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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Direct-to-consumer (DTC) DNA testing has become an increas- Received 10 March 2025
ingly popular tool for individuals seeking to uncover their bio- Revised 20 June 2025
logical origins. Among its most active users are adoptees, for ~ Accepted 30 July 2025
whom the technology offers a new avenue for locating birth KEYWORDS

relatives. This study explores the birth family search narratives Adoptees; direct-to-
of Finnish adult adoptees who have utilized DTC DNA tests as consumer DNA testing;
part of their search process. The data consists of narrative inter- birth family search;
views with eleven domestic and one transnational adoptee, narrative study; Finland
analyzed using narrative analysis. The study examines key

dimensions of the search process: the overall narrative tone,

the degree of agency adoptees exercised, the role and per-

ceived meaning of DTC DNA technology, and the outcomes of

the search. Three distinct narrative types emerged: (1) Long

difficult search, (2) Finding closure via successful search, and (3)

Quick search with stirred emotions. The findings reveal that the

search process involving DTC DNA testing was often emotion-

ally taxing, with considerable variation in its length, intensity,

and outcomes. In most cases, birth mothers were located

through traditional search methods, while DTC DNA tests were

primarily instrumental in identifying birth fathers. These results

highlight the need for enhanced practical and emotional sup-

port for adoptees using DTC DNA technology in their search

for birth family. In particular, guidance is needed on how to

approach newly discovered relatives in an ethically responsible

and sustainable manner. As genetic technologies continue to

evolve and reshape the landscape of adoption searches, corre-

sponding support systems and ethical frameworks must adapt

in parallel.

Introduction

This article examines the narratives of adoptees who seek to locate their
biological relatives through direct-to-consumer (DTC) DNA testing. Given
the deeply personal and often emotional nature of these searches, narrative
research provides a valuable framework for examining how adoptees make
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sense of their experiences through storytelling. As an emerging approach
in adoption studies, narrative methods offer critical insight into how
adoptees, and others within the adoption constellation, construct and
contest meanings of, e.g., identity, kinship, and belonging (Baxter et al.,
2015; Homans, 2013; Suh, 2021).

By centering personal storytelling as both method and epistemology,
this body of work challenges dominant cultural scripts and brings to light
the complex contexts within which these stories unfold. In this article, we
also analyze how adoptees express agency, their capacity to assert control
over their stories and navigate systems of kinship while navigating and
often resisting broader structural forces surrounding kinship and identity.

Adoptees are individuals, who have experienced separation from their
biological parents—often from birth—and may lack access to information
about their health and family history. Over time, many begin to question
their origins and express a desire to uncover details about their back-
ground. Research suggests that the search for birth parents is a common
stage in the development of personal identity (Cai et al., 2020; Grotevant
& Korff, 2011). Study of Kohler et al. (2002) suggests that about 50%
of adoptees choose to find information or search for their birth parents
at some point in their life. Already in 1985, Haimes and Timms found
in their research that by meeting birth mothers, adoptees were able to
form a more cohesive identity. Alternatively, not knowing their biological
roots might cause anxiety and unease for the adoptees (Behle &
Pinquart, 2016).

Typically, in Finland and elsewhere, adoptees have sought information
about their birth family through adoption agencies, governmental organi-
zations, public records, and use of private investigators (Strong et al,
2017). Leaflets, newspaper advertisements and more recently social media
may also be used in a birth family search. These ways to identify family
information can be time-consuming, expensive, and outside of the adoptee’s
control (Strong et al., 2017; Wrobel et al., 2013). In transnational adop-
tions, still today, records are frequently incomplete or non-existent and
birth parents may remain completely unknown (May et al., 2016). In this
study, we focus on the search process of Finnish adult adoptees seeking
for their birth families via DTC DNA tests, as analyzed through their
personal narratives. The study is part of a larger research project ("A
Spitting Image") that examines the personal and societal impacts, causes
and consequences of DTC DNA testing within the Finnish sociocultural
context.

In general, adoption politics have gone through big changes in the
past decades and openness regarding adoptive background has grown
greatly (Hogbacka, 2017). This has reflected the increasing popularity of
“root trips” especially in transnational adoption, in support in obtaining
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information about one’s adoptive background, and in general increased
interest in searching one's birth parents (Ruohio, 2025). Alongside, DTC
DNA tests are gaining increasing popularity globally in birth family
search as a way of doing the search with relative ease. The tests are
designed to uncover information about genealogy - for tracing ancestry
and finding relatives, or to receive information about health history and
for identifying risk for genetic disease (Cai et al., 2020). In 2019, more
than 26 million consumers had added their DNA to four leading com-
mercial ancestry and health databases (Cai et al., 2020; Regalado, 2019).
By 2022, the number of consumers had increased to over 100 million,
and the DTC DNA market surpassed 3 billion U.S. dollars (Lai, 2023).
Adoptees might be highly emotionally invested in the search in compar-
ison to the general population, who might do the DTC DNA tests only
out of curiosity or recreational purposes (Baptista et al., 2016).

Adoption in Finland

Finland has a relatively short history as an adoption receiving country,
whereas it was for long an adoption sending country. During World War
IT about 70.000 children were evacuated from Finland to Sweden and
adoption from Finland to Sweden and other Nordic countries continued
until the mid-1970s. Also, domestic adoptions in Finland were common
until the 1970s (Eriksson & P6s6, 2021). During the 1970s the profile of
adoptions shifted, and Finland became a receiving country. The number
of domestic adoptions also started to grow after legislation regulating
inter-country adoptions was passed in 1985. Domestic adoption numbers
peaked at the same time as in other Western countries in the early 2000s,
with a decline in numbers since (Official Statistics of Finland, 2025). The
scale of transnational adoption has remained small, peaking in 2004-2005
to 300 children per year (Parviainen, 2014), and numbers are decreasing,
following the global trend (Selman, 2023). In 2023, there were 252 adop-
tions in Finland, and in 65% of them the adopted had been born in
Finland. The total number of adoptions has decreased by 48 per cent
since 2010 (Official Statistics of Finland, 2025).

In Finland and globally, adoptions occurring before the 1970s were
commonly closed, and little information was exchanged between birth and
adoptive parents. The tradition of secrecy was dominant in Finnish domes-
tic adoptions for decades (Partanen, 2014). Nowadays domestic adoptions
are mainly open, and some form of contact is maintained between the
birth and adoptive family. Adoptions in Finland are strong adoptions;
adopted children have the same rights in their adoptive families as bio-
logical children have (Ruohio, 2025).
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Direct-to-consumer DNA tests in the adoption context

The DNA testing process typically unfolds as follows: after purchasing a
test kit, the individual provides a saliva sample by spitting into a test tube,
which is then mailed back to the company. Within approximately a month,
the results are processed and uploaded to the company’s database, where
they become accessible to the consumer.

