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Abstract 
The HCI field is in an ongoing process of making technologies, research, and design more inclusive, 

diverse, and sensitive for various marginalised communities. One community that has not been 

addressed in the discourse are transnational adoptees. This study aims to contribute to the inclusivity 

and diversity effort of the HCI field by implementing a sensitivity towards the complex and lived 

experience of individuals involved in transnational adoption. It proposes a critical adoption studies 

(CAS) framework that can be implemented in the field of human-computer interaction (HCI) to analyse 

in what way technologies aimed at transnational adoptees are situated by power and social structures 

that surround transnational adoption. The CAS framework is tested on two case studies. The results of 

these case studies show that the framework can analyse underlying power and social structures in 

technologies and that it can be used to showcase power imbalances between actors and stereotypical 

portrayals of transnational adoption, adoptees and first parents. This contributes to a deeper 

understanding of not only how harmful dynamics are replicated in technologies for adoptees, but also 

contributes to the critical discussion of power and social structures surrounding the HCI field. 

Additionally, the framework has the potential to reveal design improvements to address power 

dynamics, with the possibility of centring the interest of specific actors and counter stereotypical 

portrayal of transnational adoption. It encourages the development of more inclusive and ‘transnational 

adoption sensitive’ designs that better serve the needs of the adoption community. 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 
Professionals within the Human-computer interaction (HCI) field are becoming more aware of the 

power dynamics and inequalities within its domain that have historically led to approaches, designs, and 

technologies that excluded and marginalised certain groups and communities. To make the field more 

inclusive and diverse, critical theories such as feminist theory (Bardzell & Bardzell, 2011), decolonial 

theory (Schultz, 2018; Lazem et al., 2022; Escobar et al., 2018), critical race theory (Ogbonnaya-Ogburu 

et al., 2020), and post-colonial theory (Irani et al., 2010) have been used to reconsider – and ‘delink’ – 

current practices from  harmful power and social structures. Critical HCI scholars advocate the 

incorporation of multifaceted perspectives, particularly those from non-Western cultures and 

marginalised communities.  

Despite these ongoing efforts,  one community that has remained overlooked is transnational 

adoptees. It is estimated that there are over one million transnational adoptees globally. However, the 

complex experience of adoptees is often misunderstood.  Additionally, the context of adoptees which 

include the power structures and social structures is not addressed. Including the inherent global 

inequalities between countries, actors, and institutes which create power dynamics unique to the context 

of transnational adoption. Moreover the biases, assumptions, beliefs, and norms surrounding 

transnational adoption and stereotypical portrayals of the individuals involved, ie. social structures. The 

socio-political dynamics of transnational adoption are reproduced in HCI practices aimed at 

transnational adoptees, thereby negatively affecting the very community that HCI scholars and 

professionals want to support, and centre in their technologies. 

Therefore, this study proposes a critical adoption studies (CAS) theoretical framework for social 

technologies aimed at transnational adoptees. The framework will be tested on two technologies to 

validate its approach. By introducing this framework, this study hopes to shed light on the social and 

power structures that surround transnational adoption and how that influences the resulting HCI 

technologies. The framework offers the field a lens to observe these harmful structures in this specific 

context, and contributes to the critical discourse of HCI. This study aims to improve technologies, 

design, and research practices by implementing a sensitivity towards the complex and lived experience 

of individuals involved in transnational adoption. As a result, this study  assists the HCI field in fostering 

technologies that embody a pluriverse design and make a positive impact on marginalised communities.  

This paper begins with a literature review that outlines the relevant paradigm shifts in the field 

of HCI, and introduces the contribution of critical theory and the CAS field to the framework. In section 

two, the method for testing the framework and the two case studies are explained, and in section three, 

the CAS framework is described. This is followed by the results of the two case studies and the results 

of the framework. In section five, the discussion will be outlined, and finally the findings of this paper 

are summarised in the conclusion.   

 

 



1. Literature Review  
To understand the background and context of this research, an overview of the Human-computer 

interaction (HCI) field and its relevant paradigm shifts are described. Additionally, the impact of critical 

HCI studies and its discourse are explained; the critical adoption studies (CAS) field is similarly 

introduced.  

 
Human-computer interaction 
The field of human-computer interaction (HCI) focuses on the relationship between the user and 

technology. HCI has always critically assessed its approaches and frameworks, witnessing several 

paradigm shifts. In the 1980s, the field expanded its scope from beyond solving technical problems, to 

incorporating the broader context of the usage of technology. They acknowledged the human factors of 

the user and their influence on the interaction with the technology. At that time, the main goal was to 

optimize the relationship between humans and machines, also known as man-machine coupling. 

