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Giving up a child for adoption is largely unthinkable in American 
culture (Henney, Ayers-Lopez, McRoy, & Grotevant, 2007). Yet the 
U.S. Census Bureau (2003) reports that approximately 2.1 million 
adopted children are living in the United States. In 2010 alone, over 
55,000 children were adopted domestically in the United States with 
public agency involvement (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
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Services, 2011). Given these numbers, it is clear that many rely on 
birth mothers for help in creating their families (Brodzinsky, Smith, 
& Brodzinsky, 1998; Norwood & Baxter, 2011), yet birth mothers are 
the least studied member of the adoption triad, which also includes 
the adoptee and the adoptive parents (Freundlich, 2002; Zamostny, 
O’Brien, Baden, & Wiley, 2003). Birth mothers reveal that their 
experiences with relinquishment are silenced and stigmatized (Kelly, 
1999), which might contribute to the disproportionate number of 
birth mothers who seek psychological treatment (Triseliotis, Feast, & 
Kyle, 2005) and who report intense emotional trauma (Simkin, 1996). 

Brodzinsky (1990) found that birth mothers are better able 
to cope with emotional distress when given the opportunity to dis-
cuss and express their feelings about the relinquishment process. 
Consequently, telling their stories is an important way for birth moth-
ers to make sense of themselves and their experiences, and these stories 
become important resources for understanding their meaning-making 
processes (Becker, 1997). The purpose of this study is to examine con-
structions of the “birth mother” identity in a sample of online birth 
mother stories. In the following sections, we first examine the social 
stigma that often accompanies the birth mother identity as well as 
research that documents the psychological distress experienced by 
birth mothers. We then review research in family communication 
related to adoption and birth mothers and discuss the usefulness of a 
dialogic perspective (Baxter, 2011) for understanding the construction 
of birth mother identity. Finally, we present findings indicating that 
birth mothers attempt to resist cultural stigma in two distinct ways.

!"#$%&'($%)#*&"+&$%)&,-(.$"(+&/#"0-

4+.%#$)4&%5,#)#-6)&2()7%1&2)8+&2(1)96(-&%&:

All members of the adoption triad experience some degree of stigma 
(Goffman, 1963) associated with adoption because it is not a tradi-
tional family form (March, 1995; Miall, 1987, 1994; Wegar, 2000). 
Non-traditional families more so than traditional ones must depend 
on discourse to establish and maintain their identities internally and 
to outsiders (Galvin, 2006b). Birth mothers, especially, face stigma: 
Wegar (2000) contends that they are often portrayed as immoral and 
selfish women who do not adequately love their children. In fact, birth 
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mothers often report that even their own families behave in cruel and 
unsympathetic ways out of fear of being stigmatized by association 
(Kelly, 1999). The stigma that often accompanies the birth mother 
identity exists in the context of what Hays (1996) calls the ideology 
of intensive mothering, which consists of several elements. Foremost, 
the mother is the primary caregiver, and intensive mothering is time-
intensive and materially expensive (e.g., clothing, education), requiring 
complete focus on the child and self-sacrifice. Further, a good mother 
feels intense and unconditional love for the child and respects and 
nurtures the child as an individual. Good mothers follow the advice 
of experts, such as physicians and parenting magazines. Finally, ideal 
mothering occurs in the traditional nuclear family; good mothers are 
married and their husbands are primary breadwinners.

Although Hays (1996) notes some ambivalence toward the ide-
ology of intensive mothering, it remains the dominant discourse 
in American culture in evaluating women of childbearing age. 
Researchers have identified the discursive force of this ideology in the 
stigmatization of a variety of women, including pregnant women who 
drink (Baxter, Hirokawa, Lowe, Pearce, & Nathan, 2004), employed 
mothers (e.g., Johnston & Swanson, 2006), mothers of children diag-
nosed as inattentive and disruptive (Austin & Carpenter, 2008), 
childless women (e.g., Maher & Saugeres, 2007), mothers who rely 
on welfare (e.g., Croghan & Miell, 1998), and noncustodial moth-
ers (e.g., Bemiller, 2010). The discourse of intensive mothering sub-
jects birth mothers to cultural critique as bad mothers, as they clearly 
depart from the ideal mother. Although the bulk of the research on 
birth mothers examines their psychological distress, we could locate 
no research that considers how birth mothers construct identities in 
relation to the ideology of intensive mothering. 
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Relinquishment of a child is often a traumatic experience for the birth 
mother (Fravel, McRoy, & Grotevant, 2000; Henney et al., 2007; 
Wiley & Baden, 2005). Previous research has found that birth moth-
ers have significantly higher levels of mental health problems than 
the general population (Triseliotis et al., 2005). In fact, Jones (1993) 
argues that these psychological issues are so prevalent that birth moth-
ers might have their own “Birth Mother syndrome.” Furthermore, 
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this psychological distress can haunt birth mothers across their lifes-
pans. Researchers have found that birth mothers often experience 
future marital problems (Tennyson, 1988) and parenting difficulties 
with subsequent children as a result of grief and loss related to the 
relinquishment experience (Fravel et al., 2000). This loss is compli-
cated by the fact that the birth mother’s child is not dead but rather 
growing up with another family, creating ambiguity around the birth 
mother’s loss. Scholarship addressing the concept of ambiguous loss 
(see Boss, 2007) strongly supports the possibility that many birth 
mothers experience an especially debilitating psychological trauma. 
Although this body of work underscores the psychological experience 
of birth mothers, we have only limited insights into their communica-
tive experiences. 