If the person’s biological relatives have also taken the test, identifying
genetic connections can be relatively quick and straightforward. However,
for many, no close matches are immediately found, and locating biological
kin can remain challenging despite the advanced technology. Many indi-
viduals are able to locate missing relatives with the support of professionals
or volunteers who specialize in interpreting DNA results and combining
them with traditional genealogical research. These discoveries can pro-
foundly reshape family dynamics, bringing joy, a sense of closure, or
belonging, but also introducing emotional complexity and stress for all
parties involved. As this technology is still relatively new, there are often
no established protocols or widely accepted guidelines for how to ethically
and sensitively approach newly discovered biological relatives, making each
case highly personal and potentially delicate.

Searching is a somewhat common topic in adoption studies (Robinson,
2024), but very few studies concern searches involving DTC DNA testing.
In the Finnish context, only a handful of studies on the topic of DTC
DNA testing in general have been conducted (see one of the few, Vaha-
Savo et al., 2023), and none have been conducted among adoptees, spe-
cifically. Mostly, studies on DTC DNA testing among adoptees have been
focusing on the motivation for why adoptees would choose DTC DNA
testing, especially in the US context (Baptista et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2021;
Strong et al., 2017) or focusing on the medical motives of the tests (Casas,
2018; Lord, 2018). For instance, in Strong et al. (2017), study adoptees
were interested in genetic tests in order to fill gaps in their own identities,
and to have family health information to pass on to their own children.
On the other hand, Kay and Taverner (2023) found in their qualitative
study that family history was most often the reason for adult adoptees
choosing to do the test. Adoptees were also happy about how the tests
can be made first privately, after they would receive information about
their birth family via online. They would remain in control of whether
to act upon the findings, and whether to contact them or not (Kay &
Taverner, 2023). Despax et al. (2025) studied Canadian adoptees’ experi-
ences of using the DTC DNA tests. The main motive was the familial
reunion. The reported challenges included difficulties with interpreting
the results, although many felt like they did not need help in the process,
and that when undertaking search on their own, they found it easier to
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have ownership of their story (Despax et al., 2025). Overall, participants
had a good experience with the tests and were not particularly concerned
about the ethical issues, describing the benefits surpassing the risks. Many
earlier studies have also focused on the perspective of adoptive parents
regarding the birth family search for their adopted child (Baxter et al,
2015; Cordella et al., 2024; Docan-Morgan, 2022; Miiller & Perry, 2001;
Petta & Steed, 2005). Crouch et al. (2015) studied adoptive parents who
were mainly worried about lacking health information of their adoptive
child and thus were interested in doing the tests for them.

As said, almost none of these earlier studies on the birth family search
process have focused specifically on the role, usage, and meaning of DTC
DNA technology in the search itself, Kay and Taverner (2022) being one
of the few exceptions. One obvious reason for this gap is the relatively
recent availability and accessibility of the technology, which only became
widespread in the past decade (Robinson 2024). Building on this emerging
area, the present article contributes theoretically by foregrounding adoptees’
narrative constructions in the context of DTC DNA testing. While much
of the existing literature has emphasized adoptees’ motivations for testing
or focused on medical and informational outcomes, this study instead centers
on how adoptees make meaning of the search process itself through personal
storytelling. By applying a narrative research framework, this work extends
adoption studies beyond individual motivation. In doing so, it not only
addresses a significant gap in Finnish adoption research but also contributes
to broader international discussions about how emerging technologies reshape
intimate experiences of kinship and self-understanding.

Aims and research questions

This study focuses on birth family search narratives of Finnish adult adop-
tees who have been using DTC DNA tests as part of their search process.
The term “birth family search narrative” refers to the personal accounts
shared by adoptees about their experiences of searching for biological
relatives. The study analyzes these narratives with particular attention to
their overall tone, the ways in which adoptees articulate and exercise
agency throughout the search process, and the outcomes of their efforts.
It also investigates the meanings adoptees attribute to both the search
itself and the role of direct-to-consumer (DTC) DNA testing within it. In
addition, the study explores how engaging in the search process shapes
adoptees” evolving self-understanding and sense of personal history.
Research questions are: (1) How do adoptees narrate their experiences
of searching for birth family members through DTC DNA tests? (2) What
narrative tones emerge in these stories? (3) How is personal agency
expressed within adoptees’ narratives? (4) What meanings do adoptees
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ascribe to DTC DNA testing in the context of their search, and (5) how
engaging in this process contributes to their reconfiguration of personal
history?

Narrating adoption

We consider narratives and the narrative method as “meaning making through
the shaping or ordering of experience, a way of understanding one’s own or
other’s actions, or organizing events and objects into a meaningful whole, of
connecting and seeing the consequences of actions and events over time”
(Chase, 2013, p. 56). Narratives serve as tools through which individuals
organize their experiences and memories, transforming the chaos of reality
into coherent, meaningful stories. This process is not merely a passive recount-
ing of events, but rather an active construction of self that takes into account
the audience and the cultural norms of the society one is a part of. Narratives,
therefore, are not isolated but are connected with the broader societal narra-
tives and cultural scripts that dictate what is considered normal, desirable, or
possible within a given context (Hiitola & Vahasavo, 2021).

As Canzi et al. (2021) emphasizes, narratives are effective means to help
individuals to cope with non-normative transitions and life events. The
significance of narratives extends to coping with hardships and adversity,
which is one possible outcome of searching for birth parents. The narrative
framework provides individuals with a tool to infuse meaning into their
challenges, transforming potentially overwhelming experiences into man-
ageable stories. This aspect of personal narratives may be especially sig-
nificant for adoptees whose family constellation is not normatively
strengthened, but instead they construct their stories in between the nor-
mative and the “Other” (see Wyver, 2021). We see that personal narratives
are formed within the context of social interactions and are designed with
specific listeners or audiences in mind (see also Bruner, 1991).

Although the role of DTC DNA testing in the context of birth family
search has not been studied before, narrative research methods in general
have become indispensable in adoption studies, offering a lens through
which adoptees and other members of the adoption kinship network
articulate identity, self-understanding, kinship, belonging, and resistance
to dominant social scripts. These methods not only foreground personal
experience but also engage with broader ideological, racial, and political
structures. Suh (2021), for example, demonstrates how digital storytelling
becomes a site of resistance to the pervasive “child-rescue” narrative. Suh
illustrates how adoptees reframe themselves as political agents situated
within the intersecting structures of race, diaspora, and transnationalism.
Similarly, Baxter et al. (2015) identifies conflicting discourses in online
foster adoption narratives—specifically, the tension between adoption as
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a second-best alternative and as an altruistic redemptive mission. These
dialogical framings show how adoptive parents negotiate complex affective
and moral terrains in their storytelling.

Narrative approaches also expose how race, postcoloniality, and insti-
tutional power are negotiated within adoption contexts. Wyver (2021)
shows how Swedish transracial adoptees are caught in a state of “non-be-
longing,” used to reinforce national narratives of liberal whiteness while
being excluded from full membership in Swedish identity. Wyver and
Matthewman (2025) argue that transnational adoptees are symbolically
used to secure whiteness and national belonging, masking the exploitative
histories of extraction and colonialism. Gerloff (2022) complements this
critique by interrogating trauma-centered narratives that pathologize adop-
tees and deflect attention from reproductive injustice, economic insecurity,
and systemic failures in family preservation.

