactions with Adil and in that sense, yeah, it works out quite nicely.

As in Melanie’s case, many parents thus sought and managed to maintain family relationships (including, for many of the lone mothers, with the children’s fathers) for their children’s benefit. Of course, not all relationships with these family members were harmonious. Yet, where there were relationship issues, these were often ‘ordinary’ in their disharmony, in the sense that they are common to all family types regardless of racial or ethnic background; that is, from minor tensions around personalities, discipline and parenting styles to major emotional disturbances due to violence, alcohol or drug abuse. 

Racism and support strategies 
The ‘ordinariness’ of relationships with family members found in parents’ accounts is not to say, however, that family racism did not exist. Across the projects, a number of mothers and fathers spoke of experiencing prejudice from different family members, in various forms. Much of this occurred in the early stages of their relationships with their partners, where family members had expressed surprise or concern about their interracial, interethnic or interfaith relationship. A few had encountered more overt disapproval or aggressive hostility by family members, causing their relationships with these people to become strained or to cease altogether. Keeley, a lone white British mother with four children whose three fathers were all from black British or black Caribbean backgrounds, reported how her estranged father’s racism prevented her from establishing a relationship with him:
I don’t see my dad because he’s racist […] I’ve never known him and then [one of the children’s fathers] encouraged me to see my father […] so we did that and it just hit me all in the face, do you know what I mean, it was just not a good thing […] ‘I don’t want black people in the family’ […] he said that to them, he called them a monkey; he even bought them monkeys for Christmas.  This was last year, three black monkeys that just laughed ‘hee, hee, hee’ and he said, ‘I bought you one of these because it represents you’, ​​that is what my father said.  My own father.  No, we don’t want nothing to do with him.

Such incidences of overt hostility by family members for the parents in the three studies, however, were uncommon, particularly those which were directed towards or directly involved children. More usually, the birth of children tended to bring about a positive shift in attitudes and eventual acceptance of the mixed relationship, particularly amongst grandparents; with the exception of Keeley, such was the case for all the mothers and fathers who reported a break down in their relationships with their own parents due to their decision to ‘partner out’. 
Those parents that reported experiencing family prejudice spoke rather of ‘racial microaggressions’ – subtle forms of racism expressed, for example, in dismissive slights, snubs, comments, tones and gestures (Sue et al, 2007). Such microaggressions were usually framed in terms of racial difference or towards other minority groups generally, rather than directed at the parents or children specifically. In line with findings on the experiences of prejudice encountered within the extended family by lesbian and gay parents (Taylor, 2009), many parents noted that the presence of prejudice was not simplistic and that challenging it was an ongoing, complex process, often due to other longstanding and emotive patterns of interaction within families. Yet, to do so could led to better family relationships; many parents in this situation noted that their challenges had had positive effects, with extended family members being not only more ‘race aware’, but also more challenging of racial prejudice in their own social dealings as Chloe, mentioned earlier, notes:
My mum at first, looking back I was angry with her, but she was probably quite frightened about how it would be perceived. At one point she said, ‘he’s so light and his hair’s straight that he could pass for white’. I said, ‘I don’t want him to pass for anything.’ […] But what I decided was, they are my family and I do need them to a certain degree and so does [my son], so I had two options, I could say, ‘I can’t deal with you, you’re racist,’ and leave them, or I could continue to try and deal with them and get the support I needed and challenge the racism. And actually I have to say now, my mum would be the first person if she heard anything to say, ‘actually, no.’
Encountering prejudice in family environments, however, appeared to be a less common experience amongst the parents in these studies than that of encountering prejudice within wider society. Indeed, for the families who participated in the three studies, the point where such difference could become problematic was often due rather to external influence; that is, the racism and prejudice of those outside, rather than within, their family environments. Again, however, it is important to note that such encounters could present themselves in a variety and complexity of forms. Across the studies, accounts of microaggressive comments, stares and tones were common though, it should be noted, these were not generally constant but rather occasional or one-off experiences (often, participants said, told to the researchers because we were enquiring about such experiences, rather than these being at the forefront of their minds). A handful of parents discussed how they or their children had encountered more macroaggressive forms of racism such as being insulted on the street or experiencing racist bullying at school. Such incidents were not confined to white parents; like Andrella, a black Caribbean lone mother whose daughter’s father is white British, some mothers and fathers from minority ethnic backgrounds also reported experiencing abuse and prejudice due to being in a mixed family: 

