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Framed in narrative theory and relational dialectics theory, one hundred online stories of domestic
adoption told by adoptive parents were qualitatively analyzed, revealing four primary discourses of
adoption that challenge the idea that adoption is a second-best way to parent. Narrative beginnings
were dominated by a discourse of adoption as a valuable alternative to pregnancy. Narrative mid-
dles-and-ends featured two discourses of how the adoption process unfolds: adoption as a worthwhile
struggle guided by destiny and adoption as a smooth and predictable process. Intertwined with these
process-oriented constructions of adoption was a discourse of adoption as communal kinning, which
emphasized a hybrid family form comprised of both biological and nonbiological ties.

As the children’s playground rhyme goes, “First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes
the baby in a baby carriage.” Implicit in this verse is a progression toward the biological nuclear
family idealized in U.S. culture (Baxter et al., 2009). Adoption is one kind of “kinning” (Howell,
2009) described as discourse-dependent (Galvin, 2006) because it is not based on this progres-
sion (Miall, 1989); hence, those involved in adoption bear the ongoing communicative burden of
constructing its legitimacy. Narratives are a common means for accomplishing this, as they allow
us to make sense of life disruption or stigmatization (Becker, 1997). One type of narrative used
to establish the legitimacy of adoption is the entrance story told to the adopted child and to others
about how the child joined the family (e.g., Krusiewicz & Wood, 2001). But, this is only part of
the adoption story – much happens before the child enters the family.

The adoption backstory is a kind of prequel that serves as a backdrop to the main event of
a specific child entering the family. Backstories might include information not routinely told in
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254 BAXTER ET AL.

entrance narratives, like parents’ motivation to adopt or experiences with failed adoptions. Some
motivations for adoption, like infertility, or tales of birthmothers who change their minds, might
threaten the legitimacy of adoption; therefore, in backstories, adoptive parents might have to put
forth extra effort to construct their path to parenthood as not inferior to biological reproduction.
Using a dialogic approach, we analyzed 100 backstories of domestic adoption from a prominent
adoption website in order to understand how meaning is constructed for adoption in these kinds
of stories.

THE PRIMACY OF BIOGENETICS

Genetics has historically, and stalwartly, grounded our conception of family (Leon, 2002). The
dominance of the discourse of the biogenetic family works to construct reproduction as a nor-
mative expectation, infertility as a failure, and nongenetic family ties as “other” (Crabb &
Augoustinos, 2008). Brettschneider (2004) argues that biological parenting is not seen as a choice,
but as a given; biogenetic families are constructed a priori: “The presumption of biological ties
as stable and immutable lends a sense of the inevitable and enduring family as a unit, or a uni-
tary form of family” (p. 28). Notions of inevitability and naturalness are accompanied by the
assumption that a parent will have inherent and unwavering love for a biological child. As Miall
(1989) says, “This blood tie is conceptualized as indissoluble, with a mystical nature that tran-
scends legal or other kinship arrangements” (p. 47). In addition to ensuring love, biogenetic ties
ensure that families will have shared characteristics, complete medical histories, no extraneous
relations to manage (e.g., birth families), and social acceptance and support. The importance of
biogenetics in creating family is demonstrated by the use of expensive and invasive reproductive
technologies to treat causes of infertility or, “what many of us are willing to go through in order
to have children of ‘our own’” (Nelson, 1992, p. 71).

ADOPTION AS A STIGMATIZED FAMILY FORM

Scholars estimate that 2.4% of contemporary U.S. families have been formed through adoption
and 2.5% of minor children are adopted (Riley & Van Vleet, 2012). In a historical review of
adoption practices, Riley and Van Vleet (2012) note that although adoption in the United States
is not as “shrouded in secrecy” as it was as recently as 50 years ago, many Americans “still
assume that natural or biological parents should raise their children” (p. 15). Public opinion data
appear to support the second best positioning of adoption compared to biological reproduction
(Harris Interactive Market Research, 2002). In a 2006 replication of a 1953 survey of American
attitudes toward adoption, Dougherty (2009) found a persistent belief that adoption is second
best to biological reproduction. A recent study of U.S. college student attitudes also reported that
biological reproduction is viewed more positively than adoption (Bonds-Raacke, 2009).

In contrast to biogenetic relations, adoptive ties are a pastori, created through rational choice,
negotiation, and contractual terms (Brettschneider, 2004). The contractual aspect of adoption
allows society to construct it as a process of commodification in which a baby is purchased by
an adoptive couple who buys their way into parenthood by taking a child from a birthmother
who lacks the financial means to parent (e.g., Freundlich, 2000; Suter & Ballard, 2009). The
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 255

consumptive tone of online adoption agencies reinforces a market metaphor (Wahl, McBride, &
Schrodt, 2005). Although most adoptions go through legal scrutiny, the commodification con-
struction positions them as inferior to biological reproduction because they lack the presumed
naturalness that characterizes the love felt by a “real” parent for a child.