7%1&2)8+&2(10)#-6)>#,%$:)*+,,"-%.#&%+-)/(0(#1.2

Adoption is a topic of increasing interest to family communication 
scholars (e.g., Docan-Morgan, 2010; Harrigan, 2010; Suter, 2008), 
unsurprising in light of Galvin’s (2006a, 2006b) calls for research 
that looks at the ways adoption is discursively constructed, especially 
through storytelling (Galvin, 2003). However, the majority of adop-
tion research in communication focuses on the experience of the 
adoptive parent (e.g., Manning, 2006; Suter, 2008; Suter & Ballard, 
2009). We could identify only three studies related to the birth moth-
er. Holman Jones (2005) explored themes of loss and gain relative to 
both adoptive and birth mothers through her own experience as an 
adoptive parent. Though evocative, the study’s autoethnographic and 
performative nature differs from ours, which seeks to examine the 
content of stories written by birth mothers. Norwood and Baxter 
(2011) examined adoptive parents’ online letters to birth mothers, 
identifying the discursive work that adoptive parents did to construct 
adoption and birth mothers’ identity in a positive light. Again, the 
birth mothers’ perspective was not the focus of the study. Finally, 
Baxter and her colleagues (Baxter, Norwood, Asbury, Jannusch, & 
Scharp, 2011) compared the narrative coherence of stories told by 
members of the adoption triad, finding that birth mothers told less 
coherent stories, overall, than did adoptive parents. Quantitative and 
focused on coherence as a variable, this study did not address the tex-
tual fabric of the stories told by birth mothers. Although this body 
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of work is informative, there is room for illumination of the birth 
mother perspective. 

A narrative approach is often employed in communication 
research on adoption (e.g., Harrigan, 2010; Kransteuber & Koenig 
Kellas, 2011; Krusiewicz & Wood, 2001; Suter, 2008) as stories allow 
narrators to make meaning of their lived experience. Based on his 
studies of life disruptions of various kinds, Becker (1997) argues that 
stories are powerful symbolic devices that facilitate a narrator’s ability 
to make sense of his or her life and present a positive identity to the 
outside world. Life experience, he claims, is riddled with multiple dis-
ruptions that depart from cultural idealizations of the life course as a 
seamless transition through childhood, adult independence, marriage, 
and reproduction. When individuals experience departures from this 
life script, they can face psychological disorder. Becker argues that we 
tell stories to restore order. Other narrative theorists support the idea 
that stories are healing (e.g., Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999). Adoption is 
a life disruption from the cultural script of the traditional family life 
cycle, thus making adoption story-telling an important communica-
tive practice. 

The present study examines a sample of online stories of adop-
tion told by birth mothers with the goal of gaining a more direct 
understanding of the sense-making in which birth mothers engage 
relative to their experiences of adoption. Cyberspace provides a safe 
place for anonymous birth mothers to construct their identities for 
an audience of what Mead (1934) calls the generalized other. The 
generalized other provides a gateway to examine a story as part of 
a larger cultural conversation, embedded in cultural assumptions 
and responsive to anticipated judgments by others. The dialogic per-
spective of relational dialectics theory (Baxter, 2011), drawing upon 
Bakhtin’s (1986) concept of the utterance chain and his conception 
of centripetal-centrifugal struggle (Bakhtin, 1981), provides a use-
ful theoretical framework for understanding the potential interplay 
of the multiple discourses that construct the meaning of the birth 
mother in the cultural landscape of cyberspace.

,&1"02(3"4&5)#*.)4$"6)

Relational dialectics theory (RDT) is a dialogic theory initially artic-
ulated by Baxter and Montgomery (1996), revised and extended by 
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Baxter (2011), and inspired by the work of Bakhtin (1981, 1984, 1986). 
The central claim of RDT is that the social world is potentially rich 
with multiple, competing sets of beliefs and values associated with a 
given object of meaning (which we call discourses), which are given 
voice when individuals engage in communication. It is the interanima-
tion of these competing discourses, what Bakhtin (1981) referred to as 
centripetal-centrifugal struggle, that constructs meaning in an utter-
ance. As Bakhtin (1981) deployed the terms centripetal and centrifugal, 
discourses often hold unequal power: centripetal discourses are gener-
ally more dominant in contrast to marginalized centrifugal discourses. 

From the dialogic perspective of RDT, an utterance does not exist 
in isolation but is part of a larger utterance chain (Bakhtin, 1986) that 
contains previous and anticipated utterances—discourses already spo-
ken and those likely to be expressed in the responses of hearers. Thus, 
in contrast to other theories of textual analysis often brought to bear 
in analyzing narrative themes in which a text is regarded as isolated 
and contained, a dialogic perspective adopts an intertextual approach 
(Allen, 2000). In the context of online birth mother stories, which can 
be understood as utterances, the prior utterance already circulating in 
the culture appears to be dominated by one centripetal discourse—the 
ideology of intensive mothering. In public domain websites, the audi-
ence for online stories is the generalized other, or what Bakhtin (1986) 
refers to as the superaddressee. Given the dominance of the discourse 
of intensive mothering, it is reasonable to presume that the anticipated 
responses of the audience for such stories would be steeped in this ide-
ology and thus poised to negatively evaluate birth mothers. In short, 
the utterance chain that surrounds online adoption stories likely fea-
tures a dominant discourse in which the birth mother is constructed 
as a bad mother. We are interested in whether this dominant discourse 
continues to be privileged in the construction of birth mother identity 
in these stories or whether alternative meanings are constructed.

Discursive interplay can take several basic forms (Baxter, 2011), 
but it is often polemic. In polemic interplay, some discourses are 
centered in the talk of participants while other discourses are margin-
alized, extinguished, or silenced. When several discourses are voiced, 
however unequally, discursive jockeying unfolds to determine which 
meaning will prevail in the utterance and which meanings will be 
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marginalized. When a given discourse is so dominant that alterna-
tives are extinguished completely, monologue exists. 

Three studies have demonstrated that a monologue of intensive 
mothering can be resisted in the polemic talk of women stigmatized 
by it. Baxter and her colleagues (2004) found such communicative 
resistance in talk about pregnant women who drink alcohol. Although 
the discourse of intensive mothering still dominated their interview 
data, a more muted discourse of individualism was voiced, which 
resisted the construction of the drinking pregnant woman as a bad 
mother, instead constructing her as a person who has the right to 
behave however she chooses to serve her personal interests. Croghan 
and Miell (1998) found that welfare mothers, defined as “bad” mothers 
by the welfare system, resisted this identity construction by reclaiming 
the features of intensive mothering on new terms. Last, Austin and 
Carpenter (2008) found that mothers of ADHD-diagnosed children 
resisted others’ construction of them as bad mothers, arguing that they 
were not to blame for the misbehavior of their children. The present 
study addresses whether birth mother stories reinscribe the dominant 
discourse of intensive mothering or resist it by centering alternative 
meanings of birth mother identity, asking: What discourses are at play 
in the construction of birth mother identity in the online adoption 
stories told by birth mothers? 