(Suchman, 1987; Winograd & Flores, 1987).  This evolution progressed further in the 1990s as classical 

cognitivism and information processes dominated the field. It was assumed that the human information 

process and cognition can be adapted and modelled in a way that is similar to that of a computer. By 

modelling both the state of the computer state and that of the user, it would become easier to detect 

issues in the information process and improve the interaction between humans and computers (Suchman, 

1993; Thomas, 1995).  

Over the past decades, the field of HCI has experienced a notable shift, acknowledging that 

human perception, interaction, and navigation of the world are greatly shaped by both physical and 

social contexts. Therefore, understanding the user from their point of view: considering the knowledge 

users have of themselves, of their understanding of the world, and of their cultural and economic position 

has become central in the field. Harrison et al. (2011), call this the third paradigm, where the 

phenomenological situatedness of users, designers, and researchers have taken a central position in the 

field. Where before, the user was seen as a cognitive process that could be represented through a general 

model. In the new paradigm, users and technology are seen as actors that are influenced and shaped by 

their physical and social world, and this should be taken into consideration when researchers and 

designers are developing technologies. Harrison describes approaches such as participatory design, 

value-sensitive design, and user experience design emerged, which consider the situated knowledge of 

users and how this impacts the interaction with the technology. In this new paradigm, the field considers 

the emotional, embodied, and cultural dimensions of human-technology interaction. The focus of 

research is understanding the context in which technology is used; the values that shape these 

interactions; the specific situations or environments in which technology is employed; and the process 

through which individuals derive meaning from their interactions with technology.  

 

 



Critical human-computer interaction 

By placing greater emphasis on the social, cultural, and physical context of users and technology, the 

third paradigm paved the way for the integration of critical theory into HCI.  Critical theory examines 

and challenges existing structures, dynamics, social norms, values, and assumptions within society. The 

HCI field has recognized that social, economic, political, cultural and power structures impact the human 

experience and human-computer interaction. The field has used critical theory to understand how users 

and technology are situated by these dynamics.  

Irani et al. (2010), introduced the concept of postcolonial computing as a strategy for addressing 

HCI design in cross-cultural settings, in particular for the Global South. It addresses the lack of 

sensitivity to cross-cultural differences and the failure to critically examine power dynamics when 

interacting with users from regions that were formerly colonised. Irani and her colleagues showed that 

when HCI professionals design for people with different cultural backgrounds from their own, aspects 

of their dominant culture are incorporated into the design process and technology. Given that HCI 

professionals and users come from diverse backgrounds with potentially differing cultural values, this 

might result in clashes in the design, and research approaches and technology. Post-colonial computing 

has made the HCI field aware that designers and researchers are situated in a cultural and power-laden 

context, therefore the resulting approaches, research, design, and digital product are cultural and power-

laden. This has made HCI scholars aware of their own positionality and intersection with social and 

power structures, and how these are potentially intertwined with the approaches they use in research and 

design.  

HCI scholars who adopted a decolonial perspective describe that postcolonial computing 

overemphasised cultural concerns and does not address the importance of political, economic and racial 

issues. Ali (2014) proposes to overcome these issues by implementing a decolonial approach. That is 

not centred on European perspectives. This involves incorporating the viewpoints and local knowledge 

of marginalised communities.   

Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. (2020) have implemented this decolonial perspective, as they use 

storytelling to illustrate how racism in the field of HCI affects HCI approaches, research, and design. 

They have adapted critical race theory for HCI and created a theoretical foundation for race-conscious 

efforts in the field. Additionally, they describe proactive measures that can be used in HCI to battle 

racist ideology. Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al, describe that ‘racism is pervasive in the socio-technical 

system, the HCI community and the broader technology industry.’  