The stigma of adoption is also partially produced and reinforced through mediated depictions.
Kline, Karel, and Chatterjee (2006) found that adoptive parents were shown mostly in a positive
light in broadcast news whereas adoptees were often depicted as having behavioral and emo-
tional problems, identity conflicts, and health issues. Similarly, in analyzing the descriptions of
adoption in sociology textbooks, Fisher (2003) concluded that several texts “portrayed it as a
difficult process fraught with hazards” (p. 155). The problems referenced included psycholog-
ical issues among adoptees, high costs, legal difficulty, long waits, unknown genetic problems,
lack of healthy adoptees, and privacy invasion. Adoptive parent concerns appear to mirror media
portrayals. Daniluk and Hurtig-Mitchell’s (2003) interviews with couples who had experienced
infertility and adoption revealed that adoption was often seen as a last resort. Their participants
who moved from infertility to adoption faced many doubts, including whether they would be able
to love a nonbiological child, face a child’s potential medical problems, manage the relationship
with the birthmother, and endure stigmatizing attitudes.

COMMUNICATION RESEARCH ON ADOPTIVE PARENTS’ STORIES

Adoptive parents are involved in a variety of self-presentational practices, including letters to
birthmothers (e.g., Norwood & Baxter, 2011; Wahl et al., 2005) and responses to judgmental
outsiders (e.g., Suter, 2008). Much of the research on adoptive parents’ narratives focuses on the
entrance story told to the adopted child and to others about the child’s adoption (e.g., Harrigan,
2010). Entrance stories help to manage uncertainties adopted children face about the details and
meaning of their adoptions (Colaner & Kranstuber, 2010). Krusiewicz and Wood (2001) found
in these stories themes of emotional ambivalence (joy in adopting and sadness about the birth
mother’s loss), destiny, an immediate and strong emotional connection with the child, legitimacy
of adoptive families, and rescue of the child from a negative environment.

The complete backstory of adoption doubtless consists of more than the final entrance phase
in which a specific child becomes the focus. Prior to a specific child entering the family, adoptive
parents experience an array of adoption-related experiences and events including their motivation
to adopt, decisions to pursue domestic or international adoption, the decision to pursue private,
private agency-based, or foster-care domestic adoption, and finally, the process of locating an
adoptable child. Two studies have quantitatively examined the adoption backstories of adoptive
parents (Baxter, Norwood, Asbury, Jannusch, & Scharp, 2012; Grotevant, Fravel, Gorall, & Piper,
1999) assessing their narrative coherence. The present study enters the conversation by using a
qualitative, dialogic narrative approach to analyze how the meaning of adoption is constructed
via adoptive parents’ telling of backstories. Such an approach contributes to our understanding of
the details of the adoption process and how the process is experienced by adoptive parents.

The majority of communication research on adoptive parents focuses on international adop-
tions rather than domestic (e.g., Harrigan, 2009, 2010; Suter, 2008; Suter & Ballard, 2009).
However, international adoptions are characterized by issues of cultural difference and nation-
ality (e.g., Suter, Reyes, & Ballard, 2011), which can make generalization to domestic adoption
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256 BAXTER ET AL.

problematic. Further, domestic adoptions are over four times more common than international
ones in the United States (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011; U.S. Office of
Immigration Statistics, 2010), which justifies communication researchers’ attention to this type.

In much of the research on adoptive parents, interviewees are often asked to tell about sto-
ries they share with others rather than to perform those stories for those others (e.g., Daniluk &
Hurtig-Mitchell, 2003; Jones & Hackett, 2011). We utilize a sample of adoption stories from an
adoption website, on which adoptive parents perform the telling of backstories rather than pro-
viding a report of past storytellings. An added benefit, the anonymity of internet postings might
create a safe haven for adoptive parents to tell stories about a stigmatized topic potentially less
contaminated by social desirability effects.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Personal narratives are more than just representations of events. Instead, as Becker (1997) argues,
they are a means through which persons cope with experiences that depart from cultural scripts,
allowing them to gain control of and legitimate such experiences. Further, stories of disruption
can function as resistance to the status quo. Nelson (2001) argues that the master narratives of
a culture, like Becker’s normalizing cultural scripts, exclude those whose experiences depart
from them. She argues that the telling of counterstories, which challenge master narratives, can
facilitate social change by legitimating alternative ways of sense-making. We seek to discover
whether the meanings constructed by adoptive parents in their backstories reinforce or resist the
U.S. master narrative of adoption as “second best.”

We frame this study in relational dialectics theory (Baxter, 2011), which is grounded in the
dialogic perspective of Bakhtin (1981, 1984, 1986). Dialogism is particularly useful for studying
such narratives, as the framework maintains that narratives are an important site of potentially
resistant meaning making (Bakhtin, 1981, 1984). This is because stories often include a disruptive
event that characters must respond to in an attempt to create order (Herman, 2009) and can feature
multiple characters through which narrators can give voice to multiple discourses.

