
CHOOSING AN AGENCY - INTERNATIONAL

How to Research and Choose an Ethical Adoption Agency for International Adoption

STEP 1: Pray! Is God calling you to be an adoptive parent? If so, what direction do you feel God is calling 

you toward and how has He equipped your family?

STEP 2: Request information packets from agencies, and RESEARCH, RESEARCH, RESEARCH! You can find 

agencies by doing a simple “Google search” online. Or you can begin with the agencies listed below that 

are agencies with good reputations.

Questions to ask agencies:

•	 Are you licensed and accredited both here and in the other country? Be sure your adoption agency of 

choice is Hague Accredited. (This is an accreditation/licensure that is formed between the U.S. and the 

country from which you are adopting. It helps to keep both parties safe and ethical. This information 

should be on their website or packet information. If not, call and ask).

•	 Has your license ever been suspended in any country, for any reason?

•	 Can you recommend other agencies that work in the same country? (This speaks volumes, including 

their reputation with other sound agencies.)

•	 Can you provide references of families who have adopted from your agency from the same country?

•	 How long have you been working in _____ [country]?

•	 How many adoptions do you facilitate each year? (Beware of astronomical numbers.)

•	 How many of the children placed from _____ [country] are infants? How many have special needs? 

How many are older?

•	 Can we see a copy of a recent audited financial statement? Annual report?

•	 How does the referral process work?

•	 Does any of your staff get paid on a per adoption basis? If not, then how are they paid?

•	 What are the common reasons children are available for adoption in _____ [country]?

•	 Will the children likely have living birth parents? If so, will we be able to meet with them? If an agency 

says “no”, press the agency for a reason why. If you are uncomfortable with their answer, seek another 

agency.

•	 Agencies who hold negative thoughts and words about birth families are a significant red flag. Make 

sure the child is adoptable per U.S. rules and regulations if they do have a living parent.

•	 Can we use an independent or second translator when talking to birth parents, and video/audio tape 

if the family is okay with it? (This diminishes the possibility of selective mistranslation by an orphanage 

employee and allows you to ask difficult and pressing questions about what they actually understand 

about international adoption. What have they been promised? Are they under the impression that this 

is temporary? Were they approached about adoption or did they relinquish voluntarily? Etc…)



•	 Who in-country determines that the children are appropriate for adoption? Is the agency involved 

in locating children needing families, or is it the government, or other country officials? In general, 

the more the foreign country’s government controls the process (especially the matching process) 

instead of an agency, attorney, or orphanage, there is less room for corruption. Although frustrating, 

the slower and more thorough a country is, the better. If they place a first priority on reunification and 

in-country placements, and insist on exhaustive investigations to approve an international placement, 

this is a VERY good sign.

•	 Does your agency interact with the birth parents?

•	 What humanitarian work or family preservation work (keeping children with birth families as much 

as possible) does your agency do, that is apart from adoptions? If an agency does no compassion/

humanitarian work in the country, this may be a red flag. If they do not do anything to help the people 

living in the countries of where they do adoptions, ask them why and push for answers. It may be that 

they are a small agency and just getting started, etc. But if they cannot give you a reason, or give you a 

reason that lends you to think they are just in the “business of adoption” and not in caring for children, 

families, and orphans, you might want to rethink that agency.

•	 Are we allowed to visit the orphanage, baby home, or foster home where our child stayed while in 

process? Be suspicious of agencies that do not allow you to see the orphanage, baby home, or foster 

care placement where your child stayed during the adoption process before you came to pick them 

up. There are some exceptions to this rule, but if you are unsure of their answers, seek counsel.

•	 Do you require us to pay any adoption fees in country, with large amounts of cash? Be wise in dealing 

with agencies asking you to pay large amounts of adoption fees, in cash, when you arrive in the 

country. This is sometimes not part of ethical adoption practices. There will be some “large” cash fees 

you need to bring when you travel. For example, in Ethiopian adoptions you will bring about $500 in 

cash for your child’s visa, and some other expenses. But always double check what exactly it’s for, and 

then ask someone outside that agency if that sounds legitimate. These “cash money rules” should be 

consistent across all agencies for that country. In the past China has required a large sum of cash to be 

paid in country. Just be sure to check with others to see if this is reasonable and customary.

