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Introduction 
 
 

Abstract 
 

This information package is an examination of the development of terms such as “birth 
mother” and “birth parent” to refer to parents who have been separated from a child or children by 
adoption.  This package consists of a collection of articles in both the popular press and in 
academic peer-reviewed journals in which these terms were used.   
 
 
Summary of Findings 
 

The earliest recorded use that has been found so far of terms such as “birth mother” and 
“birth parents” is in an article written by adoptive parent Pearl S. Buck in 1955.  Buck also used 
these terms in articles published in 1956 and 1972.  “Birth terms” were further used in articles 
published between 1974 and 1976 co-authored by adoption agency employees Annette Baran and 
Reuben Pannor and social work professor Arthur Sorosky.  Most of these articles also use the 
term “natural mother” and “natural parents,” which was the standard terminology prior to the 
introduction of “birth terms.”   

 
The semantics of birth terms were not firmly established until the 1970s, when they 

formally became part of the “Positive Adoption Language” or “Respectful Adoption Language” 
terminology set developed by social worker and adoptive parent Marietta Spencer as part of a 
campaign to change public attitudes towards adoption.  In 1979, Spencer published this 
terminology set in the journal Child Welfare as a proposal for use by social work and adoption 
professionals (See Spencer, 1979).  The “Positive/Respectful Adoption Language” terminology 
set defines “birth parents” as being “non-parents,” ceasing to be parents/mothers/fathers after 
performing the reproductive act, with the adoptive parents becoming the sole parents:    

 
“Those who raise and nurture a child are his parents:  his mother, father...” (Johnston, 2004)  
 

 
Conclusion 
 

The articles that are compiled in this package show that the terms “birth mother” and 
“birth parent” were not invented by natural mothers themselves, but were used prior to 1976 by 
adoption workers and adoptive parents.   

 
 

Suggestions for Further Research 
 

Research is ongoing to learn more about the early history of these terms.   Academic 
journals have been examined as well as Pearl S. Buck’s writings; but many other sources of 
written material have yet to be explored, e.g. social work convention proceedings, newsletters, 
personal correspondence, and adoption agency promotional materials.  Readers of this 
information package are invited to help in its further development and review.  Contact 
research@origincanada.org for more information.  
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“We Can Free the Children” by Pearl S. Buck. (Women’s Home Companion, June 1956) 
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“I Am the Better Woman For Having My Two Black Children” by Pearl S. Buck. (Today's Health, 
January 1972) 
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Quotes From the Literature 
 

 
Buck (1955) “Must We Have Orphanages?” 

 
“When we wanted to adopt her, however, the birth mother took her back again.” (p. 59) 
 
“The stern fact is that the unwed mother should, in fairness to her child, give him up for 
adoption, for otherwise the child’s life will inevitably be damaged by social cruelty.” (p. 59) 
 
 

Buck (1956) “We Can Free the Children” 
 
“If it is better for the child born out of wedlock to stay with his birth mother, what can be 
done to change social attitudes towards her and her child?” (p. 63) 
 
“Many states require by law that a child can only be adopted by a family of the same religion 
as the birth parents professed” (p. 65) 
 
 

Buck (1972) “I Am the Better Woman For Having My Two Black Children” 
 
“My husband and I thought our family of five adopted children was complete when she first 
came to us. Her birth mother was a girl in a small town in Germany” (p. 21) 

 
 
Sorosky, Baran, and Pannor (1974) “The Reunion of Adoptees and Birth Relatives” 

 
“The Reunion of Adoptees and Birth Relatives” (p. 195) 
 
“This study investigated the outcome of 11 cases of reunion between adoptees and birth 
mothers” (p. 195) 
 
“There are many reasons why an adoptee feels a need to search for his birth parents” (p. 
195) 
 
“Prior experience in adoption, working with children, birth parents, and adoptive parents ...” 
(p. 195) 
 
“... whereas others are already in the process of searching out clues and facts that might 
eventually lead to a reunion with their birth parents” (p. 196) 
 