From a cultural and representational perspective, narrative research
illuminates how storytelling around adoption often relies on dominant
literary tropes. Homans (2013) identifies recurring plots in adoption search
narratives—such as the “happy reunion” or “disastrous search”—and argues
that these conventions restrict the ways adoptees can narrate their lives.
Blasco (2012), analyzing American adopters’ websites, shows how mid-
dle-class white adoptive parents frame adoption as a transformative journey,
using narratives of love, sacrifice, and destiny that reflect capitalist and
racial hierarchies. In Scharp’s (2013) study, the meaning of reunion for
domestic adoptee’s narratives was reflected via two contradictory narratives
of reunion: a romanticized and pragmatic reconnection. First was linked
with desire for physical resemblance and immediate connection, the latter
consisted of experiencing the birth family as strangers. Adoptees were
looking for health information and the connection with birth parents was
not guaranteed. Across this scholarship, narrative research functions not
only as a method but as a form of epistemological intervention—allowing
adoptees and scholars to interrogate dominant ideologies and imagine
alternative forms of kinship, identity, self-understanding and belonging.

In our analysis, a shared understanding between the narrator (our
interviewees) and the audience (the researcher) is mutually beneficial,
providing a framework for the unfolding story: what types of characters
and relationships might appear, whether the audience should expect
moments of joy or sadness, and which elements merit particular attention.
Our analysis identifies specific stylistic features, such as the degree of
agency attributed to the story’s central figure, the emotional tone, and the
outcomes that emerge as the narrative develops. Of course, narratives are
never so simple—stories are layered, contradictory, and shaped by con-
text—so any analysis is inevitably an interpretive act, reflecting how the
authors perceive and make sense of these accounts.
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Data: Narrative interviews

Data consists of 12 narrative interviews conducted by the first author, a
postdoctoral researcher, with Finnish adult adoptees who have searched
for their biological kin and have used DTC DNA testing for the search’.
First author had a meeting with an adoption association before initiating
the interviews, to discuss the content of the study and the ways interviews
would be conducted. Interview invitations were posted to Finnish social
media groups related to DTC DNA testing or adoption. Also, an adoption
association circulated the interview invitation in their channels. One inter-
view was conducted face-to-face at a university conference room at the
request of the interviewee, and the rest were distance interviews conducted
via Zoom, Microsoft Teams, WhatsApp video call, or regular phone call.
The length of the interviews varied between 43min and 109 min. The
mean length of the interviews was 76 min. Interviews were recorded and
transcribed verbatim by a professional service provider.

Participants received an informational letter which was sent together
with an informed consent document via email before the interview. The
letter and consent form were discussed at the beginning of the interview.
Participants provided their signed consent forms via email, via post or as
a picture taken with their mobile phone of the signed form. The research
was approved and received ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee
of Human Sciences of University of Oulu as part of larger "Syljen jaljet"
(Traces of saliva) and "A Spitting Image" projects in the spring of 2022.

The final narrative interview questions were formulated so that there was
room for stories and long responses (see Hyvirinen & Loyttyniemi, 2005).
The interview guide had two primary questions. First it was asked if the
interviewees could talk about their adoption background. The second question
was: “you have conducted a DTC DNA test for the family search, would you
talk about that process?” There were also sub-questions in the interview guide,
but commonly, interviewees responded to most of the other questions while
they were telling their stories about their adoption background or while
sharing about the search for their birth parents. Toward the end of each
interview, the interviewer also asked a reflective question on how they felt
about the whole search process and the current life situation they were in,
at the time of the interview. Background information was asked in the end,
if it did not come up beforehand.

Eight of the participants were women and four were men. Out of the
12 interviewees, 11 were domestic adoptees and one was transnational
adoptee. The age of the participants varied greatly being between early
20s to early 80s, but most of the interviewees were in their 50s. Nine out
of 12 were adopted within the first 6 months after birth. Half of the
interviewees had known for their whole life that they were adopted, while
some found out in elementary school, some in adolescence, and one person
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Table 1. Background information and results of the DTC DNA tests for Finnish adult adoptees
(n=12).

Self-reported gender
Women 8
Men 4
Type of adoption
Domestic 1
Transnational 1
Age when placed to adoption
Right after birth
1-6 months
7-12months
2years
Syears

NN I

Age at the interview
21-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70-79
Over 80

—_w | o= | =

The age when search started with
DTC DNA-tests
18-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70-79
Over 80

[ P NN

Birth parents found, father

N

Biological father via test*
Biological father via test, had passed
Biological father via traditional
methods, DTC DNA test confirmed
Biological father via traditional 1
methods, DTC DNA test confirmed,
had passed
Biological father not found 3

N

Birth parents found, mother

Biological mother via traditional 7
methods

Biological mother via traditional 1
methods, test confirmed

Biological mother via traditional 3
methods, had passed

Biological mother not found 1

“For one person first official genetic test, then DTC DNA test confirmed the relationship.

learned only in adulthood about their adoption. DTC DNA testing was
commonly conducted between the years 2020-2023, during the COVID-19
pandemic. The background information of participants and results on
which birth parents were found via DTC-DNA test are pictured in Table 1.

Ethical note and positionality

The research was approved and received ethical clearance as part of our
larger research projects. In line with the board’s guidance, careful measures
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were taken to protect participants’ anonymity, including the use of pseud-
onyms for names, locations, and, when necessary, other identifying details.
All data were stored in accordance with the data protection guidelines of
University of Oulu.

The authors of this study are white Finnish researchers. The second
author is the principal investigator of a larger project exploring DTC
DNA testing and its impacts in Finland, and brings a personal dimen-
sion to the research, being engaged in their own search for a biological
father through DNA testing. Neither author has personal experience
with adoption, and the first author has not taken a DTC DNA test.
At times, after the interviews concluded, participants asked about the
first author’s connection to the topic. In response, she explained the
broader DTC DNA research project and highlighted the second author’s
more personal positionality. She also often reflected on her own back-
ground in qualitative research, particularly in studying social relation-
ships and belonging, and shared her experiences as an interviewer
engaged in similar themes.

Following Ruohios (2025) discussion of the dynamics of outsider status
in adoption-related research, we recognize that the first author’s position
as a non-adopted person may have influenced the interview context. While
this positionality was not explicitly addressed by participants during inter-
views, it may have shaped the dynamics of disclosure and storytelling.
Nonetheless, interviewees generally engaged openly, offering detailed nar-
ratives of their family histories and search experiences, and responding
to questions with depth and reflection.

Narrative analysis: Search process, agency and the role of DNA testing

To maintain trustworthiness and analytical precision, the analysis pro-
gressed as follows. First, the first author read each interview transcript,
“within case”, individually (Neil et al., 2023). The progress regarding the
search process of one’s biological family was detected from the narrative
by highlighting the central parts of the transcript with colors, and with
markings on the side of the printed transcript. Then, the first author wrote
a “core narrative” of each of the lengthy search process narratives, i.e.,
search stories, presented individually for each of the interview transcripts
(Squire, 2013). These core narratives reflect the story of the search for
the biological kin so that the central events and aspects of the narratives
over time were presented in a shorter form than the verbatim interview
transcript. The first author used similar expressions as the interviewees
when describing the story. The specific stylistic features (i.e., the degree
of agency of the interviewee in the search process, the emotional tone,
and the outcomes of the search narrative) were explored. It was explored,
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how the search process went, and the role of the DTC DNA tests in
the search.