')$%(-*
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With Institutional Review Board approval, 100 birth mother stories 
were randomly sampled from the adoption stories posted on two web-
sites: www.stories.adoption.com and www.experienceproject.com. The 
webpage www.stories.adoption.com is part of the www.adoption.com 
website, a general website devoted to stories, forums, blogs, news, and 
information related to the process of international and domestic adop-
tion. The website www.experienceproject.com is a general collection 
of over 8 million stories on a wide range of experiences. These web-
sites were selected because they have uniform structures and are not 
advocacy-based, thus the website itself should not affect the kind of 
story told by birth mothers. All stories were open to the public and were 
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not password-protected. If a story contained any specific information 
relevant to identification (e.g., first name or a place of residence), the 
identifier was changed when the story was downloaded to a Word file.

We counted a given text as a story-utterance if it was posted in 
response to website solicitation (e.g., “Share your story”) or the author 
self-identified the text as a story (e.g., “This is my story of how I gave 
up my child”). Both websites mark “international adoption” with 
labels and tabs different from “adoption,” the latter referring only to 
domestic adoptions. Sampling was limited to domestic adoptions, as 
it is illegal to relinquish a child in many nations where U.S. citizens 
seek international adoptions (e.g., China), and therefore it is difficult 
to locate birth mothers from those nations. One story was eliminated 
from analysis (a story written by a birth father who was attempting 
to represent the viewpoint of the birth mother). The data set, then, 
totaled 124 single-spaced pages of text, representing 99 stories. 
Because the websites protected the identities of the narrators, no sys-
tematic demographic information was available with respect to age, 
race or ethnicity, educational background, or elapsed time since the 
adoption, although occasionally a birth mother would provide some of 
this information as part of her story.

<#&#)A-#$:0%0

We examined the stories with contrapuntal analysis (Bakhtin, 1984), 
a type of discourse analysis focused on the interplay of competing dis-
courses. This method involves two basic steps after selecting texts: (a) 
identifying the discourses in the text, and (b) identifying the inter-
play or competition among discourses through which meaning is 
made in the text. A qualitative method, contrapuntal analysis posi-
tions researchers as instruments whose subjectivity is important to the 
interpretation of textual data; thus, all five researchers were involved 
in the identification of discourses, their interplay, and the meanings 
constructed in the texts. 
Identification of discourses 
We first examined the stories with the purpose of locating discourses, 
a process that starts with the identification of themes, the constitu-
tive elements of discourses. In identifying thematic categories, we 
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followed the steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). To begin, each 
researcher became familiar with the data set by reading it completely 
multiple times. We archived half of the data for subsequent verifica-
tion procedures. The other half was independently analyzed by all five 
researchers using open coding. A datum was defined as a segment of 
text that answered in some way the broad analytic question: What is 
the meaning of “birth mother”? Whenever a datum was identified that 
was responsive to the analytic question, it was coded. The process of 
open coding is an iterative one, in that coding categories are created, 
combined, and refined in an ongoing manner. The process begins with 
the first identified textual segment, for which the initial coding cat-
egory is established. The second relevant datum is either placed in the 
existing category or a new category is added. Subsequent segments are 
compared to prior ones in an ongoing exercise of assessing similarity 
and difference until no new coding categories are identified and no 
additional modifications are made to existing categories—the point 
of analytic saturation. Each of us read the first 50 stories in whatever 
order we chose, and the point of saturation was reached after 8, 17, 20, 
20, and 20 stories, respectively, for the five researchers, with a mode 
and median saturation point of 20 stories. 

After we completed independent coding of the first 50 stories, we 
met to compare our coding work. Known as investigator triangula-
tion (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), this process is not a form of inter-coder 
reliability, for the goal of the task is not independent coding for an 
assessment of agreement. Rather, independent coding of data is pre-
liminary to the triangulation goal of intersubjective discussion to 
determine points of commonality, to argue through differences, and 
to converge on an analysis that does justice to the data to everyone’s 
satisfaction. During this process, we discovered that we had identified 
similar coding themes, although our labels varied somewhat. 

At this point, the agreed-upon inductive coding categories were 
combined into larger coherent discourses. That is, themes are elements 
in the larger meaning systems of discourses. Like the process of iden-
tifying initial themes, this step is an iterative one. That is, themes are 
combined and refined until additional combinations would result in 
incoherence. For example, the theme of secrecy in withholding one’s 
identity as a birth mother and the theme of felt shame were combined 
into the discourse of the birth mother as a bad mother. By contrast, the 
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theme of selflessness in placing the needs of the baby above the birth 
mother’s wants and the theme of love for the child were combined into 
the competing discourse of the birth mother as a good mother. The 
themes of biological carrier instead of mother and centering birth moth-
er’s self-interests were combined into a discourse of the birth mother as 
agentic person. 
Identification of the interplay of competing discourses 
Once the discourses were identified, we jointly began the next step 
of contrapuntal analysis. To argue that discourses are competing, a 
researcher may either show that the discourses are framed as compet-
ing through the use of linguistic markers in the talk of participants, 
verify with the participants that these discourses are competing 
(e.g., via member checking procedures), or show that the discourses 
are typically understood as competing in the larger culture (Baxter, 
2011). We relied on the first and third of these. Discourses are in 
competition when participants use discursive markers to counter, 
negate, or entertain a given system of meaning (Baxter, 2011). These 
markers include words and phrases such as but, even though, however, 
just, still, surprisingly, may, and it seems. Such markers were utilized 
as sensitizing devices in this step of analysis. To understand the birth 
mother stories as culturally embedded, we used a general analytic 
procedure known as unfolding (Bakhtin, 1984; Baxter, 2011). That is, 
we imagined the birth mother story as an utterance that responded 
to prior utterances, asking ourselves analytically, “What could have 
been said in the ‘prior utterance’ (the ‘already spoken’) to make this 
particular utterance intelligible?” Additionally, we asked ourselves, 
“What does this utterance reveal about the anticipated response of 
the addressee?” in order to locate the birth mother’s story in the 
chain of an anticipated reply. 