Scholars (Schultz et al., 2018; Escobar et al., 2018; Cunningham et al., 2023) argue that in the 

modern Western world, there is a tendency to perceive and interpret the world through ontological 

dualism, where aspects of reality are categorised into opposing pairs, such as mind/body, subject/object, 

nature /culture, and man/woman. This binary thinking often leads to the marginalisation and devaluation 

of certain subjectivities and epistemic approaches that do not fit into these dichotomies. A decolonial 

approach to design aims to challenge and ‘delink’ these. It seeks to deconstruct the binary logic that 



reinforces power imbalances and exclusionary practices, by recognizing the complexity and diversity of 

human experiences, epistemologies, and cultural traditions.  Garcia et al. (2021) have implemented this 

decolonial approach in HCI. Their paper describes five decolonial pathways for the field to generate 

knowledge from marginalised communities without ‘othering’ them. These pathways offer HCI 

researchers and designers a framework to investigate the spaces of socio-technical research and learning 

they inhabit, and their practices. Several studies further incorporate decolonial theory in HCI (Bidwell 

et al., 2016; Pendse et al., 2022; Lazem et al., 2021). 

 

Pluriverse design 

Escobar (2018) introduced the concept of pluriverse design which aims to accommodate multiple world 

views and perspectives. A pluriverse world is a world where many worlds fit. Escobar argues for a 

design that is user-centred, situated, interactive, collaborative, and participatory; contributing to the 

understanding of the production of human experience and life itself. A decolonial approach to design 

aims to deconstruct the binary logic that reinforces power imbalances and exclusionary practices, by 

recognizing the complexity and diversity of human experiences, epistemologies, and cultural traditions. 

In other words, it is the redesigning of the ontological and epistemological practices in HCI and 

delinking it from the euro-centric view so that other practices, approaches and perspectives are 

incorporated.  

This pluriverse approach has been incorporated into the HCI field (Escobar et al., 2021;  Smith 

2021; Wong-Villacres, 2021). Existing approaches in HCI are adapted or expanded to incorporate other 

individuals’ perspectives and approaches. For example, Smith (2020) explored how participatory 

design, a technique to co-design and involve the user group in the design process, is culturally and 

racially situated and its interconnectedness with Western ontologies. Another example is the research 

of Bardzell & Bardzell (2011), where they examined the incorporation of feminist theory and social 

science methodologies into HCI. It examines the origins of feminism and social science and explores 

how these approaches and perspectives can complement and be integrated with HCI epistemology. As 

well as for To et al. (2023), who re-examined the solution-based approach in HCI, where problems and 

struggles are sought in target groups, and these problems are used as an opportunity to come up with 

solutions that can be formulated as digital products. To et al. (2023), describe that this deficit and 

damage-centred approach can be harmful, especially for people of colour, since it centres the traumatic 

racial experience of an individual and solely views them through their trauma. 

 Despite the critical theories’ contribution to making the field more inclusive and diverse, the 

field is still in the ongoing process of translating these new perspectives and concepts in research and 

design for HCI. Smith (2021) notes that concrete design principles and approaches for pluriverse design 

are still in progress in the field.  

 

Critical adoption studies 



In the early 2000s, Critical adoption studies (CAS) emerged from within the field of adoption studies 

(Homans, 2018). The adoption field was primarily led by scholars from disciplines such as psychiatry, 

social work, and psychology. These studies focused on examining the adoption family, the adjustment 

of the adoptee, and how social workers and other professionals in the field could help these families.  

However, these disciplines often fell short of adequately addressing the intricate complexities and 

inherent inequalities within adoption. As Myers (2008) explains, transnational adoption was solely 

viewed as a type of humanitarian aid and a solution for social welfare problems. The disciplines would 

not incorporate the perspectives of adult adoptees and overlook economic and social structures that were 

inherent in transnational adoption. 

The CAS field moves away from the simplistic lens that adoption is a ‘win-win’ situation. CAS 

examines the underlying context of adoption and considers the historical, political, social, and economic 

interests that reside in transnational adoption. CAS consists of various academic disciplines including 

history, anthropology, literary studies, philosophy, and sociology. The field builds upon the general 

work of the disciplines in adoption studies and recognizes that adoption is multifaceted and deeply 

intertwined with broader social, cultural, and power dynamics. CAS is a multidisciplinary and 

interdisciplinary field and considers various methods for studying and practising adoption studies, 

thereby also acknowledging the value of the lived experience and perspectives of adoptees and first 

parents. For example, the intersectional book ‘Outsiders Within’, by Trenka et al. (2006), was ground-

breaking for the field of adoption and CAS, as it describes how different social structures affect the lives 

of adoptees. Many scholars in CAS are transnational adoptees themselves, marking a departure from the 

adoption field's historical dominance by adoption professionals and adoptive parents. Consequently, this 

can make scholars in CAS situated within the realms of personal and political.  