Second, an “across cases” analysis was conducted. All the storylines
were compared and grouped based on their similarities and differences
with respect to the progress of the search process, the tone, as well as
the agency of the interviewee and the role and meaning of the DTC
DNA test (see also Puusa et al., 2020). The intensity of the search,
whether the search narrative had a positive, neutral or negative “outcome”,
what kinds of sentiments and feelings remained, the current situation
and whether the adoptees were content or not with their search process
and findings were used as categories for grouping the narratives. Three
different kinds of birth family search narratives were constructed from
the data based on the analysis. Each step and analysis progress were
discussed with the second author and with the research team. They
offered reflections and guidelines for the first author to continue with
the analysis.

Results: Three narrative types of birth family search

We set out to investigate how the narratives unfolded in terms of tone,
the agency of the main actor, the role and meaning of DTC DNA tests
in the search, and the outcome of the search process. We found three
different types of birth family search narratives, which we have named as
follows: (1) Long difficult search, (2) Finding closure via successful search
and (3) Quick search with stirred emotions. When examining the search
processes, it unfolded that the search began with locating the mother. For
all but one participant, the mothers were found using traditional methods,
most often through official records or registries. DTC DNA test was used
specifically to search for the father, not the mother. Three narratives dif-
fered in tone, the agency exercised by the adoptees, the outcomes of the
searches and the significance attributed to the DNA test within the broader
search process.

First narrative: Long difficult search

The first search narrative, Long difficult search, was the most common in
this data and includes the stories of four women and two men. One was
a transnational adoptee, while the others were adopted domestically. The
adoptees in this category ranged widely in age, from 20 to 80years old.
Their birth family search narratives were very coherent and rich in details.
The search for birth parents was often overwhelming, at times dominating
the adoptee’s life. It was frequently costly and emotionally straining. These
searches were meticulous, marked by many setbacks, unexpected turns
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and challenges. As the name suggests, the process was both long and
difficult.

For most participants, the search was initiated around the age of 20,
driven by a strong sense of rootlessness that became difficult to ignore.
This feeling was the main motive to begin the search. In most cases,
adoptive parents were still alive when the decision to begin the search
was made. Adoption was often not openly discussed within the adoptive
family, and a degree of secrecy surrounded the adoption. Thus, there were
significant gaps in the interviewee’s personal histories. A quote from a
participant illustrates this aspect.

“So it is that you do not know at all who you are and why you are like that, so at
some point you do get interested to find out. I had that in my 20s after the army.
A terrible need to know about my background” H6

Here the interviewee implicitly constructs their adoptee identity as
fragmented or incomplete without access to origin information. The lack
of knowledge about “who you are and why you are like that” suggests a
narrative of disconnection, which is later countered by the desire to reclaim
or reconstruct a coherent self through searching. In these types of narra-
tives, a birth mother was first sought out through traditional means by
the adoptee, using official paperwork and with assistance from the adop-
tion agency.

On some occasions, the biological mother had passed away. In general,
the mother’s contact information was found with relative ease. However,
trying to contact the mother was difficult. The alleged mother did not
respond to calls or letters, refused to talk with their child at first, or later
on did not want to take the DNA test to confirm the relationship. A
relationship with the mother developed over time, but it remained distant.
This caused a sense of disappointment. A quote from the same participant
illustrates these difficulties:

“It took very long, actually, there was a ten-year break where nothing happened.
Until then, I got this strong, god damn it, or actually, in the adoption agency they
said that if I get more interested, if I want to contact my mother, they should medi-
ate that. So it took ten years until I marched back there. (--) Then again years went
by. Again, some sort of “shaping up” happened on my birthday. I called my mother.
She immediately knew who I was. I told my business, that I would like to meet and
I would like to get to know her. No, it was not an option to her. (--) Then I did
the same thing year after. Again at my next birthday I called again. Her mind had
changed a bit, she said, “I would like to meet, come to visit me” H6

This example illustrates temporality, with long periods of inactivity
interrupted by emotionally charged decisions. The interviewee’s use of
personal milestones (birthdays) to structure key events reveals how tem-
porality and identity are intertwined. The responses from the birth mother
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show the dynamic nature of relational narratives, where time becomes
both a barrier and a healer.

Another interviewee also refers to temporal pauses and fluctuations in
the search process, highlighting that it was not a continuous focus. The
following quote from a participant illustrates how the search was not
constantly on the adoptee’s mind throughout their life course. Based on
this, it can be said that the meaning of the birth family search changed
over time, periodically intensifying depending on the individuals life
circumstances.

“I had my kids in-between, so the search was forgotten, and then it again came to
my mind and so on, until a couple of years ago I was on sick leave. So, then I fig-
ured, now I have time to dig into this” H11

In the Long difficult search narrative, searching for a biological father
was described as being much more difficult than the search for a mother.
Many mothers did not assist in the search for fathers after they were
found; some even refused to help. However, it is also possible that they
did not know the father’s identity. Oftentimes, the circumstances for bio-
logical mothers were very difficult at the time they gave their child to
adoption. Likely, stigma, embarrassment as well as past trauma related to
these sensitive issues inhibited them from helping with the child’s family
search (see also March, 1995). A review study on adult adoptees” searches
for their birth parents (Miller & Perry, 2001) had a similar finding:
adoptees’ desires to meet their birth fathers was many times complicated
by a mother’s unwillingness to discuss the father. In the review it was
noted that adoptees generally accepted this reluctance. In contrast, the
adoptees in this study were often more critical of their birth mothers if
they refused to help with the search.

Despite difficulties, the search for the father continued through various
means, including documents, official registers and genealogical research -
all of which were time consuming. In some cases, the wrong families were
initially contacted. First contact was sometimes made through an assumed
close relative, rather than a birth parent, after it was discovered that the
presumed parent had already passed away. Relationships were formed with
these other close relatives. These experiences were emotionally difficult,
as all parties were sure that their birth family member was found, only
to later learn through DNA testing that there was no connection.
Misconceptions arose, for instance, due to incorrect information in the
official documents, such as a wrong name listed for the father.

In the Long and difficult search narrative, the use of DNA testing
emerged only after birth parent(s) had already been located through tra-
ditional means. In this context, the DNA test functioned less as a discovery
tool and more as a means of confirmation, an additional layer of validation
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in an already unfolding story. On some occasions, the test extended the
search beyond parents to unknown grandparents, and only through this
extended kinship mapping was the identity of the biological father even-
tually confirmed.