Central to the dialogic framework of relational dialectics theory is a view that all commu-
nication is intertextual (Baxter, 2011). A story can be viewed as an utterance that enters a
conversational stream already underway; present are previously circulating meanings and antici-
pated responses from immediate or imagined audiences. In this utterance chain (Bakhtin, 1986),
discourses rarely have equal power. Instead, some are centripetal or dominant in cultural mem-
bers’ meaning constructions, whereas others are centrifugal or marginalized (Bakhtin, 1981).
Thus, the intertextual play of discourses is envisioned as a “contradiction-ridden, tension-filled”
dynamic of counterpoint among competing voices (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 272). With this in mind, we
posed two questions:

What are the discursive meanings of “adoption” constructed in online adoption stories told by
adoptive parents?

and

How, if at all, do these discourses resist the dominant cultural meaning of adoption as “second best”
to biological reproduction?
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 257

METHOD

Sample of Stories

With IRB approval, 100 domestic adoption stories posted by adoptive parents were sampled
from adoption.com, “the world’s most popular adoption information destination” (adoption.com,
2011). Unlike advocacy-based sites that endorse a particular type of adoption or particular agen-
cies, or advocate for adoption rather than birthmother abortions, adoption.com positions itself as
a neutral platform for those interested in adoption to express themselves. Stories were defined as
posts that were responsive to the web master’s call to “share your story” or which were marked
by the narrator as a story (e.g., “This is our story.”). We relied on the website’s structure to cat-
egorize stories, focusing only on domestic U.S. adoptions of children accomplished primarily
through private or private-agency actions. We began with the first post and continued from there.
Our goal in this study was to examine the general category of adoption backstories rather than
to focus on particular types of adoptive parents (e.g., heterosexual or homosexual) or particular
forms of adoption (e.g., open vs. semi-open).

Although we anticipated reaching saturation before story #100, we oversampled in order to
perform validation procedures (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Names and places mentioned in stories
were changed before analysis. Narrators did not provide enough information to allow for a numer-
ical demographic profile of the sample, although some contained markers that allow for general
description. These instances described a contributor who was female, in a heterosexual marriage,
and childless prior to adopting an infant. Many narrators indicated they were addressing adop-
tive parents, especially prospective ones. Others wrote to a general audience, presumably those
interested in adoption because of their visit to the web page.

Data Analysis Procedures

Data were analyzed using contrapuntal analysis (Baxter, 2011). We began by independently per-
forming inductive thematic analyses of the first half of the data set (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Themes were defined as segments that spoke to the meaning of adoption. Over two dozen the-
matic categories were derived, including, for example, “use of network contacts,” “bonding with
birthmother,” “involvement in the pregnancy/birth,” and “building an open adoption family.”
Second, we independently identified patterns among themes, clustering them into larger analytic
units known as discourses. A discourse is a discursive system that consists of interdependent sub-
themes, which cohere in a claim about what something means (Baxter, 2011). For example, the
themes presented here cohered into a discourse of adoption as communal kinning that merged
biological and nonbiological elements of family.

Third, we enacted investigator triangulation in which we identified commonality in our pre-
liminary analyses, argued through differences, and converged on a tentative analysis (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Our analyses were strikingly similar, having each identified the same basic dis-
courses, with varying labels. Theoretical saturation was reached at narrative #27 for each of us.
Fourth, we engaged in unfolding (Baxter, 2011), a process in which the stories are located in
a larger chain of meaning of prior and anticipated utterances. For this, we asked two analytical
questions: “How can narratives be read as responses to prior discourses of adoption circulating
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258 BAXTER ET AL.

in the culture at large?” and “How can they be read as anticipating possible responses from
subsequent addresses who read these stories?”

Fifth, we analyzed the synchronic interplay between discourses of adoption present in the nar-
ratives, which included already spoken and not-yet-spoken meanings (Baxter, 2011). Given the
second research question, we were especially interested in analyzing how, if at all, discourses in
the narratives resisted the dominant cultural construction of adoption as second best. In investi-
gating the dialogic struggle between centripetal and centrifugal discourses, contrapuntal analysis
(Baxter, 2011) focuses, in particular, on the polemic practices of negating, countering, and enter-
taining. Only the first two emerged in this data set and thus will be elaborated on here. Negating
is a discursive practice in which a given discourse is directly or indirectly refuted. For example,
if a narrator writes that adoption was experienced as a quick and effortless process, the dominant
discourse in which adoption is viewed as problematic has been refuted. By contrast, countering
is less overtly refutational than negating and generally involves a more nuanced challenge to a
given discourse. For example, if a narrator admits that adoption was effortful but then frames this
effort as part of God’s destined plan, the negatively valenced meaning of adoption as second best
(because of its effort) is countered.

We were open to other dialogic interplays, as well. In particular, we attended to whether the
narrative discourses suspended polemic struggle and shifted to a transformative interplay in which
new, creative meanings were constructed instead of discursive competition (Baxter, pp. 138–142).
One transformative form of interplay, hybridization, was identified. A discursive hybrid replaces
the polemic either-or competition between discourses for semantic dominance with a both-and
meaning system in which the discourses are no longer constructed as contradictory but as com-
plementary. Sixth, and finally, given that the texts in this data set were narratives, we attended to
the suggestion by narrative scholars (e.g., Riessman, 2008) to engage in holistic analysis, attend-
ing to plot structures of the backstories and where in a story’s structure a given construction of
“adoption” emerged.

We employed a total of five validation procedures: investigator triangulation (discussed
above), referential adequacy, negative case analysis, an audit trail, and identification of exem-
plars (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Referential adequacy was achieved in archiving the second half
of the data set, allowing us to compare to it our tentative analysis of the first half. We asked of
each second-half backstory whether the preliminary analysis adequately captured the narrative’s
content. We engaged a very high threshold of adequacy, negative case analysis, which requires
that the final analysis account for 100% of the data. Throughout the analysis we created an audit
trail of chronologically organized analytic memos by all of the researchers. This trail of memos
allowed us to identify the point of saturation in the data set as well as assisted us in reflexively for-
mulating our analysis. Finally, we identified exemplars that illustrated the identified discourses,
asking of each whether it adequately reflected the narrative as a whole.