“The majority of adoptees have a primary interest in their birth mother, a lesser number in 
their birth siblings, and an even smaller number in their birth fathers.  There has also been 
an increasing number of birth parents...” (p. 196) 
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Pannor, Sorosky, and Baran (1974) “Opening the Sealed Records in Adoption:  The 
Human Need for Continuity” 

 
“Does the possibility that adoption records may be opened to enable adult adoptees search for 
their birth-parents ... ” (p. 188) 
 
“Birth-parents who relinquished their rights ... ” (p. 188) 
 
“The following letter ... presents the feelings of an adoptive mother about the possibilities 
that her adopted child may wish to search for his birth parents” (p. 188) 
 
“Even if our son should one day meet his birth-parents... ” (p. 188) 
 
“... hoping that the doctor who delivered her would forward it to her birth-mother...” (p. 
189) 
 
“A recognition that many birth-parents, particularly birth-mothers, have not resolved their 
feelings about relinquishing for adoption a child whom they have been told they can never 
see again... ” (p. 196) 

 
 
Sorosky, Baran, and Pannor  (1975) “Identity Conflicts in Adoptees” 

 
“... and interviews with a large number of adoptees who have experienced reunions with their 
birth parents ...” (p. 18) 
 
“ ... have become active in arranging reunions between adoptees and their birth parents ... ” 
(p. 19) 
 
“... or the death of an adoptive parent triggers off an even greater sense of genealogical 
bewilderment and a desire to search for birth relatives” (p. 24).  
 
“... many birth mothers inquire about their child's welfare, from time to time, at the agencies 
which handled the original adoption arrangements” (p. 25) 

 
 
Baran, Pannor, and Sorosky (1976) “Open Adoption” 

 
“An open adoption is one in which the birth parents meet the adoptive parents ... ” (p. 97) 
 
“ ... they also take pride in the connection with their birth families” (p. 98) 
 
“Neither is there evidence that birth parents came back to harass the adoptive families” (p. 
98) 
 
“... is the willingness to consider adoption that allows the birth mother a continuing role in 
her child's life ” (p. 100) 
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Spencer (1979) “The Terminology of Adoption” 
 

“Social service professionals and adoptive parents should take responsibility for 
providing informed and sensitive leadership in the use of words. ...   For professionals, the 
choice of vocabulary helps shape service content” (p. 451). 
 
“Choosing emotionally-correct words is especially important in adoption transactions” (pp. 
451-452) (Note:  This is followed by examples throughout the article validating the sole 
parenthood of adoptive parents after the adoption of a child, implying that no emotional or 
familial connection remains between members of the pre-existing family)  
 
“‘First mother (or father):’ This term is accurate only if the birth-giving mother or 
biological father did some parenting during the postnatal period.  If they never 
functioned as parents, their contribution was limited to the pre-natal and birth-giving process.  
Only in the case of an older child who experienced some parenting from his birth parents is it 
correct to speak of a ‘first mother’ or ‘first father.’” (p. 456) 
 
“... the biological parent's relatives should not be labelled as the child's ‘grandmother,’ 
‘uncle,’ or ‘aunt.’  Rather ... kinship terms should indicate relationships with the biological 
mother or father, not the child. ” (pp. 455-456) 
 
"For biological parents, a clear semantic separation ... may be helpful in grasping the 
important fact that their child will no longer be occupying a role of family membership in 
the kinship group ... appropriate language stresses the severance of both moral and legal 
obligations and emphasizes that there can be no social or emotional role expectations” (p. 
456) 

 
 
Johnston (2004) “Speaking Positively: Using Respectful Adoption Language” 

 
“Those who raise and nurture a child are his parents:  his mother, father...” (¶5) * 

 
*   This article illustrates how in “Positive/Respectful Adoption Language,” adoptive 
parents are defined as being the sole parents (mother and father), thus reducing “birth 
parents” to being non-parents after the birth and adoption of the child, significant only 
for the reproductive act.  

 
 
Cooperative Adoption Consulting (2003) “Changing the Wounding Words That Often 
Come With Adoption” 

 
“Positive Adoption Language (P.A.L.) is a concept pioneered thirty years ago by Marietta 
Spencer, a social worker at the Children's Home Society of Minnesota. It was refined in the 
last decade by a handful of adoption advocates.”  (¶3) 
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