Red flags for you as a prospective adoptive parent when interviewing an agency.

•	 When you ask questions, do you feel shut down, disrespected, bullied, or discouraged? If you are 

discouraged from talking to other families, researching, asking difficult questions, or investigating, it 

may be a sign that you want to check out other options.

•	 Are other adoptive families with concerns painted in a negative light?

•	 Does correspondence lean too heavily on emotional propaganda and “rescue” rhetoric, as opposed 

to professionalism and an obvious commitment to best practices?

•	 An agency that offers something different than other agencies.

•	 An agency that only does infant adoptions or promises lots of babies.

•	 An agency that offers the same thing for much less money.

•	 An agency that offers the same thing as other agencies in much less time.

•	 An agency that claims to have special connections or processes in country.



•	 If you hear the word “expedited.” That may be corruption.

•	 Payments without receipts (common in Eastern European adoptions).

•	 In general, if your gut senses a red flag, you are probably right!

A word about Private International Adoptions, Pilot Programs, and Christian adoption agencies.

1. Private International Adoptions- As a fellow adoptive researcher says, “I know private adoptions are 

faster and smoother and may be the only possibility in certain countries, but we want more oversight, 

not less in international adoption. The more people, systems, and organization in place, the higher the 

accountability, and I cannot stress this enough: we want the highest possible accountability here. If 

adoptions are not possible through formal adoption agency channels, there is probably a reason. This 

ball is in our court, parents. Of the few things we can control, this is one.” 

2. Pilot Programs- A pilot program is a program that is just beginning in a country. There may be some 

pause, or hesitation in joining a country’s pilot program (being one of the first families to adopt from 

a specific country with a specific agency). This is not to say you should avoid it completely, but give 

due diligence to your research of that specific pilot program and the country itself. If an agency you 

trust, that is ethically sound, is the one with the pilot program, it might be good option. But don’t just 

assume. Research and ask questions.

3. Christian Adoption Agencies- Please do not give way to naivety when it comes to an agency, lawyer, 

or other adoption professional claiming to be “Christian.” This term means many different things both 

here in the states, and in other countries. Just because an agency is Christian, does not determine 

proper ethics. Unfortunately, many Biblically sound Christians have a heart for adoption and orphan 

care, but are very uneducated about adoption ethics and practices.

STEP 3: After MUCH research, prayer, and questions, choose your adoption agency. (Please do not just 

grab one from our recommendations and go from there. Please put your own research and the above 

questions to the agencies as suggested).

STEP 4: Get agency specific questions answered. Once you’ve decided on a reputable, ethical agency, 

here are some questions to get answered on the specifics of how that agency completes adoptions.

1. Expenses- Many agencies vary greatly, sometimes by thousands.

2. Pay schedule- Some (but very few) agencies require ALL the money before you get put on the waiting 

list. Many agencies split up the fees and they come in chunks of a few thousand dollars at different 

stages of the adoption. Be sure to check each agency’s pay schedule from the beginning of the 

adoption to the end.

3. Wait time- You will want to ask how long a wait it is from finishing all your paperwork to getting a 

referral (People vary greatly in how long they do their paperwork. It will take the average family 3-4 

months to do all paperwork and home study). This is why you want to ask about the timeline from 

completed paperwork to referral. (Referral is when you are matched with your child, not when you 

bring your child home). Then you will want to know how long from referral to baby home. That will 

give you a good estimate. But as always, remember that timelines can change at any time during 



the process and not always because of the agency themselves, but rather availability of children, 

government, etc. Remember, adoption is not about us, and us “getting a child.” Keep in mind that 

when a true orphan is united with a forever family, it’s a beautiful picture of redemption. But it also 

comes with great loss and tragedy that cannot be overlooked.

4. Pregnancy clause- Be sure and address with your agency their pregnancy policy. Some agencies put a 

hold on your adoption process or stop it altogether if you become pregnant. You will have to decide as 

a family how you feel about that. Even if you aren’t planning another biological child there can always 

be “surprises” unless you have made that a permanent decision. Therefore decide what you believe 

about a pregnancy clause regardless of your plan for more biological children. Be very direct in asking 

the agency specifics of their pregnancy clause and obtain all the information. They are not always 

written in the info packets, and tend to be vague, so you need to ask if you don’t see it, and push the 

specifics of their pregnancy rules. These questions should include whether or not you will receive any 

of the money back that you have already paid.