RESULTS

Four discourses were identified in adoptive parents’ backstories. The order in which we present
these discourses reflects their location in the structure of the narratives. Narrative beginnings were
dominated by a discourse of adoption as a valuable alternative to pregnancy. Narrative mid-
dles and ends featured two alternative discourses of how the adoption process unfolds: adoption
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 259

as a worthwhile struggle guided by destiny or adoption as a smooth and predictable process.
Intertwined with the latter two process-oriented constructions of adoption was a discourse of
family form: adoption as communal kinning.

Adoption as a Valuable Alternative to Pregnancy

Typically, backstories began with an account of how the adoptive parents came to adoption. These
explanations resisted the taken-for-granted superiority of biological reproduction over adoption.
Adoption as a valuable alternative consists of a variety of themes that collectively form a system
of meaning in which adoption is positioned as a worthwhile way to form a family. Generally, the
dialogic practice evinced in these narratives is countering; the narratives do not deny or otherwise
refute the legitimacy of pregnancy but instead mark its limitations.

Many stories began with descriptions of reproductive challenges. Representative is this
account by a woman who recounted her physical challenges with infertility treatments:

We rode the fertility roller coaster for a year and a half. It was horrible, but I had it in my mind that
this was going to be worth it because we would have a wonderful baby. I finally came to the end of
how much I could take. The procedures were getting worse and worse, more and more expensive, and
I was tired of feeling sick all the time. (#10)

This account is typical of what were described as emotionally trying, lengthy, expensive, uncer-
tain, and invasive experiences with fertility treatments. A couple’s decision to subject themselves
to this underscores the value attached to biogenetics, and in this sense, these accounts appear
to reinscribe the dominant discourse. In fact, many narrators who told tales of infertility readily
admitted that they once endorsed the discourse of biogenetics and the accompanying suspicion
of adoption. Illustrative is this excerpt:

We had so many questions about adoption. They were questions that all infertile couples ask them-
selves. Can we love a child that is ‘not our own’? Would we be content to have a child through
adoption rather than conception? What if the child rejects us after he/she gets older? All these types
of questions run through the minds of millions of infertile couples. We decided that we would begin
the process and hope that the questions we had would be answered. (#147)

This particular narrator’s questions were answered through prayer, a theme of destiny we discuss
further below. Interestingly, medical problems that preclude pregnancy actually undermine the
taken-for-grantedness of biological reproduction. Couples are forced to either remain childless or
pursue other pathways, underscoring that pregnancy is not inevitable and cannot be universally
controlled even through reproductive technologies. Thus, the discourse of biological reproduction
meets resistance in the embodied experience of infertility.

Several narrators resisted the presumption of biological certainty, explicitly arguing that adop-
tion carries greater certainty of parenting than does biogenetics. One woman ended her account of
a seven-year ordeal with fertility treatments with: “I remember the social worker at the homestudy
saying something a doctor never could, ‘You WILL be a mom.’ It was like a huge weight lifted off
my shoulders” (#80). Although the parenting certainty accorded to adoption by the social worker
and the narrator might seem naïve to some, this narrative excerpt functions to explicitly disjoin
pregnancy from parenting. For some, the claim that adoption was more certain than pregnancy
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260 BAXTER ET AL.

was linked to a desire to have a child of a certain sex. Unlike adoption, reproductive technology
cannot determine the sex of a child. Representative is this excerpt from the narrative of a mother
of three biological boys: “As much as I loved my boys, I still longed for a little girl to love and
to raise!” (#18). This narrator repeatedly told her audience that she was grateful and thankful for
her three little boys, but still she needed “to share my life with a daughter of my own.” Adoption
provided that certainty in their fourth child, a girl.

Other narrators turned to adoption after experiences with biological reproduction (successful
or not), but they explicitly challenged the inference that just because adoption was their second
path to parenthood it was necessarily second best. For example, after one woman endured three
years of fertility treatments, she and her husband turned to adoption, but she was careful to indi-
cate that they had planned all along to adopt: “We had discussed adopting after we had our own.
Mainly because my husband is . . . adopted . . . He knew he wanted to give to someone what he
had received as a toddler” (#100). Adoption is not depicted as a last resort, but a legitimate action
in its own right, positioned discursively as equal to biological reproduction (however, the narra-
tor still refers to envisioned biological children as “their own,” in contrast to adopted children,
demonstrating a lingering power of the biogenetics discourse).