 

Critical human-computer interaction I & critical adoption studies 

Both CAS and critical HCI fall under the umbrella of critical studies, sharing a common focus on 

critiquing prevailing dynamics and structures. While Critical HCI examines these structures relating to 

technologies, users, and their interaction, CAS addresses the context of transnational adoption. The 

adoption community, similar to other marginalised communities, benefit from the critical discourse and 

‘delinking’ process of HCI, which fosters the creation of ‘worlds within worlds’ in technology (Escobar, 

2018). However, the current critical discourse in HCI has not implemented the critical perspectives of 

CAS and transnational adoptees. It fails to address the power dynamics and social structures inherent in 

transnational adoption and its intersection with technologies aimed at adoptees. Historical, political, 

social, and economic contexts specific to transnational adoption are missing in the discourse. 

Additionally, the inherent global inequalities between countries, actors, and institutes creates power 

structures. The biases, assumptions, beliefs, and norms surrounding transnational adoption create 

stereotypical portrayals of the individuals involved, ie. social structures. The integration of CAS theory 

into critical HCI could provide greater insight and a deeper understanding of the ‘world’ of adoptees 



and the adoption community. This study hopes to contribute to the critical discourse and overall diversity 

and inclusivity efforts of the field, that foster technologies that inhabit ‘world within worlds’.  

 

2. Method  

In order to propose a CAS framework for analysing social technologies in HCI, it is necessary to perform 

a synthesis of the CAS literature from a critical HCI perspective. As critical HCI is about the 

incorporating different perspectives and experiences of communities, it is paramount that the power and 

social structures experienced by these communities as well as  their context is understood. For the 

community of transnational adoptees, this means that the structures and context relevant to their 

experience must be understood.  Based on a critical HCI analysis,  the following five categories relevant 

to the community of transnational adoptees have been identified, and will be discussed: the power 

structures surrounding transnational adoption, for example the political, colonial and racial structures; 

the social structures, including the assumptions, biases, and beliefs about transnational adoption; the 

first parents, which includes literature about the first parents’ perspective and experience and their 

position in the adoption system; the adoptee, which includes the experience and perspective of the 

adoptee and how they are positioned in these power and social structures in transnational adoption; and 

the adoptive parents, meaning the position and perspective of the adoptive parents in the context of 

transnational adoption. These five categories are a guideline for the literature synthesis which makes up 

the basis of the CAS framework for analysing social technologies in HCI. 

After the framework is constructed, it is tested on two case studies to explore whether it can 

analyse the power and social structures in social technologies aimed at transnational adoptees. During 

the testing of the case studies, a set of situations are outlined that will later be used to benchmark 

shortcomings of the framework. The following situations will be documented when encountered during 

the application of the framework: 

- Situations when an element struggles to fit into the matrix framework. 

- Situations when an element only partially fits in the matrix framework. 

- Situations when an element remains unaddressed within the matrix framework. 

These encounters and the results of the case studies will be analysed and reflected upon to showcase 

whether the framework can analyse the power and social structures in social technologies aimed at 

transnational adoptees. 

 
Case studies  
The case studies on which the framework will be tested will be two technologies: the website of INEA, 

a digital platform of the Dutch Expertise Centre for transnational adoptees; and the heritage travel 

website, Lotus Tours.  INEA was established in 2023 on the recommendation of the Joustra research 

committee (Joustra, 2021), whose conclusions have shown the Dutch government to have failed to take 

appropriate action to prevent malpractices in the transnational adoption system. INEA describes 



themselves as an expertise centre for everyone who has questions about their identity, post-adoption 

care, and other issues related to transnational adoption. Lotus Tours is a website where adoptees and 

adoptive families can inform about and book trips to the adoptee’s country of origin, this is also known 

as a so-called ‘roots trip’ or ‘heritage tour’. The founders of Lotus Tours are two adoptive mothers.  

Both these case studies were chosen because adoptees are their main target audience and user. 

Furthermore, the cases were selected based on the different actors involved, namely, the government 

and adoption agencies  are prominent actors in the case study of INEA, but they are not present as actors 

in the case of Lotus Tours. These variations in the actor’s involvement and the context have the potential 

to show how the framework is applied in different situations, with respect to different interests and 

actors.  

One limitation of these case studies, however, is that both technologies are website-based. There 

do exist social technologies for adoptees that go beyond websites. Examples include project Synergy 

whose aim it is to help adoptees reconnect with their country of origin; or Tody’s Baby Book, an 

interactive baby book product that tries to capture the first few thousand days of the adopted child. 

