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Highlights
e  This qualitative grounded theory study explored meaning-making in motherhood among 26 Iranian
adoptive mothers in Tehran.
e  Findings revealed that mothers face a legitimacy challenge, transitioning from biological to chosen
motherhood through strategies like emphasizing acquired love and conscious choice.
e  Adoptive mothers reconstruct their maternal identity based on conscious commitment and emotional
work, highlighting the need for policy revisions in adoption.

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Motherhood is commonly constructed as a natural, biologically grounded, and morally
sanctioned role, particularly in societies where reproductive capacity is closely intertwined with women’s
social identity and value. Within the dominant cultural discourse in Iran, motherhood is widely
understood as inseparable from pregnancy, childbirth, and blood ties, rendering biological connection the
primary source of maternal legitimacy. As a result, women who become mothers through adoption often
encounter ambiguity, marginalization, and symbolic exclusion within the broader social field of
motherhood. Despite legal recognition of adoption, adoptive motherhood remains socially under-
theorized and culturally contested. Prevailing norms frequently position adoptive mothers as “secondary”
or “incomplete” mothers, whose maternal status requires explanation, justification, or concealment.
These conditions place adoptive mothers in a complex process of identity negotiation, as they attempt to
reconcile personal commitment to caregiving with social narratives that privilege biological motherhood
as the authentic maternal form. Existing research on motherhood in Iran has largely focused on biological
mothers, maternal mental health, or child outcomes, leaving the lived experiences of adoptive mothers
insufficiently explored. International studies suggest that adoptive parenthood involves distinct
emotional, relational, and symbolic challenges, particularly regarding legitimacy, belonging, and
recognition. However, the meaning-making processes through which adoptive mothers construct
maternal identity within culturally bio-centric contexts remain underexamined. This study seeks to
address this gap by exploring how Iranian adoptive mothers experience, interpret, and negotiate
motherhood in the absence of biological ties. Rather than treating adoption as a static status, the study
conceptualizes adoptive motherhood as a dynamic social and psychological process shaped by cultural
norms, institutional interactions, and everyday practices. The central aim is to develop a grounded
theoretical model that explains how adoptive mothers transform dominant biological definitions of
motherhood into an alternative, chosen, and symbolically legitimate maternal identity.