Adoptive parents who had had biological children prior to adopting often refuted the presump-
tion that the love for a biological child was more natural or “real” than the attachment felt for an
adoptive child. They recognized their unique position to make a direct comparison. For exam-
ple, one woman wrote that after having two biological sons she and her husband were unable to
conceive again, but an adopted daughter entered their lives, prompting this evaluation:

I can say that after giving birth and experiencing the adoption journey, there is no difference in how
you feel about that baby; if it is meant to be, you will love that child with all your heart and soul no
matter what or how it came to you. (#99)

For some narrators, the decision to pursue adoption was linked to a sense of social obliga-
tion rather than medical issues. Such accounts legitimated adoption through a nonbiological
perspective that allows for a consideration of moral and social criteria which are centered less
prominently in the discourse of biogenetics. For example, a woman wrote that “We didn’t go
looking for a new baby, let me assure you, but his [her husband’s] cousin called and she was
crying . . . and she didn’t want a baby. . . . Finally we decided that this was the right thing to do”
(#4). Although the couple had sons by birth, they agreed to adopt the relative’s baby out of famil-
ial obligation. Another narrator described two kinds of social obligation, honoring her mother
and not worsening a global problem: “I have known my entire life that I wanted to adopt one
day. My mother is adopted and I always wanted a large family but did not feel I had the right to
contribute to overpopulation” (#5). Social obligation does not refute the legitimacy of pregnancy
but suggests to the reader that it is an incomplete portrait of what motivates parents.

Finally, many narrators argued that adoption was guided by destiny, fate, or God. In this fram-
ing, adoption and biological reproduction are positioned as different, but equally valued pathways
in some larger master plan. Destiny was woven throughout these narratives but often appeared
first in narrator accounts of why a couple turned to adoption. Representative is this segment from
a story by a woman who began by calling hers “a story of fate” (62). She continued, “I often get
asked why I chose to adopt. . . . I tell those that ask that I didn’t choose anything, that God chose
this for us. . . . [S]he [the adopted daughter] was meant to be ours.” Narratives in which destiny
was deployed as a symbolic resource to explain why the couple adopted might or might not have
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 261

opened with accounts of reproductive challenges. And, in such instances, reproductive challenges
were not framed as failure but as a step in a fated journey.

Although the beginnings of many narratives detailed extensive efforts to get pregnant, thereby
reinforcing the discourse of biogenetics on one level, most stories simultaneously resisted it by
marking the limitations of biological reproduction. As narratives progressed, two additional resis-
tant discourses of the adoption process were constructed, and narrators tended to highlight one or
the other in their backstories: adoption as a worthwhile struggle guided by destiny and adoption
as a smooth and predictable process.

Adoption as a Worthwhile Struggle Guided by Destiny

In describing how the adoption process unfolds, the most typical narrative featured a story of
effort, uncertainty, emotional ambivalence, and loss of control. These testimonials enact negating
(Baxter, 2011) in challenging the view that adoption is merely commodification, the stereotyped
quick and easy acquisition of a baby-object. Instead they show it as a process that requires work,
dedication, and perseverance. Although the telling of adoption struggle risks reinforcement of
stigma, these narratives also enact countering (Baxter, 2011) by reframing struggle as destiny.
This construction does not deny that adoption is challenging, but it rejects the negative valence
that the discourse of biogenetics attaches to such struggle and uncertainty. Narrators reframed
this process as worthwhile in the end and as a certain process guided by fate or God’s plan.

Many of the struggles recounted were associated with the bureaucratic requirements of adop-
tion, e.g., an assessment of fitness to parent via extensive home study, preparation of a portfolio
for birth mothers to browse, and seemingly endless waiting. One man explained:

We worked diligently to complete our home study, documents, background checks and interviews,
got our recommendation letters, submitted and began working on our “Dear Birthmother letter.” This
task seemed to take forever. . . . We finally achieved the “wait list” just over a year ago, and both
of us get anxious each time the phone rings or we check email. . . . [N]othing has come to fruition.
. . . We are both trying to remain positive that there is that birthmother out there who will choose us!
Until then it’s waiting and hoping! (#6)

Adoptive parents also described the emotional roller coaster they experienced throughout the
uncertainties that accompanied the adoption process. As one narrator summarized, “At times our
experience was frustrating, trying, happy, exciting, and sad. But that is how life is” (#25). This
woman readily admitted to emotional highs and lows, but her words neutralized this uncertainty
in the claim that adoption is really no different from any other life experience. A particularly
powerful moment of emotional ambivalence experienced by many adoptive parents was when
they received the child. While experiencing profound joy, they were simultaneously saddened by
the sacrifice made by the birthmother in the relinquishment. A woman who waited almost nine
years to become a mother recounted this:

I can’t describe the feeling when she [the birthmother] brought him in and placed him in our arms.
It still makes me cry to think about the sacrifice she made. . . . [S]he entrusted us with the most
precious gift of all—her child. (#1)
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262 BAXTER ET AL.

Together with the uncertain struggles and emotional turmoil was the loss of control for adop-
tive parents in the adoption process. This was most powerfully felt in the realization that the
birthmother had chosen the parents, rather than the parents having chosen the child. As the woman
quoted above said, “You are at the mercy of a woman or even a teenager [the birthmother] who is
under a great deal of stress herself” (#1). Being selected is only the beginning, because our nar-
rators were painfully aware that birthmothers (or fathers) could change their minds at any point
before terminating parental rights. Many told stories where this happened. Representative is this
excerpt from a woman who begins, “The records probably read ‘Failed Adoption,’ but this story
is much more than that” (#11). She continued:

The day I received the call that the birth parents wanted our baby back, I felt pain like no other that
I had ever experienced. I am told that what we were feeling was similar to the death of a child. . . .