However, all these technologies were created almost 10 years ago and have not been updated or further 

developed as of date of research. Current versions of mobile operating systems such as Android and iOS 

do not support these apps, which unfortunately makes them inaccessible for analysis. Place and location 

have also limited the choice of the case studies. As this research takes place in the Netherlands, it is 

restricted to technologies present in the Netherlands or technologies that are accessible in the 

Netherlands through the internet or mobile apps. 

 

3. CAS Framework for Analysing Technologies in HCI  

The purpose of the critical adoption studies (CAS) framework is to analyse the social and power 

structures inherent in technologies related to transnational adoption. The framework is built up from two 

parts as shown in figure 1, a power structure lens, and a social structure lens. The two parts are both 

accompanied by and based on synthesised theory from the CAS field that explain key concepts, context, 

and perspectives from the field, which gives HCI scholars the necessary background information about 

transnational adoption to use the framework on technologies. 



 
Figure 1: CAS framework matrix 

Part 1: Power structure lens  

The first part of the framework focuses on the power dynamics and structures that might reside in the 

technology. The power structure lens focuses on the different actors involved in the technology, which 

position they inhabit and how their interests are represented in the technology. The first step of this 

framework is to indicate which actors are involved in the technology. Actors can include user groups, 

target groups, stake stakeholders, institutes and other individuals or organisations involved in the 

creation, and interest of the technology. Examples include: adoptees, adoptive parents, first parents, the 

government, adoption agencies, and non-profit organisations. The actors are written down in section A, 

see figure 2.  The second step is to identify these actors’ interests and context in the technology. Why 

are they involved? How and which interests do they possess? These are written down in section B. The 

key interests are identified and written down in section C. In step three, the interests of those actors are 

mapped out to components of the technology, see section D. The components are: 

● Function & use, which include the interaction, functionality, usage, and options in the 

technology; 

● Technology, which encompasses the material, hardware, non-digital components of the 

technology that are needed to access and use the technology; 

● Design, including the interface, style, symbols, metaphors, colours, and graphics that are used; 

and lastly, 

● Language & discourse, including the text, concepts, framing, and language that is used. 

The interests of the actors are mapped out to the components to examine in which way these actors’ 

interests are expressed through these components. For example, if there is an actor with a financial and 

political interest, how are these represented in the components of function & use, technology, design, 

and language & discourse? These observations are then written down in the matrix.  



 
Figure 2: CAS framework, part 1: power structure lens with annotations. 

 
Part 1: Accompanying theory for power structures 

It is necessary to have a foundation of knowledge about the existing power structures, actors, and their 

interests that reside in the transnational adoption system and broader context, if one were to apply the 

power structure lens to a technology aimed at adoptees and analyse power structures related to 

transnational adoption in the technology. The following theory is synthesised from CAS literature and 

aims to give this foundation. It is important to mention that the following theory is not a literature review 

of the entire CAS field but a synthesised one, that is only relevant to HCI and the application of the 

framework. The following theory is extensive, but not exhaustive.  

 

What is transnational adoption? 

Transnational adoption is the process of children migrating from countries in the Global South to 

Western countries. Where they are placed in predominantly white middle-class families. Homes et al. 

(2018) argue  that transnational adoption can best be seen as social, legal, political and economic 

practices that involve moving children and infants from one social location to another, crossing cultures, 

races, ethnicities, and religions. The practice of transnational adoption originated as a rescue mission 

and humanitarian aid in the aftermath of the Korean War. This pattern is also observed in other countries 

that started transnational adoption. This trend to save children in countries that experience vulnerable 



situations due to war, poverty, natural disasters and other dire circumstances, is observed in other 

sending countries that are involved in transnational adoption. 

Over time, transnational adoption has evolved into a solution for infertile couples to fulfil their 

wish to have children. It is estimated that globally, more than one million children have been 

transnationally adopted (Selman, 2020). There has been a consistent increase in transnational adoption 

since the 1950s, and it is estimated that globally, 45,000 children were adopted transnationally  per year. 

Between 2004 and 2007, this trend has declined by 17 percent. This decline in transnational adoption 

can be attributed to the ratification of the Hague Adoption Convention with its purpose of regulating 

transnational adoption, preventing malpractice and fostering cooperation with the sending and receiving 

countries (Cantwell, 2017). Another reason for the decline is that sending countries such as South Korea 

and China changed their policies about transnational adoption and as a result influenced the number of 

children that were deemed adoptable (Smolin, 2021). 