What stands out in these stories is not the centrality of the technology,
but its marginal, supporting role. The meaning of DTC DNA testing here
was shaped by the timing and context of its use. For the participants,
who had often begun their search decades earlier, sometimes as far back
as 60years ago, when such technologies were not yet available, the test
entered the story late, rather than driving it forward. Its function was
retrospective rather than revelatory. This temporally situated use of DNA
testing reflects how narrative meaning is constructed in relation to available
tools, shifting epistemic frameworks, and the lived momentum of the
search itself. As the following interviewee’s quote illustrates, the DNA test
did not initiate the journey but served to stabilize an identity already
tentatively reconstructed through other means. “So, for me, the DNA test,
I have had no use of it, other than that it can confirm these things.” (H2)

Nevertheless, the tests were taken and the attitudes toward the tests
were positive and the confirmation obtained from DTC DNA tests was
very meaningful in the stories that unfolded. It was the final step of the
search, completing the long-lasting process. Many of the older adoptees
in this type of narrative did not expect their birth parents to be alive
when found, but they still sought certainty about their origins. DTC DNA
tests provided that confirmation. For adult adoptees who had not previ-
ously had access to their ancestral histories, the tests also served an import-
ant purpose for identity formation.

The results offered a wide range of information, from ancestral heritage
to hereditary diseases. Two interviewees explained their positive sentiments
toward the test highlighting the value they placed on gaining access to
this previously unavailable knowledge:

“You can get remarkable results with DNA-research about Finnish heritage (--) and
it is not very expensive, and more knowledge is gained rapidly. It will revolutionize
many things I guess” H1

“I tell you; everyone should search for their roots. It is such a big cross to carry if

you do not. If you do not know (-) Everyone who thinks this, you do it now, not

tomorrow, today”. H12

In this first narrative Long and difficult search, the adoptees demonstrated
a strong agency in their search processes. They typically initiated the search
themselves, sometimes pausing due to other life events, but often continuing
persistently despite many difficulties and roadblocks. Some received help
during the process. For instance, three participants used the services of “search
angels” (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2011), volunteer individuals who
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assist others in genealogical searches and interpreting the DNA test results.
These search angels are typically individuals who are either genealogy enthu-
siasts or people who have personally succeeded in finding their birth parents
through similar searches. Our ongoing ethnographic observations reveal that
these “angels” primarily organize on Facebook, selectively choosing cases that
interest them most. Some also offer commercial search services alongside
their “charity” searches, while others are motivated by religious beliefs or
other convictions about the importance of biological family ties for individual
growth. In Finland and globally, search angels have a central role in many
birth family search process successes. Based on our knowledge from the
Genealogy webpages, they also get more help requests than they can handle.
There is a great demand for guidance and help services in the field of DTC
DNA testing.

The Long difficult search narrative did not end with a positive tone,
despite having the results in and the search was for most complete. For
many, the DTC DNA test results had been obtained rather recently, and
there was no sense of contentment about the situation. Only one inter-
viewee described herself as currently happy, noting that her search ended
six years ago. For the others, various factors contributed to a lingering
sense of disappointment, such as the death of both biological parents, or
being kept a secret from other family members like from a birth parent’s
new spouse. In many cases, relationships with birth mothers were never
established or remained strained. One participant even had to file a pater-
nity lawsuit to confirm the identity of his deceased father, while also
navigating a deeply emotionally burdensome relationship with his mother.

Even though lots of hope is associated with DTC DNA tests for inter-
country or transnational adoptees, finding birth parents from for instance
the global South and Middle East might still be very difficult in this
context as genetic testing is less common (Despax et al., 2025). This was
reflected in our study: one East Asian adoptee could not locate her parents
through DNA testing and considered giving up, as major companies’
databases were insufficient for her region. However, she remained some-
what hopeful that it might be possible to investigate more specific East
Asian DTC DNA test companies, or to try again if larger companies
expand their reach. While she gained new information about her ethnic
background through the test, which was surprising, her narrative stood
apart from the others. We included her story in this group because her
search began at age 20 and ended in emotional dissatisfaction, aligning
with the broader narrative tone.

Previous studies have found that most adult adoptees express positive
views about their adoption (ter Meulen et al., 2019). However, negative
experiences, such as secrecy, mistreatment, or emotional distance in the
adoptive family, can foster unresolved feelings. This was evident in our
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study, especially within this narrative group. For many, learning the truth
about their origins did not bring peace. Their adoptive family experiences
appeared to shape their perception of the birth family search outcomes.
A quote from one interviewee illustrates the types of feelings interviewees
had at the time of the interview. Even though they received some answers
to their questions, at the emotional level they still did not feel like full
members of any family.

“Now that I have two families, you can say, I have this biological family, and this
adoptive parents’ family. I have to say, I do not belong to either of them as a full
member. Also in the adoptive family, they always made sure that I knew my place.
It always came up at some point” H2

The participant’s account aligns with findings from Lindgren and Nelson
(2014), who identified two dominant search narratives among adult adop-
tees. The first, a “there-and-then” narrative, focused on abandonment and
the circumstances of the adoption, much like the Long and difficult search
narratives in our study. The second, a “there-and-here” narrative, empha-
sized present life, with adoption playing a less central role. In our research,
that perspective surfaced in the second narrative group.

Second narrative: Finding closure via successful search

We named the second narrative Finding closure via successful search.
Narratives of two women and one man, all domestic adoptees in their
40-50s used this type of storytelling. Although they had a long history
of searching for their biological parents via traditional means, they all
were very quickly successful in their searches once they decided to do
the DNA tests. In each of these stories, the search began in their 20-30s
typically with efforts to find their birth mother using information from
adoption records. Their motives mirrored those presented in the first
narrative, stemming from a sense of rootlessness. One participant under-
lined how everyone needs and should have the right to know about their
origins.

“I think people have the right to know and they have a need, as so did I, about which
city and where they (birth parents) have lived. So that early life is not just a blur.
I have a need to know where I have been born, where have I been after that” H8

In this narrative, a notable temporal gap, often spanning up to two
decades, emerged between locating the birth mother and initiating the
search for the father through DNA testing. After successfully identifying
their mothers, many adoptees demonstrated little immediate interest in
continuing the search. Over time, however, increasing public awareness of
DTC DNA testing - fueled by advertising, social media, and broader
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cultural visibility - gradually drew their attention. The COVID-19 quar-
antine period also provided adoptees with additional time for introspection
and contemplation of their past, prompting renewed interest in birth family
searches.

Once adoptees who used this narrative chose to pursue DTC testing,
the subsequent search for their fathers was often described as relatively
straightforward. The test results were typically returned promptly, fre-
quently yielding exact or close familial matches. Unlike the first narrative,
where DTC tests functioned primarily as a tool for confirmation, here
they played a central and initiating role in the paternal search. Because
many adoptees had not been actively seeking their fathers for an extended
period, the emotional intensity of this search was generally perceived as
less profound. Nevertheless, the DTC tests were instrumental to the pater-
nal search, though less so in the maternal one.

Agency within this narrative varied among interviewees. Two women
actively initiated and conducted searches for both their birth mothers and
fathers, viewing the search process as a task with a clear endpoint. Once
answers were obtained, their journeys concluded - “the case was closed”
In contrast, for the only male participant (H5), external figures such as
his wife, son, and a “search angel” played a more central role in propelling
the search forward. Although less personally driven, the interviewee none-
theless found profound meaning in the process. For him, having compre-
hensive answers through DNA testing and having met his birth parents
provided a deep sense of closure, even in the absence of ongoing rela-
tionships. He expressed a sense of calm and emotional satisfaction, empha-
sizing that the acquisition of knowledge, rather than sustained connection,
was the most meaningful outcome.