 [My daughter and I were on the] bus and these two black women asked me ‘oh, is her daddy white?’ and I said ‘yes he is.’ And they started speaking in their Jamaican slang not realising that I could understand what they are saying and they were absolutely slagging us off. Quite blatantly.  ‘I can’t believe she’s got a baby with a white man’ and carrying on and I just sat there thinking this is so not worth it, it’s just not worth getting into a big thing, the ignorance of it.
Where racism or prejudice was encountered, the parents we spoke to – as with their approaches to parenting – drew on varying and differing strategies to minimise its effect on themselves and their children, from direct confrontation, to education, enlisting the support of other family members, friends or members of the community, avoidance, or, as in Keeley’s case mentioned previously, the complete cessation of the relationship.

Strategies such as ultimately cutting hostile family members out of their and their children’s lives were not an approach that could be immediately and easily applied in the neighbourhood or school context, however. Indeed, our research findings suggest that the distinction between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the home is of great importance in understanding the lived experiences of mixed racial and ethnic families (Caballero, 2011). Geographers of race, such as Dwyer and Bressey (2008) have noted the significance of space and place in understanding how race and ethnicity is lived, made, mobilised and encountered. The importance of the microgeographies of  everyday life in shaping the experiences of mixed racial and ethnic families has been discussed insightfully by Carmen and Allen Luke (1999), who have argued that the construction of racial and ethnic mixedness – or ‘interracialism’- is fundamentally tied to a ‘politics of location’: diasporic, national, regional and local. 
Certainly, for many families across the projects, the ‘ordinariness’ of their ‘inside’ lives were often subsumed once outside the home by the politics of location. On the one hand, as discussed earlier, there was the presence of what they felt were broader social discourses which posited those mixing and of mixed race or ethnicity in particular ways. On the other, more significant on an everyday basis, could be local conceptualisations of mixed racial and ethnic families. Thus for example, lone parenthood and mixed race family life could be seen as being part of ‘the norm’ in one geographical location, but ‘against the norm’ in another. Jodie, mentioned previously, noted how her racially and ethnically  mixed family life was not seen as so ‘ordinary’ once she moved from a multicultural working class neighbourhood in London to a predominantly white  working class area of Bristol: 

When I lived in London I was normal, I was the average woman with a man with some children […].When I came to Bristol, I suddenly had coloured kids […] When I was out I would be asked, ‘why are they this colour?’ and ‘oh, aren’t they dark, are they your children?’ 
Yet, in another, predominantly multiracial neighbourhood of Bristol, Rebecca, a white British lone mother whose son’s father is black Caribbean, felt that in her area, her son was ‘so unextraordinary here ... and the fact that I'm single is fairly unextraordinary ... very unextraordinary, actually and the fact that he's brown is completely unextraordinary’.  
It is important to note that while the locations in which parents’ experienced racism varied greatly, as has been noted elsewhere (Tikly et al, 2004), schools – particularly secondary schools – were frequently cited by parents as spaces in which their children tended to encounter racial prejudice, directed often at their ‘mixedness’ as well as their being perceived as belonging to a minority ethnic group. Parents across the sample thus also frequently considered choices around residential location and schooling for reasons of ‘fitting in’, though their reasons and opportunity to do so differed. 

Thus, though ‘ordinariness’ tended to be their own everyday state of being, mixed racial and ethnic families across the projects often had to negotiate being perceived or treated as ‘extraordinary’ according to the spaces and places they inhabited (Caballero, 2011). The conceptualisations of their extraordinariness could take various negative forms; sometimes these were similar to those experienced by minority monoracial groups generally (e.g. being discriminated against for being perceived as not white or British) and sometimes these were particular to their mixedness (e.g. being discriminated against for being in or from a mixed racial relationship). Yet, conceptualisations of extraordinariness were not always hostile. Often, they could take the form of ‘heterosis’, where ‘mixedness’ is lauded as a better or superior state (Parker and Song, 2001b). Across the studies, mothers and fathers would give examples of strangers commenting on their children’s beauty, as a ‘result’ of their mixedness. While such reactions to their children were largely welcomed by their parents, these perceptions are not, arguably without their own problems. As Caballero (2005) argues elsewhere, however, such conceptualisations echo the nineteenth century idea of the ‘vigorous hybrid’ where, in opposition to the ‘degenerate hybrid’ who was the ‘worst’ of both races, ‘cross-breeding’ of different races could produce an improved or superior offspring from either – or both – of the parent races. Ultimately, however, both are two sides of the same coin, one which inherently labels racial and ethnic mixing or mixedness as ‘other’ and fail to address the over-looked type of ‘ordinariness’ to be found as part of the everyday mixed racial or ethnic family experience. 
Ordinariness and social care frameworks: an example