As adoptive parents, we have no rights. . . . Our child . . . was taken away. . . . My heart aches.

Three of the narratives that described effort, uncertainty, emotional chaos, loss of control, and
revocations by birthparents ended with the sentiment that the adoption experience is negative,
functioning to reinscribe a discourse of inferiority. One woman ended her narrative in which the
birthmother changed her mind by writing, “We’re pretty much past the crying, but we are sooooo
bitter and angry. We don’t feel like we can trust anyone anymore” (#72). However, even these
narratives took care not to generalize their experiences to all adoptions. One woman indicated
that they had adopted more than one child and only one experience was negative. She ended by
saying, “I am not here to bash adoptions, we are so thankful for our [adopted] kids, and we know
that all adoptions don’t work out” (#27).

Overwhelmingly, narratives of struggle ended with a positive spin, reminiscent of what
McAdams (2006) describes as a uniquely American form of redemption in which good comes
from bad through persistence and faith in a higher cosmic order. Over and over, the narrators
advised fellow prospective adoptive parents against giving up and to appreciate that the struggles
were merely bumps along a destined journey that would end with a child. Typical is this reframing
by a woman who experienced infertility and her mother’s death prior to adopting:

I am not a religious person. . . . But I can tell you this. I have no doubt in my heart and soul that
EVERYTHING that happens to us in life is for a reason. . . . My daughter. . . . was brought into
my life for a reason. She is my miracle baby . . . she was meant to be my daughter. My mother’s
death left me with so much sorrow. But my daughter has given me back so much joy. . . . All this
pain brought me so much more happiness. Things definitely happen for a reason. For this, I am
grateful. (#35)

The pain experienced during the process of adoption is worth it in the end and was fated all along.
A more explicitly religious reframing is exemplified in this story by a woman who told of her and
her husband’s infertility and then loss of employment in the course of adoption:

So many upsetting events were necessary in our lives to lead us to her and to her birthmother.
Looking back, losing great jobs was a small price to pay to be able to have our baby. . . . We are
eternally grateful for the unselfish act of [the birthmother]. We are also eternally grateful to Heavenly
Father for making sure that he sent our baby to someone who would have the strength to do the right
thing. (#23)
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 263

In this woman’s story, God acted through the birthmother, someone they had met as part of
their shifting employment. Coincidence is not random in these narratives of destiny. In sum,
this discourse negates a view of adoption as a calculated and effortless acquisition at the same
time that it counters a view that adoption is a risky and uncertain endeavor. A classic tale of
redemption, the discourse constructs adoption as effortful yet worthwhile; a journey experienced
as uncertain only because adoptive parents could not yet see the greater plan of destiny.

Adoption as a Smooth and Predictable Process

The next discourse surrounding adoption took a different path, depicting the process not as a
bumpy, effortful journey but as a reasonably predictable one that moved smoothly and swiftly to
a successful adoption. Narratives built on this discourse were less common, notably shorter, and
less thematically diverse than those described above. Representative is this story (in its entirety):

Here’s my story. I feel so blessed to have this beautiful baby girl in my life. I can’t believe how
fortunate I was to find her. All I did was call about a home study that was about to expire and I found
out about this perfect little angel born a week prior who was waiting for a family. She already had
relinquishment papers signed by a young firstmom who was looking for a family like mine. We picked
her up the next day. Life could not be better!!! (more organized, yes, but not better!!!). Here’s my
angel sent straight from heaven! (#53)

Although this story hinted at a longer process (the home study that was about to expire), this was
not described nor was it framed as a challenge. Instead, adoption was constructed as a smooth
experience. This story was framed in heaven-sent destiny, but others were not. An example of the
latter is this excerpt from a narrative in which a couple received a pleasant surprise:

Our daughter was a big surprise, literally. We got a call the morning of her birth . . . from the hospital
social worker who told us that [the birthmother] had delivered a little girl and asked the hospital to
contact a family in the local area! Not quite believing any of what had just happened, my husband
and I went to the hospital nursery where a nurse was awaiting our arrival to take home our daugh-
ter. . . . We finalized August 2005 and our daughter is 19 months old now. She couldn’t be more
wonderful! (#189)

Both of these exemplars negate (Baxter, 2011) a view of adoption as a negative experience.
However, the ease of the process could be interpreted as supportive of the cultural view that adop-
tion is a commodification—an easy acquisition of the child-object. A destiny plot, illustrated in
the first narrative, refutes a view of adoption as mere commodification; fate or God determined
the adoption not the autonomous desires of the prospective parents. Notably, the narratives absent
a destiny theme also challenge a commodification framing. The second example does not portray
the adoptive parents as economically privileged persons who enter the adoption marketplace in
order to make an acquisition. Like others of its kind, this story tells of a baby being placed in the
lap of a couple rather than the couple actively seeking a child. In sum, the third discourse stands
as an alternative to the discourse of adoption as a process riddled with problems and uncertain-
ties. This discourse also manages to elide a conception of adoption as commodification, instead
presenting it as a smooth process guided by destiny or circumstance.
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Adoption as Communal Kinning