This sense of resolution characterizes the tone of the Finding closure
via successful search narrative. It is marked not by enduring relational ties,
but by a quiet contentment derived from having successfully completed
the search and filled longstanding gaps in personal history.

The tone of the Finding closure via successful search narrative is further
underscored by participants’ own reflections, which emphasize resolution
through knowledge rather than continued relational engagement. As the
participant articulated:

“I have experienced a certain feeling of emptiness, I have carried it inside of me, just
because I did not know anything. But now that I have everything in black and white
clear, I feel so balanced. I am feeling really calm, and I feel good, and that does not
require regular interaction with the family members” H5

This statement reveals a critical shift: the adoptee’s emotional distress
was rooted not in the absence of family relationships per se, but in the
absence of concrete knowledge about origin and identity. Once the
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informational void was filled (“everything in black and white”), a sense
of internal equilibrium was restored. The calmness and contentment
described by the participant reflect the narrative’s emotional resolution
and suggest that the psychological weight of not-knowing had been heavier
than the desire for familial connection. Similarly, another participant
expressed a distinction between genealogical discovery and familial belong-
ing: “So, as I have always said, I do not need parents. I already have them.
I am not looking for parents, I am looking my roots.” (H7)

These types of sentiments have been detected in previous research as
well. If the motive for finding the birth parent was mainly to get to know
who the parent is without an intent of forming a relationship with them,
this type of “calm rationality” was common (Modell & Dambacher, 1997).
In Scharp (2013) study similar kind of narrative was detected named as
“pragmatic”.

The tone of Finding closure via successful search narrative was less com-
plex than in the other two narratives, as the results arrived quickly without
a prolonged, challenging search process filled with hits and misses.
Although these individuals had been searching for their birth parents for
a long time, they were able to locate them swiftly once they took DNA
tests. This may help explain the generally positive emotions and seemingly
straightforward resolutions they reported; framed primarily as a desire to
understand their roots.

While there were brief periods of emotional turbulence following the
receipt of results, matters soon stabilized. These narratives conveyed a
sense of control over the search process: individuals found the information
they were seeking and expressed satisfaction with the outcome. As such,
this narrative emerges as a kind of success story among the diverse expe-
riences’ adoptees shared.

Third narrative: Quick search with stirred emotions

The third narrative, Quick search with stirred emotions, was formed by
stories of two women and one man, all domestic adoptees. In this narra-
tive, the search was initiated much later than in the two other narratives,
only during the past three years when the adoptees were 50-70+ years
old. In the other two narratives the search started when the adoptee was
in their 20s or 30s. In contrast to the other two narratives, the search for
the missing biological parent with this group began with the DTC DNA
test and the role of the test in the search was central. One participant
reflected on the delayed emergence of her curiosity about her origins,
illustrating how the desire to search can evolve unexpectedly over time.
“Actually, when I turned 50 I somehow had the feeling that—who am
I actually, where do I come from? Earlier I was not interested at all” (H9)
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Her statement captures a turning point in the narrative arc, where the
previously dormant question surfaces with emotional urgency. This moment
of awakening - coinciding with a milestone birthday - suggests a shift in
temporal orientation: from a forward-focused life to a retrospective con-
templation of selfthood.

Another interviewee similarly described a sudden and overwhelming
realization in her fifties, likening the experience to a wave of emotion
and memory that had long resided beneath the surface. She reflected on
the shifting life circumstances that allowed space for such introspection —
specifically, entering a life stage where her own children had become
adults, affording her more time and emotional capacity to reflect on her
past. “It has been in my subconscious, it haunted me. It came like a wave,
at times stronger, at times it took years that I was not thinking about it at
all. But really, it was about—who am I really?” (H3)

The agency of the people doing the searches in this narrative was not
as strong as in the other narratives. However, as the quotes from the
participants show, they had the inner feeling that they were suddenly
interested about their past. The initiation of the search process in these
narratives was significantly influenced by external actors. In one instance,
the DNA test was given as a Christmas gift, while in another, close
family members had already undertaken testing themselves and subse-
quently persuaded the adoptee to follow suit. Although the adoptees
ultimately exercised agency in deciding to proceed with the test, their
engagement with the search was catalyzed by the encouragement and
actions of others. This dynamic illustrates a form of agency, one shaped
by interpersonal influence, where the adoptee’s autonomy coexists with
the social pressures and emotional investments of their immediate rela-
tional networks.

In these narratives, the search for birth parents using DNA tests was
described as relatively fast and straightforward. Nevertheless, the process
often still spanned several years, occasionally required the use of traditional
search methods, and included various obstacles before final results were
obtained. One interviewee located her birth mother in her 50s through
traditional means, and shortly afterward, a DNA test revealed the existence
of her half-siblings. Although she has not yet met her birth mother, they
have remained in contact and developed an ongoing relationship.

For two participants, the birth mother had already passed away, and
they discovered the existence of half-siblings only during the probate
process. In these cases, information about the mother emerged posthu-
mously through legal and familial documentation. One interviewee
expressed regret that he was unable to meet either of his biological parents
before their deaths, though he has since formed a warm and meaningful
relationship with his half-siblings. Similarly, another participant learned
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through the DNA test that her biological father had passed away. In con-
trast, one participant was able to locate and meet her biological father,
and they have since established a close and positive relationship. Nonetheless,
the stories in this narrative ended with mixed feelings and with emotional
turmoil. Lots had happened in a short period of time and totally new
information had been received which had changed people’s lives quite a
bit, which felt overwhelming like the next quote shows:

“Yes, the year has been incredible, but also very heavy, because now I have got to
know myself more, and we have gone through those DNA matters really thoroughly.
But it has also been a good year in a way, that pieces of puzzles have fallen into
their place (--) I have also changed a lot. I have gone through some big processes
with myself, and that has caused some problems, too” H3

This quote illustrates the profound emotional and psychological shifts
that can follow a rapid influx of genealogical information. Compared to
the first two narratives, the third, Quick search with stirred emotions, is
marked by a compressed timeframe and the recency of the discoveries.
In this narrative, the adoptees had little opportunity to fully process or
integrate the new information and encounters that emerged from the DNA
test results. This limited temporal distance from the discoveries helps
explain the emotional turbulence and ambivalence expressed by partici-
pants. The emotional tone is less settled, with participants often oscillating
between feelings of empowerment, disorientation, and vulnerability.
Nonetheless, despite the psychological intensity, DNA testing was consis-
tently portrayed in a positive light. Participants emphasized the transfor-
mative potential of the tests, often describing them as life-changing. This
suggests that, within this narrative, the tests function not only as tools
for biological identification but as catalysts for personal growth and exis-
tential insight. The centrality of the tests in these stories underscores their
dual role as both scientific instruments and narrative agents through which
adoptees gain access to origin stories that had previously been inaccessible
to them.