There are indications that the acknowledgement of racial and ethnic mixing and mixedness as ordinary that we have explored above can be overlooked within social care frameworks. Selwyn et al. (2008) found ‘reluctance’ amongst agencies to use potential adopters who were in mixed racial and ethnic relationships. Anecdotal accounts elsewhere of discrimination against mixed racial and ethnic couples wishing to adopt mixed racial or ethnic children in the adoption process
 were shared by a couple in one of our projects. Sophie and Tyler, mentioned earlier, highlighted how they felt the social workers they encountered during the process of adopting their daughter to add to their family of two sons were prejudiced against their mixed racial relationship: 

I can remember the first social worker that came to assess us said to me – [my son] was sitting on my lap and she said to me – “What makes you think you can meet the needs of a mixed race child?”  Not, ‘how do you?’ I think that’s a valid question, ‘how do you meet the needs?’ But ‘what makes you think you can!’ [She] was making some funny assumptions about us, ‘why are you together, why we are attracted to each other, who holds the power? Did Tyler marry me because he was aspiring…?’ I don’t think so! […]  I think it was right that they were assessing how we would meet the needs of a mixed race child, but there was a whole heap of assumptions going on.

Similarly to white adopters, it seems that there can be a possible reluctance to view mixed racial and ethnic couples as being able to provide for the needs of children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds.  In other words, the ‘same race’ or ‘one drop’ paradigm, rather than the acknowledgment of ordinariness of mixed family life, can underpin experiences of couples who are mixed themselves and seek to adopt mixed children.

Some implications of ordinary family mixedness for adoption and fostering policy and practice
Given that the findings across the studies we draw on here suggest that mixed racial and ethnic family life in Britain encompasses a wide range of experiences and patterns, of diversity and difference, how then can we not only understand this complexity but also apply it in policy and procedure usefully? The findings from these contemporary research projects raise several areas for consideration. 
1.  Diversity and complexity

An important implication from our studies is that we cannot and should not assume that being mixed entails a particular racial or cultural heritage or particular set of experiences. To overlook this wide-ranging diversity and complexity within the context of social care is, as Selwyn et al. (2008) put it simply ‘unhelpful’. In their study, which focused on placement decisions in three local authorities across England, the researchers found an incredibly wide-ranging variations in the children’s racial and ethnic backgrounds, with a quarter of children in the sample classified as ‘mixed other’ (e.g. with parents from South-East Asia, Eastern Europe and China). Yet, agency policy tended to stress a ‘one-drop rule’ approach to the children’s racial and ethnic identification with, Selwyn et al. argue, significant implications for their placement.  Even though the ethnicity of some of the children’s fathers were not known, or though a child may have been brought up entirely within a white family/culture, long term placements with white foster carers and adopters were considered to be ‘transracial’ and detrimental to a child’s future identity and development of their self-esteem. Consequently, mixed racial and ethnic children were considered to be ‘hard to place’ which the researchers note as surprising, considering their typically very young age.