Beyond showing that discourses are competing, contrapuntal 
analysis examines how the discourses are positioned in relation to each 
other to create particular meaning(s). Baxter (2011) discusses several 
ways that discourses can interpenetrate, which we discussed briefly 
in the introduction to this article, and these were used as a sensi-
tizing device in analyzing the interplay of the competing discourses 
in the birth mother stories. Our analysis suggested that the birth 
mother stories were highly polemic. In particular, at the conclusion 
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of this analytic stage, we identified two prototypical narratives that 
constructed different meanings of the birth mother, both of which 
countered the dominant cultural discourse in which the birth mother 
is constructed as a bad mother. Before describing our findings, we 
outline two verification procedures that we employed to provide evi-
dence for the credibility and dependability of our analytic methods 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Verification procedures 
We employed three interrelated verification procedures known as ref-
erential adequacy, negative case analysis, and the audit trail (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). Referential adequacy was accomplished by archiving the 
second half of the data set until analysis of the first half was com-
pleted, allowing us to code the second half of the stories in compari-
son to that analysis. The five of us independently read the second half 
of the stories to determine whether our original analysis adequately 
captured the remainder of the stories. We also employed the very high 
standard of adequacy known as negative case analysis, asking whether 
the analysis captured 100% of the stories in the data set. We chose this 
high threshold because we had identified only three discourses related 
to identity of the birth mother and wanted to be certain that no other 
meanings were present in the stories. We then met for a second round 
of triangulation, in which we determined that the analysis derived for 
the first half of stories adequately fit all of the stories in the second half 
of the sample. Throughout the entire data analysis process, we kept 
detailed notes, composing an audit trail of chronologically organized 
analytic memos (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

7)*82$*

As one of us noted in an early analytic memo, “Most of the birth 
mothers seemed to take a defensive tone when talking about their 
experiences.” This tone of defensiveness permeated the data, giving us 
the impression that the prior utterance circulating in the cultural valu-
ing of adoption was critical of the birth mother. As a set, the stories 
could be read as responses of “No!” to the prior utterance, “You are a 
bad mother.” Stories often referenced the stigma that accompanied 
birth mother identity. The birth mother who wrote story #51 cap-
tured this stigma by describing her “coming out” at a birth mother 
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support group as similar to identifying as an alcoholic at an Alcoholics 
Anonymous meeting. She addressed fellow birth mothers who might 
read her story and who are subject to the same negative judgments she 
perceives from others:

I said it out loud. After knowing it for over eight years…. Everyone 
was taking turns around the room…. Finally, my turn came. As cus-
tomary, I stood to address the group of fourteen women…. “My name 
is Karen and” that’s when I choked. I tried again. “My name is Karen 
and I’m and I’m” again, my throat constricted and my heart raced. I 
felt panicked. I felt sick. Tears formed in my eyes, and suddenly a sob 
came from within that frightened me…. “My name is Karen. I am a 
birth mother.” I had said it out loud, in person, for the very first time 
to a room full of others who knew exactly what it means…. I’d never 
spoken to strangers about who or what I was…. I said it to honor 
myself and the journey I’m on. I say it to respect the life of my son. 
I say it out loud to confirm for myself that I am not ashamed of who 
I am. I choose where I say it and to whom I say it because I will not 
cast my pearls before swine. I encourage you … to say it out loud to a 
group of others who know and understand the enormous emotion of 
your words. Say it to honor who you are. Admitting who I was lifted 
a tremendous burden off of me that day. Say who you are out loud. 
Give yourself the right to be exactly who you are. 
This birth mother regarded her birth mother identity as a “bur-

den” that she felt required to hide from others, internalizing cultural 
shame about that identity until her public declaration at the support 
group. However, this statement reveals that she is still guarded and will 
not disclose her identity to just any stranger—“swine” will continue to 
judge her negatively, so she is selective in seeking out understanding 
listeners. This societal stigma appeared in other birth mother stories as 
well. As another birth mother stated, 

I would like the world to see adoption as a positive option in this 
world.…We would like the world to know that birth mothers are not 
bad people but strong people who want to do what is right. We don’t 
want to be criticized for our choice but to be offered love and comfort 
for our decision. (#61) 
Clearly, this birth mother felt that society’s reaction to birth 

mothers is a negative judgment that they are “bad people.” She 
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writes on behalf of all birth mothers in expressing a desire for a 
more positive societal view. Another birth mother echoed this same 
sense of societal rejection:

But can I, even in the privacy of my own mind, refer to her as MY 
little girl? Do I have the right? No. So far, society has no room for 
biological mothers. Which means I’m not a mom. A mom, after all, 
is…bonding, worrying, loving, mentoring, parenting, planning, and 
financial support. So how do I feel about all of this? Somewhat like 
the other woman in a husband-wife-mistress triangle. (#74)
This story excerpt nicely references the ideology of the “good” 

mother and the common feeling among birth mothers that they were 
not legitimized as good mothers. 