Discussion

This study explored the birth family search narratives of Finnish adult
adoptees with respect to their search for biological kin via DTC DNA
tests. The study focused on the agency of adopted adults in the search
process, the tone of the narrative, and the outcome of the search. The
role and meaning of the DTC DNA tests in the search were also studied.
Earlier research on the search process of birth parents or adoption
reunions and reconnections has been conducted (see Koskinen & B4ok,
2019; Robinson 2024; Ruohio, 2025; Scharp, 2013), and some have also
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used narrative methods (Scharp, 2013). However, there are no earlier
examples of research examining the role and meaning of DTC DNA
tests in the search, and how these tests shape the search process
narratives.

Three narrative types and the role of DTC DNA testing in the search process

Based on the analysis, three different types of birth family search narratives
were formed. The narratives differed in many ways from each other. In
the first, the Long difficult search narrative, the search process was narrated
as being complicated and lengthy. Motive to do the search was a sense
of rootlessness and wanting and needing to know about one’s family his-
tory and background. Adoptees had strong agency. DTC DNA tests only
confirmed the already-discovered identities of the birth parents. The tone
of the narratives was not very positive, with difficulties emphasized
throughout and a negative ending as well; there was no closure, content-
ment, or happy ending. For some, parents were not found.

The tone of the second narrative, Success via DNA tests, was more
positive. Here as well, the search process was long. DTC DNA tests were
used only to search for the father. Both birth parents were eventually
found, and the adoptees were happy and content with the outcome. The
search was not an all-encompassing aspect of their lives, so it’s meaning
for them seemed to be less strong than it was in the first narrative. The
agency of the adoptees in this narrative was mixed, but overall, not very
strong. In this narrative too, the search was motivated by the feeling of
having right and need to know about one’s past, and the sense of
rootlessness.

In the third narrative, “Quick search with stirred emotions”, the search
began later in life — typically after the age of fifty - and was initiated
directly through DNA testing. Compared to the other two narratives, the
process was shorter, more straightforward, and framed with a tone of
enthusiasm and hope. As in the second narrative, adoptee agency appeared
limited; the decision to take the test was often prompted by others. While
the narratives ended with emotional turbulence, the prevailing mood was
not negative but rather one of confusion and emotional intensity. The
adoptees were still processing the outcomes, which were described as
meaningful, even life-changing. The present emotional state took prece-
dence in their accounts, reflecting the immediacy and impact of recent
discoveries.

While earlier studies on adoption search narratives have emphasized
how adoptees negotiate identity, kinship, and belonging in relation
to dominant social scripts, racial ideologies, and institutional power
(e.g., Suh, 2021), the narratives emerging from DTC DNA test searches
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present notable shifts in both structure and meaning. Whereas traditional
narratives often center on long-term emotional labor and political resis-
tance (e.g., reframing adoption as situated within racial and transnational
power structures), DNA test narratives tend to foreground personal dis-
covery and emotional ambivalence, with varying levels of adoptee agency.
Some adoptees initiate searches independently and use DNA tests to con-
firm preexisting information, while others begin only when prompted by
others, with the test itself becoming the catalyst for emotional upheaval
or unexpected revelations. Furthermore, the DNA test narratives appear
more concerned with individual truth-seeking, often detached from explicit
critiques of systemic structures. In this way, DNA test narratives differ in
their orientation, often emphasizing perplexity rather than broader
socio-political critique. Nevertheless, they reflect a contemporary moment
in which identity work is increasingly mediated by biotechnologies and
consumer platforms, raising new questions about kinship, belonging, and
the politics of knowing.

Motivations and timing of the search

According to earlier research, missing or withheld background information,
little communication by adoptive parents about adoption, not having the
contact with birth family, and stigma around adoption all work together
to create barriers for adopted people in constructing a sense of their
adoptive identity and life story (Grotevant & Korff, 2011; Neil et al., 2023).
Questions like “Who am I” and “Where do I belong” remain unanswered,
and searching for birth parents is important to many adoptees at some
point in their lives. Participants in this study were asking these same
questions too, and that motivated to start the search. In the narratives in
this study, it was particularly emphasized how finding one’s roots, as well
as the sense and feeling of rootlessness, was the main motive for initiating
the search. Previous research has also found other types of motives of
adoptees for their search for biological kin, including knowing the story
of their relinquishment, knowing the destiny of their birth parents, the
existence of possible siblings, needing or wanting to find someone who
resembles them in appearance (Docan-Morgan, 2022; Ruohio, 2017), and
knowing their medical and health history (Grotevant et al., 2019). These
aspects came across in the search narratives as well, but the health aspects
were not mentioned as the motive in our study. There were also concerns;
adoptees were aware that something difficult had likely occurred in their
parents’ lives, particularly in their mothers, and many wondered, for exam-
ple, what kind of person their fathers were and why they were absent.
Among most participants in our study, the time to initiate the search
was in their early twenties. Likely, they have started to ponder who their



ADOPTION QUARTERLY 23

parents were, and what were the circumstances of the adoption already
earlier than that. According to previous research (Carsten, 2007; Ruohio,
2025), the act of search may precede some “steps” and psychological
wondering. First, one thinks about the search, then prepares for it and
finally acts on it. Miiller and Perry (2001) note, based on their review on
adoption reunions, that the final decision to search for birth parents was
crystallized after a long process of internal struggle and ambivalence.
Earlier studies have also indicated how young adulthood is a life phase
where adoptees begin to be interested in the family search (Tieman, 2013,
cited from Ruohio, 2025). This might relate to individuation from the
adoptive family as well. Becoming a parent can also reawaken adoption-re-
lated issues such as questions about family and genetic history (Koskinen
& Book, 2019; Miiller & Perry, 2001; Carsten, 2007), and this was seen
also in some of the narratives in the present study.

In this study, the search for birth parents was typically a lengthy pro-
cess, often spanning decades in the first two narrative types. While direct-
to-consumer DNA testing might appear to simplify the search, its
effectiveness depends heavily on whether biological relatives have also
tested and uploaded their data to shared databases. Moreover, DTC tests
have only been widely accessible for the past decade.

No age restrictions were set for participation; the only inclusion criterion
was having completed a DNA test. As many interviewees were older, the
role of DNA testing in their searches was generally less prominent than
it might be for younger adoptees. In the first narrative, the tests served
primarily to confirm existing findings, whereas in the second and third
narratives, they played a more central role in locating biological fathers.
In contrast, birth mothers were typically found through traditional meth-
ods. Moreover, the timing of the COVID-19 pandemic appears to have
influenced the decision to pursue DNA testing. The disruption of daily
routines prompted renewed reflection on family histories. Most participants
undertook testing after 2020, and several explicitly cited the pandemic
and its associated life changes as catalysts for engaging with their adoption
stories.

How secrecy shapes adoption searches and narratives?

