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Honest, positive and respectful adoption language is an inclusive way of approaching the language of adoption.

In inclusive adoption language, the meaning of a term depends on its context – historical context, cultural 
context, or the lived reality of the person using it. Two people may use the same term to mean different things 
and they may feel different ways about it. For instance, some people who are adopted do not prefer the term 
adoptee because they feel stigmatized by it or they do not want to be defined by it. Others feel a sense of pride 
in the term, and feel that it acknowledges their dual heritage. Still others may not have much of an opinion about 
the term and use it because it’s convenient. Additionally, those who are not adopted may use the word “adoptee” 
as a way to single out an adopted person or as a way to honor their experience or identity.

Because language is fluid and not static, inclusive adoption language maintains that::

• Individuals have the right to choose the term(s) that best describes their own reality and experiences. 

• The terms that individuals use to describe their identity or lived experiences may change over time. 

Instead of ascribing words to a person’s identity and experiences, honoring his or her personal choice of terms 
is paramount. We should ask individuals how they would like us to refer to them, and listen carefully to how 
they describe their experiences. Let’s look at some ways these terms are understood and interpreted by different 
people in the adoption constellation.

 Some Feel…

Natural mother, natural father, natural parent
Honors the biological parents’ relationship with 
their child and the term “birth parent” limits the 
role as being solely reproductive and can ignore 
the relationship or bond that can continue over the 
course of a lifetime.

 

Adoptive mother, adoptive father,  
adoptive parent
By using the descriptor “adoptive, “ the birth/natural 
parents’ existence is recognized and not erased.

 And Others Feel…

Birth mother, birth father, birth parent
The term “birth parent” recognizes the primal bond 
between the birth parent and child. The terms 
“mother/father” or “natural parent” can stigmatize 
adoptive parents by implying that they are not the 
mother or father, or they are “unnatural” and not 
legitimate parents.

Mother, father, parent
The descriptor “adoptive” suggests that the  
parent -child bond in families formed by  
adoption is qualitatively different from the bond  
in other families.
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Child, son, daughter 
When someone legally adopts a child, then that 
child is “as if born into the family” and therefore they 
should not be branded with any term other than 
“child, son, daughter.” Using “birth child” is respectful 
only when needing to differentiate between a 
biological and an adopted child in the same family.

 Some Feel…

Surrender for adoption
Acknowledges the intense emotions surrounding 
relinquishment. The term “surrendered” implies that 
a person is not in control of her or his decision-
making process.

Is adopted
The event of adoption has a life-long effect on 
everyone who is involved. Saying that someone is 
adopted indicates this.

Birth child, birth son, birth daughter
Infers that the child’s connection to his or her 
birth/natural parents was terminated and ended 
with his or her birth. 

 And Others Feel…

Make an adoption plan, choose adoption
Honors that the birth or first parent(s) made an 
informed decision. 

Was adopted
Adoption is not an identity, rather it is a one-time 
event in an individual’s life. Saying someone was 
adopted indicates this. 