In the face of this prior cultural utterance in which the birth 
mother is judged negatively against the ideology of intensive mother-
ing, birth mother stories constructed two kinds of narratives as rejoin-
ders. The first prototypical narrative accepts the cultural discourse of 
intensive mothering but deploys it to the birth mothers’ advantage to 
construct a meaning of the birth mother as a good mother rather than 
a bad one. The second prototypical narrative, much less common in 
the data, is characterized by a narrator’s rejection of the mother iden-
tity entirely, supplanting this with a construction of herself as a strong, 
agentic, and self-fulfilling individual. 
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  The stories told by many birth mothers resisted the dominant 
discourse by stitching together a set of actions, circumstances, and 
characteristics that, through a reworking of elements of the ideology 
of intensive mothering, created space for birth mothers to be counted 
as good mothers. In particular, such stories drew upon some combina-
tion of the following seven themes.
The decision not to abort 
In some stories the birth mother presented herself as a moral person 
(and a good mother) because she elected to continue the pregnancy 
rather than aborting the fetus. One birth mother explained:

When I told my family about my pregnancy, some members told 
me to get an abortion. I expressed my deep feelings about abortion 
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to them and said I would never ever kill my own child because I 
decided to open my legs willingly to someone that didn’t deserve to 
be a father. In my personal opinion, abortion is morally wrong. (#15)
The function of this theme is to present the birth mother as a per-

son who has moral standards and as a mother who respects her child’s 
life. Although birth mothers said that having an abortion would have 
been an easier choice from a practical perspective, they felt that this 
was morally wrong, at least for them. 
Circumstantial constraints 
Very common in the prototypical “good mother” narrative was a story 
theme in which the birth mother indicated that circumstances gave 
her no choice but to relinquish the baby for adoption. The particulars 
varied across stories, but the following excerpt is typical in its tale of 
a young, unmarried woman, without partner or familial support, who 
lacked the material and/or emotional resources needed to raise a child:

Thirteen years ago I gave birth to a beautiful little boy. I kept him 
for a few months but seeing as I was only one month shy of being 20 
years old, jobless, and in no position to raise a child, not to mention 
he was born sick, and his father had been killed in a car accident when 
I was just 6 months pregnant with him, I made the heart wrenching 
decision to place him with a family who was better capable of caring 
for him than I. My decision was made after he returned home from 
his last hospital stay; he was asleep in his crib as I watched him and 
started to sob realizing what I had to do in order to be a good mother 
to him. (#26)
Birth mothers asserted that they were enacting intensive moth-

ering in their perception that keeping the baby was not a practical 
choice, given their life circumstances. This theme positions the birth 
mother as a victim whose only (good and right) choice is to provide for 
the child via another family.
Selflessness in prioritizing the best interests of the baby
Birth mothers often indicated that although they wanted to keep the 
child, they did not succumb to their own desires but rather privileged 
the baby’s needs. Unlike the circumstantial constraints theme, which 
oriented around practical matters and the perception that the birth 



#$%&'()*+'(,&-).&,)/+')$.0)1,+12,3 #$

mother had no choice but to relinquish the baby, this theme centered 
on the moral decision of whether to prioritize the birth mother’s desire 
to keep the baby or the baby’s need for a better life. Although lim-
ited resources figured into this moral dilemma, what was emphasized 
in the story was the birth mother’s choice to sacrifice her needs and 
desires for the sake of her child. Typical is this story excerpt:

I remember sitting alone—seven months pregnant.… I faced three 
options, single motherhood, abortion or adoption and had long since 
rejected abortion.… I had been confident that I would join the legions 
of single mothers raising their children however difficult those cir-
cumstances would be. Everything would be okay—somehow. Many 
women did it. I was sure I could too.… But I began to wonder. My 
confidence about becoming a mother was suddenly being nudged 
aside by overwhelming questions. How will I feed my baby? Sure, 
I could work two jobs but I’d never be home. What kind of life is 
that for a child? Suddenly, I felt selfish in the face of a complete 
conviction that my daughter deserved the best. That’s what Moms 
are supposed to do for their children, I reasoned. They are supposed 
to do their best and I was wondering if my best was what was best 
for her.…I just wanted the best for her regardless of its impact on 
me. (#60)
For this birth mother, circumstances did not prevent her from 

keeping her baby but made doing so challenging. She was willing to 
meet that challenge, working two jobs if necessary, but in the end 
she realized that this was a selfish decision because it would not give 
her baby “the best” care. She reasoned that providing the best care 
for a child is a mother’s obligation, which she felt she accomplished 
through adoption. With this, she constructs herself as a good mother 
by invoking one part of the intensive mother discourse, while leav-
ing out other components of it, namely, that a mother should be the 
direct caregiver. 
Effort expended in developing the adoption plan
Whereas the prior theme describes the emotional sacrifice in relin-
quishing the child for adoption, this theme developed a different kind 
of selfless sacrifice: the expenditure of effort and hard work in devel-
oping an adoption plan. Several stories provided in-depth discussion 



#% !"#$%&'()*+"&,'(-./0&1'(2"330.*+'(45&6557

of how hard birth mothers worked to find the “right” adoption agency 
and the “right” adoptive parents for their child, thereby demonstrat-
ing that adoption for them was not a simple, mindless exercise in 
abandonment but instead an effortful act of care on the baby’s behalf. 
Typical is this excerpt from one birth mother story:

I began considering adoption but knew little about it. I was trying to 
make a lifelong decision and I needed facts, fast, before I started to 
meet any prospective parents.… I had to know she would be safe and 
loved. That was a job I could not hand to another.… My counselor 
helped me work through the details of my adoption plan. She educated 
me on adoption and guided me in my planning. She did everything she 
could to help me weigh the pros and cons of each option, to help me 
make the right plan.… I learned much waiting for her to be born.…
The journey showed me that courage, and determination, are an inex-
tricable part of making an adoption plan…. We are all different and 
while our choices may differ, they are equally valid; equally right. (#60)
This birth mother titled her story “A Mother’s Job,” a job she 

claimed she did well by ensuring her child’s welfare through the 
development of a carefully conceived adoption plan. 
Baby given a traditional family environment
An important theme in many stories was placement of the baby in a 
traditional family structure with two parents and a stable home envi-
ronment. This was related to the theme of circumstantial constraints, 
as many birth mothers who were unmarried women in late adoles-
cence could not foresee the provision of a stable home environment for 
the child and believed one could be provided by a married couple with 
resources. One 30-year-old woman told the story of finding out that 
she was pregnant at 16 years of age:

I love children and they are my soul and will be until I die. So I had 
to ensure that this child had the best upbringing that he deserved. 
This child did not deserve to live on the streets and deal with the 
everyday life of an unwed, unemployed, no-car mother at the age 
of 16.…[The adoption attorney told] me that the couple would be 
financially able to care for him and that they truly wanted and would 
love a child [in] their home. It was mandatory for me to know that 
these strangers would be able to care for him the way I knew at that 
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time I could not. The lawyer assured me that the couple they were 
talking with had to go through a very thorough analysis and that 
they are considered to be on the upper level of middle class and had 
plenty of finances to care for my child.… Nearly 30 years later we 
have been reunited and it is the greatest event ever.… My son was 
raised by the best couple ever, they loved him and molded him and 
taught him great values and morals. (#12)
By seeking a traditional two-parent family with financial stabil-

ity, this birth mother acted to reinforce this idealized family form. 
Fortunately from her perspective, her reunion with her son much later 
allowed her to see that her expectations were realized.
Love for the child, then and now
Birth mothers often expressed, directly and indirectly, their love for 
their child both at the time of birth and during the time since the 
baby was relinquished for adoption. This emotional excerpt is typi-
cal, told by a birth mother who posted her story on the same day she 
relinquished her month-old baby girl: 

This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I know it’s the right 
thing and I’m happy for her and her parents, but I feel like my heart 
is being ripped out.… I know that someday the pain won’t be so bad, 
I won’t cry my eyes out every day. But for right now, I wouldn’t wish 
this on my worst enemy. I love my baby girl, she’s my angel. (#18)
The same-day post highlights this birth mother’s immediate love 

for a baby she never parented and the sense of loss that comes with the 
absence of a loved one. Although some stories reported that this emo-
tional pain diminished somewhat with the passage of time, a more 
common experience was one of ongoing grief. This story passage, told 
by a birth mother of twins, is representative:

I still feel after all these years that it was the right thing to do.… But 
I grieve for the daughters I never got to raise. I will never be there to 
see them get married, or to be the advisor when they need someone 
to listen. I gave away a piece of my heart, and although I stand by my 
decision, I still miss what might have been. I may have given some-
one else the opportunity to do those things and more, and that’s the 
thought that gives me the most peace…. [M]y almost fifty-year-old 
self still grieves. (#23)
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At a rational level, this woman is confident that she made the 
correct decision; emotionally, she mourns the loss of her daughters 
and the opportunity to parent them. Many birth mothers invoked 
heart-related metaphors in capturing their grief and loss, referenc-
ing phrases such as the “hole in my heart,” “the gaping wound of my 
ripped-out heart,” and “my heart broken into pieces.” These images 
function as vivid testimony to ongoing love for the relinquished child. 
Other birth mothers wrote about how much they wanted to reunite 
with their children in order to tell them how much they were still 
loved. As one birth mother wrote:

I live my life as if there is a big hole, something is missing. I cannot 
wait for the day that I will be able to wrap my arms around my son 
and tell him how much I love him. (#39) 
Some birth mothers shared their uncertainties and doubts about 

whether they had made the right decision in relinquishing their child. 
Others told of their excitement and joy in learning details of the child’s 
life, either through open adoptions or reunifications with the adopted 
adult child. One birth mother recounted themes of both doubt and 
joy in her story:

It was his first birthday and I like every day came home, went to my 
room and spent the rest of the day sobbing over my loss until I got a 
call from the agency. They had pictures and an update waiting for me 
at the office.… I went and retrieved my package and drove straight 
home.… I went into my room … and slowly took the picture out of 
the package. One look at his smiling face with his parents and all of 
my fears were erased. After a whole year of torture not knowing if 
he was okay or if he was with good people, and finally my mind was 
put at ease. Then I read the update, and I was even more relieved and 
even more thrilled for him. From then on anytime I had doubts or 
second thoughts, or I got to missing him, I would pull out his pic-
tures and updates and I would instantly feel better. Every January 4th 
(his birthday) I would become excited because I knew I had another 
package waiting for me with his brand new picture in it and updates 
of all of his new adventures. (#26) 
Doubts and joy show the birth mother still loved her child deeply, 

as any good mother would.
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Intensive mothering of other children
Some birth mothers had children in addition to the relinquished 
child. These women generally were mothering these other children 
under circumstances different from those present during the adopted 
child’s relinquishment. This theme served to construct an identity of 
the narrator as dispositionally capable of serving as a good mother, to 
show that she could be a good mom in the traditional sense when her 
life circumstances allowed it. Illustrative of this theme is a story from 
a birth mother who relinquished her baby in 1981 because the father 
of the child refused any involvement:

In 1983 I married, and two years later I had a daughter of my own. 
When Mandy was born, I was fiercely overprotective, simply because 
this was MY baby.… If she ran a small fever, I panicked and called 
the pediatrician.… If I came home and Mandy was sleeping in her 
bassinet, I stood over her, willing her to awaken so that I could hold 
her.… It took the birth of her younger brother before I could learn to 
relax and enjoy my children without worrying that they would disap-
pear from under my nose or die from some incurable disease. A total 
of four more children came after Mandy. (#63)
When this birth mother’s life circumstances changed and she 

married, she enacted traditional intensive mothering practices, dis-
playing concern for her children’s well-being, expressing affection 
toward them, and enjoying their presence. 
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 The first prototypical narrative centered the already-dominant inten-
sive mothering ideology, but refuted the conclusion that birth mothers 
are bad mothers. Instead, the stories reclaimed the criteria of inten-
sive mothering in a way that allowed birth mothers to still be good 
mothers even though they did not parent the child in question. Stories 
grouped in this prototype varied only with respect to which themes 
were woven together to create this meaning.