5. Interview- Interview families who have used the agencies you are interested in. Ask the agency for 

lists of families who will give a review. Ask them the strengths and weaknesses of the agency, etc. Be 

persistent in asking for weaknesses. Every agency has things they can improve on, so be aware of 

agencies or families who claim they have no weaknesses or areas of growth. 

6. Humanitarian Work- Ask what humanitarian work or family preservation work (keeping children with 

birth families as much as possible) the agency does. If they do no compassion/humanitarian work in 

the country, this may be a red flag. If they do not do anything to help the people living in the countries 

of where they do adoptions, ask them why and push for answers. It may be that they are a small agency 

and just getting started, etc. But if they cannot give you a reason, or give you a reason that lends you to 

think they are just in the “business of adoption” and not in caring for children, families, and orphans, 

you might want to re-think that agency.

7. Services and resources for adoptive families – Ask what services and resources are available for you as 

an adoptive family during and after your adoption. Some agencies offer classes (some free of charge) 

after your adoption, counseling, get-togethers, etc. These may be very beneficial to your and your 

child as they grow. 

A few additional thoughts as you get started in the possible pursuit of adopting a child into your 

family.

1. Consider an older child (preschool age and up), special needs, or sibling groups. Many families say 

they are “pro-adoption,” but in reality, they spend years on a waiting list for the kind of child they 

“want,” rather than adopting the children that already need a forever home. This does not mean there 

is not a place for infant/baby adoption. There certainly is. Infant/baby adoption of true orphans allows 

for the child to not remain in institutionalized care longer than need be, and allows for them not to 

turn into the older children waiting years and years for a family. But many times, families are simply on 

a waiting list waiting for a child in their age range to even be born, when thousands and thousands of 

kids are already waiting. 



2. First families first (the birth family) whenever possible, and second families (adoptive families) when 

that is not possible. We believe God designs children to be with families, and we need to realize that 

our adopted children were not “made for us,” and they were not “always meant to be mine,” as is 

common emotional language in the adoption world. They were not created to live with you but with 

their birth family. But due to a fallen, sinful, and broken world that we live in, that does not always 

happen. So with that somber realization, we need to fight like crazy to protect children, birth families, 

and their communities. If you choose to be an adoptive parent, you choose to join the fight by doing 

everything in your power to ensure that your adoption and the agency you work with is ethical and 

making efforts to place true orphans with the second families they need. Entering adoption with just 

emotion and good intentions is a dangerous place to be. Those things will never be enough to carry 

you through the weighty process of “eyes properly wide-open.” If you have a check in your spirit 

regarding an agency don’t overlook red flags. 

3. Educate yourself! Don’t panic over the ethics, but do educate yourself. Be wise and ask lots of 

questions. As a fellow adoptive parent researcher says, “In terms of unethical adoptions…I am not 

saying always; I am saying sometimes, and if there is a sometimes in the mix, then we must go on high 

alert. We have to. We cannot simply hope we have no part in the sometimes…we must insist on the 

never.”

Here are some names of agencies to start you off in asking them to send you their information packet. You 

can also google “adoption agencies.” Note that not everyone has the same expectations in their adoption 

journey. Some people will have bad experiences with adoption agencies, maybe some listed below. But, 

by and large, our families have had very positive experiences with these organizations.

•	 Bethany Christian Services (located in Indianapolis)

•	 Holt International

•	 America World Adoption

•	 WACAP

•	 Kids First Adoption (located in Indianapolis)

•	 Lifeline Adoption

•	 Adoption Associates

•	 MLJ Adoptions

•	 Adoption Support Center

https://www.bethany.org/
https://www.holtinternational.org/
http://www.awaa.org/default.aspx
http://www.wacap.org/
http://kidsfirstadoption.com/
http://lifelinechild.org/
http://www.adoptionassociates.net/
http://www.mljadoptions.com
http://www.adoptionsupportcenter.com