The binary approach to mixed racial and ethnic identifications (i.e. either ‘black’ or ‘white’) found by Selwyn et al. across the local authorities leads us to the question of same-race matching for children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds. As highlighted previously, the assumption long underlying the ‘same-race’ approach as regards children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds is that these children tend to be from a background where one parent is black and the other white. But what is often not taken into consideration in this approach is the sheer diversity of family life in the UK. Certainly, the racial and ethnic diversity highlighted amongst the families across our projects (and indeed, in other recent studies on racially and ethnically mixed families in Britain) strongly suggest that conceptualisations of ‘same-race’ matching for mixed racial or ethnic children need greater unpacking, both in terms of understanding and rationale. For example, is it enough to just concentrate on the racial/ethnic background of only one side of the child’s background? If so which one? For instance, what would the overriding consideration be when a child is from a minority ethnic-minority ethnic mix where, say, one parent is British Asian and the other Black African? Or one is Chinese and the other Palestinian? Or where one or both parents are themselves racially or ethnically mixed, as is increasingly likely to be the case (Platt 2010). Furthermore, how does religious background – a significant social identity for many parents and their children, including those from racially and ethnically mixed families (e.g. Caballero et al. 2008) – fit into the ‘same-race’ approach?  To find families whose racial, ethnic, religious and other social identities are an exact, let alone near, fit for minority ethnic children waiting to be placed is always difficult and, as illustrated from the above examples and in our points below, perhaps even more challenging in the case of those children from racially or ethnically mixed backgrounds. But most importantly, our findings suggest that the ‘same-race’ approach tends to overlook the diversity and complexity of backgrounds, experiences – and therefore potential needs –of children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
2.  Dealing with racism
Of course, the initial aim of ‘same race’ matching policies which were put forward – i.e. to help minority ethnic children ‘not only’ fit into families but also to negotiate racism in wider society – is understandable and certainly another key finding emerging from the studies relates to the parents’ experiences of racism and their strategies for dealing with such prejudice. Overall, while parents indicated that they face less ostracism and isolation from friends, family and local communities than is often assumed, racism still features in their lives. It is important to note, however, that the racial prejudice faced by the families was not standardised and not shared by all parents; rather it was complex in both form and occurrence. For example, parents and their children could experience prejudice which was directed at their perceived ‘monoracial’ or ‘monoethnic’ difference (e.g. black, Asian, white) or which was specifically directed at their being in or from a mixed racial or ethnic family. This prejudice could come from within the extended family or outside the home; could be in the form of overt hostility or ‘racial microaggressions’; and could be experienced as an unfamiliar isolated incident or a more common constant presence. 

The diversity of the parents and their circumstances in our studies therefore meant that they therefore drew on numerous and differing strategies to deal with the racism they encountered, according to the situations, their parenting styles, their approaches to difference and belonging and their personalities. The ability to recognise and deal with racism was not, therefore, confined to particular racial or ethnic groups. Indeed, in line with other studies (Twine, 1994 & 2010; Harman 2010a), our findings also demonstrate that white parents can be ‘race aware’ and deal with racism; as has also been highlighted elsewhere, white parents were themselves often racialised through being in an interracial relationship or having children from mixed racial or ethnic backgrounds. These parents frequently discussed how they had developed a range of skills and support networks to mitigate the effect of this prejudice on themselves and their children.  Similarly, some minority ethnic parents had noted that they had never experienced racism or that they did not always feel confident in supporting their children in dealing with racism, particularly since they felt they were not always able to directly relate their racialised experiences to that of their children’s. As such, across the studies and all racial and ethnic backgrounds, while some parents felt that accessing support around dealing with racism would or could be useful, others strongly did not. Such a complex and diverse pattern in relation to experiencing and dealing with racism raises important considerations for arguments against the adoption of mixed race children by white adopters due to the assumption that such adopters are inherently unable to recognise and deal with racism or, importantly, develop the skills to do so. 
3.  Features of identity

Scholars have highlighted how children’s identity and experiences are not solely predicated on their family life and parenting and other factors, such as peer groups, class, neighbourhood effects, etc., play an important role in their identification and experiential paths (Holt, 2011). Certainly, our studies indicate that in addition to more typically discussed social factors, such as race, ethnicity, class, socio-economic status and neighbourhood, other – often overlooked – factors could have a significant effect on identity processes. These could include the health of family members, and the age and gender of children as well as their personality and appearance. Indeed, the findings of the projects resonate with other studies and support services which highlight the ways in which people from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds look can play a significant role in shaping identity and personal experience, particularly in relation to whether their self-professed racial or ethnic identities are accepted or rejected as ‘authentic’
 (Song, 2010). 

The little discussed question of appearance – and the larger question of authenticity attached to it – has real resonance for the placement of mixed racial and ethnic children. If an ordinary feature of mixed racial and ethnic families – both couple and lone – is a visual and physical ‘difference’ between family  members, then such normalcy raises important questions for the conceptualisation of ‘same race’ placements in relation to mixed racial and ethnic children. Certainly, concerns about the transracial adoption of mixed racial and ethnic children need more interrogation once we acknowledge the ordinariness of difference that commonly exists in mixed racial and ethnic families. From this perspective, the ‘trans-racial’ placement of mixed racial and ethnic children is in fact one which often mirrors the wide range of mixed racial and ethnic family patterns found in the general population.
4. Parenting practices
The findings from the projects discussed in this paper strongly suggest that, considering the different backgrounds, family patterns and approaches taken by birth parents of mixed racial and ethnic children, there is no single benchmark for the question of how best to parent children from these groups. Certainly, an implication from our findings is that policymakers and practitioners need to be wary of viewing racial mixing and mixedness in fixed and essentialised ways when family experience can vary greatly between families, even those who initially seem to share a form of mixing. 