Although this type of narrative dominated the data set, a second 
prototypical narrative emerged. This second kind of narrative rejected 
completely the identity of mother, constructing the birth mother as 
more of a birth vessel, and as a good person who was agentic and 
self-fulfilling.
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Stories of this second narrative type elided completely the competi-
tion between constructions of the birth mother as a good mother or 
as a bad mother, instead constructing a discourse in which the birth 
mother is not a mother at all, but an efficacious individual who values 
self-interest and is proactive in realizing her goals. This meaning of 
the birth mother is centered on her identity as a strong person, not on 
her status as a mother. In effect, the construction of a birth mother as 
a non-mother contravenes the accusation that she is a bad mother; in 
other words, she cannot be a bad mother if she was never a mother in 
the first place. This prototypical narrative contained some combina-
tion of the following four themes.
Biological carrier rather than mother
In these stories, women explicitly rejected an identity of mother, instead 
asserting that they were a “carrier” or “vessel” for someone else’s baby. 
To the narrators of these stories, giving birth to a baby does not make 
someone a mother. One woman opined that a birth mother is simply 
“a woman who has given a baby up for adoption” (#16). Typical is this 
excerpt from a story told by a woman who had a 3-year-old daughter at 
the time she relinquished a second baby for adoption:

Now during the pregnancy, I never thought of the child as mine. Not 
once.… So for the last 13 years, the parents have kept promises. They 
send pictures, etc. etc. My daughter is now 16, and the birth child is 
now 13. The last few days they have been texting and emailing [one 
another]. To me, I was nothing more than a baby carrier, and I still 
feel that way. Everyone involved has always agreed the two sisters 
should know one another. The birth daughter tells my daughter to 
tell me she loves me; [she] calls me mom. I’m not her mom, I gave 
birth to her. (#14)
This woman does not view herself as a mother to the adopted 

child; even during the pregnancy she was a “carrier” of a baby for 
the adoptive parents. Her language marks a distinction between her 
“daughter” (the older child whom she parented) and the “birth child.” 
Clearly, the adoptee views the birth mother as a mother figure, which 
poses a challenge to this woman’s identity. Her story is complicated 
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because she accepts that the birth child and her “daughter” are sisters, 
yet she does not see herself as the mother of both girls. Stories in 
which this carrier theme was present were noticeably void of expres-
sions of love for the child and of feelings of loss or grief. This theme is 
a powerful one in undermining the good mother discourse as it posits 
that a biological connection does not constitute motherhood. 
Centering birth mother’s interests
These “non-mother” stories privileged the self-interests of the birth 
mother, in sharp contrast to stories in the “good mother” narratives, 
which centered the interests of the child. Illustrative of stories in 
which the birth mother’s decisions were driven by her own desires is 
this excerpt from a 27-year-old woman:

I went to an agency and chose a basically closed adoption. My 16-year-
old self wanted this chapter in my life over with; and open adoption 
seemed too drawn out.… On February 22nd, after 14 hours of labor, 
I had a son. His parents named him David.… They’ve sent pictures 
every 6 months and every birthday since which is gracious since they 
don’t have to. I have not retrieved any of them [from the adoption 
agency].…The pregnancy cost me graduating from a proper high 
school, all of my honors, college and scholarship options gone. (#20)
This woman’s story shows that she centered her own needs 

throughout the adoption process. The story elaborates on the costs 
paid by the birth mother—the hours of labor, the lost opportuni-
ties—and justifies her choice of a closed adoption because of her 
desire for closure.  
Proactive agency
Contrary to many stories of the first narrative type in which the birth 
mother felt she had no choice but to relinquish her child, stories of this 
second type featured a strong sense of agency on the narrator’s part. 
These women did not depict themselves as prisoners of circumstance; 
they faced a problem (unwanted pregnancy) and took steps to solve it. 
Thus, the narrator was constructed as pro-active rather than victim-
ized, as this passage shows:

I am proud of my choice and I hope if you are a birth parent you are 
proud of your decision as well. Planning an adoption is a different 
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experience for each person that takes the time to make that deci-
sion.… I wanted to make sure that placing my daughter was the best 
option for me.… I decided I had the right to feel PROUD [of the 
decision]. I took the time to plan an adoption because I felt like it was 
the best option for ME. (#61)
This woman invested substantial effort in finding the best option 

for herself. In contrast to the effort theme of the first narrative type, 
the effort in these stories was not motivated by the interests of the 
child but by the birth mother’s will to take charge of her own fate and 
to accomplish her goals. Further, the discursive effort she expends to 
claim pride underscores her struggle against a cultural backdrop of 
presumed shame. It is interesting to note, however, that this woman 
refers to the relinquished baby as “my” daughter, indicating that she 
may still see herself as a mother in some sense. 
Win-win problem-solving
Lest the birth mother stories in this narrative give the impression of 
a selfish woman who achieves her own personal goals at any cost, the 
kinds of solutions crafted by these women were usually portrayed as 
win-win outcomes in which the woman’s goals were accomplished, 
but not at a cost to others. This win-win theme is captured in this 
excerpt from a woman who found herself pregnant at 15 years of age:

Her [adoptive] parents have so much love for there [sic] new child. 
This has truly made all of are [sic] lives great and I wouldn’t change 
it for the world. I was young and I new [sic] it would have been way 
too hard for the both of us. This way I get the best of both worlds.… 
This adoption was the best thing that ever happened to me and I am 
a better person because of it. (#55)
Although this birth mother notes with satisfaction that the adop-

tion produced a positive outcome for the baby and the adoptive par-
ents, she ends her story by underscoring the benefit of the adoption for 
her own personal growth. She values the advantages adoption afford-
ed her, but she is pleased that others benefitted, as well. This theme 
was especially prominent in discussions of adoption as a “gift” given to 
the adoptive parents. Illustrative is this excerpt about a woman in the 
military who was pregnant but did not want to leave military service 
in order to parent: 
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I could still live my life and I could give someone else a gift. I found 
a family that had been trying for 5 years to have kids and finally gave 
up hope and decided to adopt.… I was young and wanted to live first 
[before becoming a parent]. (#36)
In giving the baby as a “gift” to a childless couple, she created a 

win-win outcome that allowed her to live her life the way she wanted 
and helped the adoptive parents at the same time.
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This second prototypical narrative rejected the meaning of birth moth-
ers as bad mothers and the meaning of birth mothers as good mothers, 
both set in the ideology of intensive mothering. Instead, these narra-
tors disjoined pregnancy and birth from motherhood, undermining 
the ideology of intensive mothering, and constructed a meaning of 
themselves as strong people who acted to solve their problems in a 
manner that accomplished their goals without cost to others. 
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Our sample of online adoption stories told by birth mothers often 
described the stigma associated with the birth mother status, a con-
sequence of failure to meet the standards of the ideology of intensive 
mothering (Hays, 1996). These stories also revealed a centripetal-
centrifugal struggle of a highly polemic nature in which the construction 
of the birth mother as a bad mother was resisted through the con-
struction of two alternative meanings: (a) the birth mother as a good 
mother and (b) the birth mother as a non-mother. The resistance 
that characterizes our sample of stories supports similar findings 
reviewed above that show resistance by other groups of women who 
have been stigmatized by the ideology of intensive mothering. The 
very act of speaking up by sharing these narratives might be the 
most important component of this resistance, as silence functions 
to maintain the dominance of the intensive mothering ideology and 
the view that deviance is dishonor. 