The theme of secrecy came across strongly in the data and seemed to
affect the search process. Robinson (2024) had similar findings in her
qualitative study in impact of adoption throughout the life course of
adults in the UK; secrecy characterized and impacted the adoptee’s life
experiences. Almost all of the participants in our study were older and
had been adopted at a time when adoption processes were closed. In the
Finnish system, information of birth mothers was available for them in
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birth registers, but the father’s information was missing. Also, for more
than half of the participants, adoption was kept as a secret at least from
the outsiders of the adoption family. At the time of the interview, in
some families, secrecy was still ongoing. Here, especially in the first
narrative, the adoptive family relationship was characterized with secrecy.
In the first narrative, more difficulties in the search process and also in
general adjustment over the life course were described, and adoptees
were not content in the current situation despite their birth parents
being found.

Furthermore, Passmore et al. (2006) studied the possible impact that
secrecy within adoptive families can have on the interpersonal relationships
of adult adoptees. Passmore’s findings show how greater secrecy in adop-
tive families was associated with less perceived parental care from mothers
and fathers, less emotional closeness to the adoptive parents, greater family
and social loneliness, risk in intimacy, and avoidant and anxious attach-
ment. Those who had no secrets around adoption generally had more
positive search and reunion experiences. This can be seen in this data as
well: those with positive and close relationships with their adoptive parents
had more positive outcomes of the search as well (narratives 2 and 3). In
our data, even adoptive parents who were open and supportive of their
children’s search for birth parents were often unable to provide substantial
assistance in the actual search process. In some cases, adoptive parents
had already passed away by the time the search was initiated. In such
situations, DNA testing offers adoptees an independent and accessible
means of conducting birth family searches, particularly in contexts such
as Finland, where official records may be limited or difficult to access.

Delicate birth parent contact

After a successful search process in which the identities of birth parents
had been confirmed, adoptees were faced with the decision of how and
when to initiate contact. In the present study, most adoptees had located
their birth parents and made contact, or, if the parents were deceased,
had found and connected with close biological relatives such as half-siblings.

In the Long difficult search narrative, initial contact was often marked
by significant challenges, including interpersonal conflicts and disappoint-
ment when the resulting relationships did not meet expectations. In con-
trast, the Finding closure via successful Search narrative tended to involve
more emotionally neutral outcomes; relationships, if formed, often remained
distant, which was acceptable and sufficient for the adoptees involved. In
the "Quick Search with Stirred Emotions" narrative, the contact phase was
still very recent. While new family members were generally welcoming,
the adoptees described feeling emotionally overwhelmed, as they were still
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processing the rapid developments and the complexities of these newly
formed relationships.

The circumstances surrounding adoption are often highly sensitive.
While prior research has explored adoptees’ and adoptive parents’ expe-
riences, the perspectives of birth parents - those who placed children for
adoption - remain underexamined, especially in the context of DTC DNA
testing. Revisiting the reasons behind adoption can be emotionally complex
for all members of the adoptive kinship network and raises important
ethical considerations, particularly in transnational adoptions where contact
may even pose risks to the birth parent and their family. For many adop-
tees, initiating contact with birth relatives discovered through DTC DNA
testing is far from straightforward. There are no widely accepted social
scripts or norms for making first contact or managing emerging relation-
ships, leaving both adoptees and birth parents on uncertain ground (Fraser,
1997). In Finland, adoption agencies and NGOs have traditionally offered
guidance, such as encouraging an introductory letter to the birth mother,
yet the rise of DTC testing has shifted this dynamic. Searches now often
take place privately, and individuals are largely on their own in deciding
whether or how to contact newly identified relatives.

DTC platforms enable direct messaging, bypassing intermediaries, and
online tools such as social media further facilitate contact. However, this
ease of access introduces ethical challenges, including cases of mistaken
identity and unreciprocated outreach. Some participants in this study
reported unsuccessful or distressing attempts at contact, often stemming
from a lack of clear norms or preparation. Conversely, in a few cases,
birth parents had also taken DNA tests, actively searching for the child
they had placed for adoption. These evolving dynamics point to the need
for ethically grounded, widely available guidelines for contacting relatives
discovered through DNA testing. Test companies could support adoptees
by publishing best practices developed in collaboration with adoption
professionals and experts in the field.

Another sensitive and ethically complex issue related to DTC DNA
testing concerns privacy and data ownership. As the technology is rela-
tively new, users may not be fully aware of where their data is stored,
who owns it, or how companies may use it. The ethical implications of
DTC DNA testing — particularly in terms of data storage and ownership -
warrant further discussion. With millions of individuals uploading per-
sonal and familial genetic information to these databases, long-held family
secrets may be unintentionally exposed. Often, the general public pur-
chases DTC DNA tests recreationally or out of curiosity, unaware that
their actions might reveal information that has been concealed for
decades.
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Additionally, search angels may encourage those they assist, or newly
discovered relatives, to take the tests without fully explaining the privacy
and data security implications. When a person uploads their DNA test
results to a database, it is not only their own genealogical information
that becomes available, but also that of their relatives — something that
may not be clearly understood by many customers.

Limitations of our study

The main analysis was done by the first author, with many discussions
with the second author. The analysis was then written out together.
Qualitative narrative research acknowledges that meaning is constructed
through interactions between the researcher, participants and context.
Interpretations can vary based on who is conducting the analysis and how
they engage with the data. With regular checkups, and discussions between
authors, by providing careful description of the analysis and quotes from
the data, and a positionality statement, we seek to be transparent, and
overcome any issues related to biases on the part of a singular researcher
doing the analysis. With a relatively small number of participants in this
narrative study, we do not intend to generalize our findings for Finnish
or broader contexts of the process of adoptees searching for their birth
parents. Our interviewees were mostly domestic adoptees. One transna-
tional adoptee in the study was not successful in her search of the birth
parents. In order to understand the usage of DTC DNA tests in the search,
it would be important to focus on the experiences of transnational adop-
tees, as their search process with tests is likely different from domestic
adoptees.

By exploring the search process narratives, this study provides important
new information about the process, the varied roles and meanings of DTC
DNA tests in the search, and the different meanings the search itself has
for the participants’ lives.

Conclusion

It is essential to listen to adoptees’ own accounts of their experiences
using DTC DNA tests in the search for birth family. This study identified
three distinct narrative types, highlighting the varied ways DTC tests are
used in the search process, the degree of difficulty or ease encountered,
and the differing levels of agency exercised by adoptees. These findings
offer valuable insights for adoptees, adoptive parents, professionals working
in adoption services, and DNA testing companies by showing the complex
emotional, psychological, social, and practical consequences — both positive
and negative — associated with these technologies.
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There is a clear need for more qualitative research examining the use
of DTC DNA tests from multiple perspectives within the adoption kinship
network. Research-based knowledge is urgently needed to better understand
the possibilities and risks involved, especially so that adoption services
can offer informed guidance to those seeking biological relatives. Greater
attention should be paid to the ethical and sustainable approaches to
initiating contact with birth family members, and comprehensive, adaptable
guidelines should be developed accordingly. As DNA technologies continue
to evolve rapidly, ongoing assessment and revision of these guidelines will
be essential to ensure they remain relevant and responsible.

Note

1. One interviewee out of 12 had only used an official Finnish Institute for Health and
Welfare (THL) genetic test during the search process. Her interview was included
in the study, as she had nevertheless used genetic testing as a search process. One
other interviewee had also used official genetic tests together with DTC DNA tests
in their search.
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