Methodology: This study was conducted within an interpretive qualitative paradigm using grounded
theory methodology, following the systematic approach proposed by Strauss and Corbin. Grounded
theory was selected to capture the processual nature of identity formation and legitimacy negotiation in
adoptive motherhood and to generate theory grounded in participants’ lived experiences rather than pre-
existing assumptions. Participants were 26 adoptive mothers residing in Tehran Province who had legally
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adopted at least one child. Purposive sampling was initially employed to ensure diversity in age, duration
of adoption, marital status, and socio-economic background. As analysis progressed, theoretical sampling
was used to refine emerging categories and explore variations in meaning-making strategies. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were gathered through in-depth semi-
structured interviews lasting between 60 and 120 minutes. Interviews focused on participants’ pathways
to adoption, emotional experiences of motherhood, interactions with family and social institutions,
strategies of disclosure or concealment, and perceptions of maternal legitimacy. All interviews were
audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed concurrently with data collection. Data analysis
followed the three stages of open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding, significant actions,
meanings, and emotional responses were identified. Axial coding was used to relate categories through
conditions, actions/interactions, and consequences. Finally, selective coding led to the identification of a
core category that integrated all other categories into a coherent explanatory framework. To enhance
trustworthiness, analytic memos were maintained throughout the process, and peer debriefing was
conducted with qualitative research experts.
Findings: Analysis revealed a central process conceptualized as “the transformation from biological
motherhood to chosen motherhood.” This process captures how adoptive mothers actively reconstruct
the meaning of motherhood by shifting its foundation from biological connection to conscious
commitment, emotional labor, and sustained caregiving. The paradigmatic model consists of causal
conditions, contextual and intervening conditions, strategic actions, and consequences.
The process is initiated by experiences that disrupt the dominant biological narrative of motherhood. For
many participants, infertility functioned as a biographical rupture, challenging deeply internalized
assumptions about womanhood and maternal destiny. Feelings of loss, inadequacy, and social failure
often preceded the decision to adopt. In parallel, participants described an existential search for meaning,
in which motherhood remained central despite the absence of biological pathways.
Emotional encounters with the adopted child—such as first meetings or early caregiving moments—
served as powerful catalysts that reframed motherhood as an experiential rather than biological bond.
These encounters prompted participants to reconsider dominant definitions of maternal authenticity.
The broader sociocultural context played a critical role in shaping adoptive mothers’ experiences. The
dominance of biological motherhood ideology, coupled with societal emphasis on bloodlines and
heredity, created an environment in which adoptive motherhood was often questioned or devalued.
Family reactions ranged from conditional acceptance to overt skepticism, reinforcing mothers’ sense of
symbolic vulnerability. Institutional interactions, including legal procedures and welfare systems, further
influenced the process. While formal adoption conferred legal motherhood, it did not necessarily translate
into social recognition. Additionally, cultural norms surrounding secrecy and disclosure shaped how
mothers navigated social interactions, particularly in relation to extended family and community
members. Intervening conditions such as educational background, access to social support, and prior
exposure to alternative family models moderated mothers’ capacity to resist dominant narratives and
assert maternal legitimacy. In response to these conditions, adoptive mothers engaged in a set of
deliberate and often reflexive strategies aimed at constructing and stabilizing maternal identity. One key
strategy involved narrative reconstruction, in which mothers reframed adoption as a conscious and
morally meaningful choice rather than a compensatory alternative to biological motherhood. By
emphasizing intentionality and commitment, participants positioned themselves as active agents in
motherhood. Another prominent strategy was the emphasis on acquired love, whereby emotional bonds
developed through caregiving were presented as equal or superior to biological ties. Mothers highlighted
daily practices of care, sacrifice, and emotional presence as evidence of authentic motherhood.
Participants also engaged in symbolic resemblance-building, such as highlighting physical similarities,
shared habits, or personality traits between themselves and their children. These practices functioned to
normalize adoptive families within biologically oriented cultural frameworks. A further strategy involved
selective disclosure and concealment. Mothers carefully managed information about adoption depending
on social context, balancing the desire for authenticity with the need for protection against stigma.
Through these strategies, participants converted emotional, cultural, and relational resources into
symbolic capital, enhancing their legitimacy within the social field of motherhood. The cumulative
outcome of these strategies was the emergence of a redefined maternal identity conceptualized as chosen
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motherhood. In this form, motherhood is grounded not in biological origin but in conscious decision-
making, emotional investment, and sustained caregiving practices. Participants reported increased
confidence, stability, and coherence in their maternal identity over time, accompanied by reduced
sensitivity to external judgment. Chosen motherhood enabled participants to reposition themselves
within familial and social relationships, transforming initial marginality into a sense of moral and
emotional authority. Motherhood thus became an achieved status rather than an inherited one.
Discussion: The findings highlight adoptive motherhood as an active process of identity work conducted
within a socially stratified field of motherhood. Drawing implicitly on concepts of symbolic capital and
legitimacy, the study illustrates how adoptive mothers challenge biologically dominant norms by
redefining the criteria of maternal authenticity. Rather than rejecting motherhood ideals altogether,
participants rearticulated these ideals around care, responsibility, and ethical commitment.

This process-oriented understanding contributes to motherhood studies by foregrounding maternal
agency in contexts where biological determinism prevails. It also extends adoption research by
demonstrating that legitimacy is not merely granted through legal recognition but actively constructed
through everyday practices and meaning-making strategies. Importantly, the findings caution against
viewing adoptive motherhood solely through lenses of deficit or compensation. Instead, adoption
emerges as a site of reflexive and intentional motherhood that may involve heightened emotional labor
and symbolic negotiation.

Conclusion: This study demonstrates that adoptive motherhood in the Iranian cultural context is
characterized by an ongoing transformation from biologically defined motherhood to consciously chosen
motherhood. Adoptive mothers actively negotiate legitimacy by mobilizing emotional, narrative, and
symbolic resources to construct a coherent maternal identity within a bio-centric social environment.
The findings underscore the need for policy and practice frameworks that recognize diverse forms of
motherhood beyond biological norms. Psychosocial interventions should support adoptive mothers in
identity affirmation and stigma management, while public discourse and media representations should
move toward more inclusive portrayals of family and motherhood. By acknowledging chosen
motherhood as a legitimate and meaningful maternal form, social institutions can contribute to greater
equity and psychological well-being among adoptive families.
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