The diversity and complexity of the mixed racial and ethnic family experience in Britain as indicated by the parents we spoke to in these studies is also echoed in accounts of mixed race children, young people and adults from birth and adoptive families as detailed in the mixed racial and ethnic parents and case studies of ten children undertaken for our Joseph Rowntree Foundation and Nuffield Foundation projects as well as other studies (e.g. Ali, 2003; Tikly et al, 2004; Barrett et al, 2007; Goodyer and Okitikpi, 2007; Patel, 2008; Peters, 2010; Phoenix, 2011; Song and Aspinall, 2012). Such studies also highlight how a wide range of factors – race, ethnicity, class, family history, poverty, age, gender, sexuality, location, appearance, health, etc. – mean that racial mixing and mixedness are articulated in a myriad of ways beyond simplistic reductive notions of black/white and either/or binaries. From this perspective, that which Olumide (2002) calls the ‘mixed race condition’ – that is, the experiences and patterns common to people from racialised mixed backgrounds – is problematic not in terms of the state of mixedness itself, but rather in terms of how society views that mixedness. Indeed, Peters (2010: 27), in her deeply insightful study of young adults from mixed racial backgrounds in foster care, notes that, like other looked after young people, this group are often dealing with the emotive legacy of their complex birth experiences. Yet, often concerns about their mixed racial or ethnic backgrounds and racialised identities overshadow their complex and individual personal routes into care. This ‘overt focus on their mixed classification can place these complexities within the classification itself’, that is that their mixedness becomes seen as inherently and centrally problematic, rather than one particular aspect of their familial and personal experience.

 We are not at all arguing that race and ethnicity are unimportant in the lives of mixed families and for children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds (the ‘colour blindness’ paradigm).  Rather, in respect to concerns around how best to raise children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds, the diversity of experiences highlighted in our – and other research - suggests that some parents - both birth and adoptive – of mixed racial and ethnic children may need particular forms of support around raising their children to have a sense of identity and belonging – but equally others may not. 
Conclusion

In the introduction to this article, we asked about the extent to which policies and practice in placement for mixed racial and ethnic children can and should chime with the lives of mixed families outside the care system.  The decisions surrounding the removal of children from their birth families and, for many, their eventual placement into foster and adoptive care are incredibly challenging and of course there are limitations to how far the experiences of research conducted with families outside the care system can inform policy and practice for those within it.  Children within the care system, by the very fact they are in care, tend to come from fractured and difficult backgrounds; indeed, recent figures demonstrate that the majority of children come into care because of abuse or neglect (DFE 2012). These experiences give rise to particular needs that must be taken into account including, sometimes, issues around their racial and ethnic identities. On the other hand, it is critical to remember that looked after children are not a homogenous group – for some their needs are similar to the general population and for some there are added complexities and vulnerabilities. Crucially, as Peters (2010: 254) has noted in her study of young people in foster care, their needs are not just about their being of mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds and such an over-emphasis ignores ‘the range of circumstances, narratives, experiences and textured complexity of their lives’, thus hindering their attempts at rebuilding these.

Racial and ethnic mixing and mixedness, particularly in the social care context has long been a controversial area, yet the experiences of the ‘ordinary’ mixed racial and ethnic families have not been turned to as a means for possible understanding of how to proceed in adoption and fostering practice and policy.  In this article we have highlighted some of the overlooked experiences that our – as well as other contemporary work – has identified for these families: the sheer range but also the frequent ordinariness of racial and ethnic mixing and mixedness in contemporary Britain; the diversity of mothers’ and fathers’ approaches to difference and belonging in how they parent their mixed children; the shifting processes and usefulness of resources and relationships that parents can and do draw on or reject to bring up their children and deal with any prejudice and racism. Our research, along with other contemporary work, indicates that, for mixed racial and ethnic children and their families, family difference may be important or it may not.  And that this salience may be important at some times rather than others. Above all, these studies point to a greater recognition of both the diversity and complexity of experience of racial and ethnic mixing and mixedness in Britain, particularly how being part of a mixed racial or ethnic family is not inherently extra-ordinary or problematic but more usually one amongst many aspects of a child’s life. As such, the key implication from our research is that engaging with the intricacies of these everyday experiences, rather than assuming what these are, may provide useful and beneficial benchmarks, reflection points and directions for the development of adoption and fostering policy and practice as regards children from mixed racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
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