Becker (1997) argues that stories allow narrators to heal both psy-
chologically and socially by constructing legitimizing order from the 
chaos of their lived disruptions, while also serving as political acts 
of resistance. In choosing which narratives to tell, Becker asserts, 
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storytellers take a “particular stance toward issues of normalcy and 
difference. Statements that say this is who I am or am not, statements 
that question the status quo, and statements that self-consciously pro-
claim some sort of difference are all statements of resistance” (p. 17). 
The order created by the story is often not merely a reproduction of the 
ideologies of normalcy, for those are the very discourses that construct 
the narrator’s experience as deviant to begin with. Rather, stories can 
create a new way to understand normalcy. Certainly, both of the pro-
totypical narratives in our sample can be read as acts of resistance.

The most common alternative meaning in the stories was that of 
the birth mother as a good mother. Like the welfare mothers studied 
by Croghan and Miell (1998), many of the birth mothers in our sample 
co-opted the standards of the dominant discourse, reclaiming them 
along different lines to construct a positive identity for themselves. This 
practice of discursive co-optation bears close resemblance to Foucault’s 
(1979) notion of reverse discourse; birth mothers drew upon the same 
vocabulary and categories of the dominant ideology of intensive moth-
ering but deployed them to create an opposing view. Birth mothers 
constructed themselves as good mothers in placing the interests of the 
child above their own. They loved the child at the time of birth and 
continued that love after relinquishment. They expended much effort, 
often relying on expert advice afforded by adoption agencies and attor-
neys, to ensure that the child would have the proper two-parent home 
with sufficient material resources, and welcomed the opportunity to 
discover how the child was growing up. Circumstances did not allow 
keeping the baby, but this was not a choice the birth mother made vol-
untarily. In short, to the extent that the birth mother had agency, she 
acted as a good mother in all respects. 

Much less common in our sample was a second prototypical nar-
rative in which the ideology of intensive mothering was de-centered 
through a refusal to accept the equivalence of woman and mother. In 
this construction, the narrator was portrayed as a woman who was 
never a mother and thus could not be evaluated for her bad mother-
ing practices. Instead, she was simply a woman who happened to face 
a life disruption—unwanted pregnancy. She faced the problem with 
strength of agency, solving it in a way that allowed her to move for-
ward with her own goals while benefitting others, a happy byproduct. 
For the women whose stories fit the second prototype, the very label 
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of birth mother is problematic, for it centers motherhood. These women 
might be better served by alternative labels like woman who gave birth. 

The two meanings through which birth mothers resisted the 
dominant construction of their identity as bad mothers draw upon 
the broader cultural discourses of community and individualism that 
Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton (1985) argue are the 
core value systems in the American cultural landscape. Thus, these 
birth mother stories are deeply intertextual in the interpenetration 
of multiple discourses. The ideology of the good mother, whether 
deployed to critique the birth mother or to reconstruct her identity as 
a good mother, is nothing more than the application of the discourse 
of community applied to women. Central to the discourse of com-
munity is the privileging of others’ needs over self-interests (Bellah et 
al., 1985). The first prototypical narrative is awash with the multitude 
of ways in which the birth mother sacrificed self-interest on behalf of 
her child. The second prototypical narrative draws primarily on the 
discourse of individualism and secondarily upon the discourse of com-
munity. The key to a positive identity for the women in the second 
type of narrative was their capacity to function with agency in over-
coming a problem in order to achieve their life goals, which exempli-
fies the discourse of individualism. Foreclosing a judgment that these 
women were selfish and heartless is the construction of their moral 
anchor; in crafting a win-win solution to their problem, these women 
fulfilled the communal expectation to honor others’ needs by giving 
the gifts of a better life to the child and a child to the adoptive parents.

This study is not without limitation. Because of the conditions 
of anonymity that guide the Web sites on which these stories were 
posted, we did not have access to systematic demographic information 
about the birth mothers. It would be useful to determine, for example, 
whether birth mothers tell different stories as a function of their age at 
the time of relinquishment or of the time elapsed since the relinquish-
ment. Additionally, we lacked information about the race, ethnic-
ity, and social class of these birth mothers, yet their attitudes toward 
adoption might differ based on these factors. Further, this study was 
limited to stories on Web sites. Although online communication has 
become a fixture in America, it would be productive to examine birth 
mother storytelling in other contexts, particularly in their communi-
cation with members of their social networks about their pregnancies 
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and decision-making surrounding relinquishment, their communica-
tive encounters with the child through open adoption access, and their 
ongoing identity work, more generally, as birth mothers or as women 
who gave birth. Different particularized audiences might affect the 
identities birth mothers construct for themselves. 

As noted in the introduction, birth mothers have been the 
neglected member in the adoption triad, and many interesting 
and important questions remain for future researchers. Even more 
neglected are birth fathers; in fact, the “adoption triad” usually 
excludes them. What kinds of stories and identity constructions 
would birth fathers produce? Would they construct themselves as 
good fathers in the same way some birth mothers did in this sam-
ple or would they eschew the father identity, the way other women 
rejected motherhood? As good fatherhood and good motherhood 
do not entail the same things in American culture (Hays, 1996), it 
would be interesting to investigate whether birth fathers engage the 
meanings of fatherhood in different ways than birth mothers engage 
meanings of motherhood. 
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