Woven throughout the two discourses related to the adoption process was a construction of family
that we label communal kinning: recognition that, in adoption, it takes a village of both biolog-
ically and nonbiologically related persons to get and raise a child. This conception of family
combines biological with nonbiological components, thereby moving beyond a binary construc-
tion. As such, this discourse exemplifies dialogic transformation that Baxter (2011) refers to as
hybridization in which the jockeying between discourses is supplanted by a blending of dis-
courses that still remain intact – instead of an either/or positioning of discourses, there is a
both/and arrangement. The nonbiological component was emphasized in the value narrators
attached to their social networks in identifying a child to adopt. Representative is this excerpt:

One of the recommended things is to tell EVERYONE you know that you are looking for an infant.
That’s what I did—everyone: my family, co-workers, friends, neighbors, doctors, people at the gro-
cery story, etc. AND asked them to also tell 5 people (domino effect) and to keep an eye out for me if
they knew someone that was pregnant and didn’t know what to do . . . To our surprise, only 2 months
later, I received a phone call from my cousin up in Wisconsin. I had never told her but it got from one
of my family members all the way up to her—I hadn’t talked to her in over 10 years! Anyway, her
best friend was 42, pregnant, and didn’t want the baby. (#15)

Gaining a child is not a private matter between a husband and a wife; instead, it is a social
endeavor in which adoptive parents marshal available social resources in finding a birthmother.

Communal kinning was also constructed in the kin-like relationship developed between adop-
tive parents and birthmothers. Repeatedly, narrators described how important it was for them to
build a positive relationship with these women prior to the birth of the babies. Illustrative of this
bond is this excerpt from a woman introduced to the birthmother through an acquaintance:

It was love at first sight. It was three years ago this weekend that we actually met her for the first time.
Since that day, she has been one of the most precious people in my life. She is the sister I never had.
We love her with our whole hearts. Because we had lost a child, we felt we could somewhat relate to
the feelings of pain and grief she had when she said goodbye to our daughter. (#45)

Although narrators were joyous when they received their babies, the intensity of an instant con-
nection was more commonly attached to the birthmother than to the infant in backstories. In part,
this more immediate connection further confirmed to adoptive parents that the adoption was des-
tined. As one woman expressed, “It [the reaction to the birthmother] was love at first sight. We just
clicked . . . We felt it was an answer to our prayers” (#51).

Establishing a kin-like relationship with the birthmother also provided adoptive parents access
to the biological experience of pregnancy and birth, which was constructed as important to the
kinning process. Adoptive parents’ engagement with biological aspects of parenting honors the
significance of the biological component in parenting.

Another part of communal kinning was extended relationships with the birthmother through
open adoption. The next excerpt comes from an adoptive mother of several children:

We have varying degrees of openness in our adoptions. Our birth parents . . . are all my family.
My children love them, because they are part of them in a way I and my husband will never be and
never want to be. They would not be who they are if they had come from our bodies. . . . I find no
alternative but to love those they came from. . . . It sounds idealistic and unreal to some to not be
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 265

threatened by my children’s “other parents.” And on the day my ten-year-old son said, “I wished I
lived with my real mom and never knew you,” I had to stop and think and realize his loss of the family
he never lived with was so huge I bet he did wish that at that moment. . . . If I was him, I might also.
Does that mean he does not love me? No, by his very love for me, he is safe to grieve and share the
pain of his loss. (#16)

This woman’s story did not contest the significance of the biological tie between the birthparents
and her children. In fact, she framed it as obligating her to love the birthparents. Open adoption
had its challenges, not the least of which was the child’s comparison of the adoptive mother to
the birthmother. The narrator, however, did not construct this as threatening; she found a way
to acknowledge biological ties without positioning adoptive ones as inferior. In sum, this fourth
discourse builds a hybrid conception of family, one that counts as important both biological and
adoptive elements in the experience of forming a family.

DISCUSSION

Overall, the sample of adoptive parents’ backstories can be read as an answer to the prior
utterance, the culturally dominant discourse in which adoption is second best to biological
reproduction. Positioned to defend the legitimacy of their families, the overwhelming majority
of adoptive parents did just that. With few exceptions, the narratives functioned not merely as
information sharing with other interested parties but as counterstories that either acknowledged
differences from biological reproduction, but framed them positively, or rejected differences
between adoptive and biogenetic parenting by constructing adoption as equally easy and
certain.

These narratives underscore the complexity of dialogic interplay in constructing the meaning
of adoption. Narratives often drew upon multiple discourses and resisted the dominant discourse
through multiple forms of interplay. The typical narrative wove together three discourses, which
collectively challenged the superiority of biological reproduction. Narrative openings countered
the dominant discourse with the discourse of adoption as a valuable alternative. As stories pro-
gressed, one of two pathways emerged: the discourse of adoption as a worthwhile struggle guided
by destiny, which negated and countered the dominant discourse, or the discourse of adoption as a
smooth and predictable process, which negated it. Woven throughout was the discourse of adop-
tion as communal kinning, which transformed the concept of family through the legitimation of
both biological and nonbiological components.

Although resistance most often took the form of negating or countering (polemic struggle
between competing discourses), the hybrid discourse of communal kinning resisted the dominant
discourse through dialogic transformation. In this, narrators did not have to reject the significance
of biogenetics to legitimate adoptive families; family could incorporate both. “In dialogism the-
ory, discursive transformation is evaluated as superior to all forms of polemic enactment, because
it realizes the dialogic potential for creativity – emergent new meanings” (Baxter, 2011, p. 139).
Our findings echo Yngvesson’s (2002) claim that “ . . . the enchainments of adoptive kinship
open up our understandings of family and identity, and the ideas about exclusive belonging these
understandings assume” (p. 230). Therefore, it is this construction in backstories that holds the
greatest potential to redefine family in the cultural landscape.
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266 BAXTER ET AL.

The backstories in our sample share with entrance stories themes of fate, emotional ambiva-
lence, and rejection of adoption as last resort (Kranstuber & Koenig Kellas, 2011; Krusiewicz
& Wood, 2001). This study adds insights into how these themes work as part of larger systems
of meaning in constructing the meaning of adoption. However, the backstories do not feature
themes of immediate connection to the child, the child being chosen, or the child’s rescue which
have also been identified in entrance stories. These differences are undoubtedly due to issues of
addressivity (Bakhtin, 1986). Although these backstories could be read by adoptees, the purpose
of this genre is not to reassure an adopted child or present the adopted child in a positive light
to others; the backstory instead is geared toward prospective adoptive parents. Many of these
backstories described years of infertility, failed adoptions, and various burdens of the adoption
process that seem to be omitted or at least downplayed in entrance stories.

However, disjunctures between the entrance story and the backstory potentially hold impli-
cations for adoptees who perceive honesty as important (Kranstuber & Koenig Kellas, 2011).
In light of the correlation between the perception of being chosen and adoptee self-esteem and
trust in others (Kranstuber & Koenig Kellas), the absence of the construction that adoptees
were chosen by adoptive parents could prove problematic. In these backstories, adoptive par-
ents’ choice is constructed as quite limited, with placement determined by the birthmother or by
destiny. Additionally, the “love at first sight” theme in these backstories was more often discussed
with respect to the birthmother than to the adopted child. Bonding with the birthmother and posi-
tioning her in a positive light, rather than as someone from whom the child needed rescue, are
important in legitimating communal kinning and establishing a long-term and positive open adop-
tion. Existing work on entrance stories has often involved samples that included both domestic
and international adoptions. International adoptions are usually closed adoptions in which birth-
mothers are unknown, and this might contribute to differences between the backstories in this
study and the findings from entrance-story research.

The results of this study suggest that the meaning of adoption is complex, and entrance stories
told to adoptive children might need to evolve as the child ages in order to address the complex-
ities noted in these backstories. As the adopted child matures, what appear to be disjunctures
(possibly perceived as acts of deception) to a younger child could be productively reframed with
greater complexity for the older child. For example, one can be chosen in many ways, just as
family can form via multiple pathways. Love can emerge gradually over time and need not be
limited to “at first sight.” Birthparents can be understood as good people even though they had to
relinquish their biological child.

Although online anonymity allowed some narrators to present adoption as an inferior, nega-
tive parenting option, only three did so. This could mean that few adoptive parents experience
adoption challenges as negative, or it could mean that the continued stigmatization of adoption
limits adoptive parents’ meaning constructions in that they feel the constant obligation to defend
it. Supportive of the second interpretation is the fact that one of the narratives in our sample
(#27) ended on a pessimistic note when it was first posted and then later was re-posted with
an addendum: “I am not here to bash adoptions, we are so thankful for our kids, and we know
now that all adoptions don’t work out.” We assume that the narrator either feared critique from
other adoptive parents or actually received it. Another clue that the stigmatization of adoption
creates pressure against negative framing is the rare mention of monetary costs of adoption in
the backstories. Perhaps, a view of adoption as commodification dissuades adoptive parents from
mentioning money, even if to lament the financial burden of adoption.
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NARRATIVE ADOPTION 267

The self-identified narrators in our sample were mostly women in heterosexual marriages who
were involved in private and private-agency adoptions of infants. Possible differences by narrator
sex, race and ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation would be fruitful avenues to
pursue through other data collection methods. It would be interesting to compare adoptive par-
ents’ stories to stories from those who have used surrogates or sperm or egg donors to assess how
the meanings of family differ or converge in such accounts. It might also be fruitful to compare
narratives of different kinds of adoption, in addition to those represented here. Stories of interna-
tional adoption and adoption through the foster-care system might produce different discourses
that resist the discourse of biogenetics in unique ways. Foster care adoptions commonly involve
older, special needs children, which could impact backstories. It would be productive, as well,
to control for narrators’ temporal location in the adoption process; some of our narrators were
reflecting back several years whereas others were still in the process of adopting. Longitudinal
data could establish whether backstories systematically change over time.

This study adds to our understanding of adoption narratives by complementing existing work
on entrance stories reported by adoptive parents. Further, our study offers an analysis of the pro-
cess of meaning-making, instead of just its products. As Baxter (2011) notes, much of the dialogic
communication research stops at the identification of competing discourses, failing to examine
how discourses work with and against one another in constructing meaning. These narratives
illustrate complex dialogic interpenetration among multiple discourses that negates, counters,
and transforms the dominant biogenetic view that adoption is an inferior way to form family.
Resistance took many forms, as narrators worked to legitimize adoption.
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