 

Origin of transnational adoption  

The adoption system and the definition of adoption used in modern Western society is a new concept 

(Hübinette, 2021). Throughout history and across cultures, there have been traditions and systems in 

place for fostering or taking care of children within extended kinship networks. In these systems, 

children may be cared for by relatives or members of their community in situations where their parents 

are not able to do so. These arrangements often maintain some level of connection between the child 

and their family, and there is typically a pre-existing relationship or biological tie between the child and 

the caregiver. This is in contrast to modern Western adoption practices, where there is an emphasis on 

non-existing biological ties or familial relationships between the child and adoptive family before the 

adoption takes place. The link between the child and their family of origin is completely severed, 

meaning that the child and birth family remain unknown to each other after the adoption is finalised. 

Through legal processes, the adoptive family becomes the child’s legal guardian, assumes all parental 

rights and gives a new legal identity to the child, thereby establishing the child into the adoptive family.  

Benet (1976) argues that this approach to adoption can be seen in the light of modernization and the 

standard of the nuclear family that was promoted in Western countries. 

 

Coloniality in transnational adoption  

Commer (2023) argues that transracial adoption practices can be traced back to a complex and 

problematic colonial history of oppression. It can be linked back to practices like chattel slavery and the 

forced removal of Native American children from their families. These children were often adopted into 

white families either to serve as cheap labour or to undergo assimilation in boarding schools. In these 

schools, they were stripped of their cultural identity, languages, traditional clothing, and spiritual beliefs. 

This process was typically driven by a desire for land or the imposition of Western cultural norms. 

Scholars like Wekker et al. (2007) and Cawayu  & De Graeve (2020) describe something similar, where 



they outline the parallels between transnational adoption and the colonial practice of displacing 

indigenous children in the US, Canada, and Australia as part of forced assimilation during and after 

European colonisation. 

Cawayu & De Graeve (2020) further argue that the interpretation of transnational adoption can 

be seen as a colonial practice embedded in a larger history of exploitation of the Global South and the 

constructed migration dominated by the Global North. The Western countries perceive transnational 

adoption as a charitable, humanitarian approach; however, many developing countries view them as a 

continuation of colonialism. In their eyes, transnational adoption is seen as a means for powerful nations 

to exert control, exploit resources, and reinforce notions of superiority over the less powerful nations. 

Alstein & Simon (1991) similarly argue that transnational adoptions perpetuate a cycle where the 

wealthy exploit vulnerable countries, stripping them of their children and reinforcing stereotypes of 

inferiority. 

 

White saviourism and racist ideologies in transnational adoption  

Scholars such as Kim (2010), Trenke et al. (2006), and Commer (2023) argue transnational adoption as 

being intertwined with colonialism, racist ideology, white supremacy, and the white saviour complex to 

generate power, wealth, influence, and control. Commer (2023) outlines that transnational adoption is a 

manifestation of white saviourism. White saviourism refers to the belief or attitude held by white people 

that they are morally obligated or inherently superior to “save” or improve the lives of people of other 

races or ethnicities (Anderson et al., 2021). White adopters may view themselves as benevolent rescuers, 

committed to providing a better life for the adoptees.  

An example of how racist and saviourist ideologies are intertwined with transnational adoption 

is portrayed by Johnson (2016). She describes an infamous documentary called ‘The Dying Rooms’. 

The documentary claimed that Chinese orphanages left Chinese baby girls in rooms to die. It is supposed 

to show how the government and institutions are not able to care for these children. Johnson (2016) 

argues that it is a very one-sided and dramatic documentary with orientalist undertones. Nevertheless, 

the documentary resonated with the Western world and fuelled orientalist and racist stereotypical views 

of China. The documentary illustrated to the Western world that Chinese girls needed to be rescued from 

a country that did not value them and did not want them. It sparked a sentiment that these poor girls 

needed to be rescued from this barbaric and strange country. Media like this documentary popularised 

transnational adoption of Chinese girls to Western countries and has been used as a justification that 

transnational adoption was necessary.  

However, the research of Johnson, (2016) debunks the myth that Chinese girls were unwanted 

in China. She found out that every healthy Chinese girl who was transnationally adopted to Western 

countries could have been domestically adopted in China. She describes Chinese families that were more 

than willing to adopt girls and bring them up as their own. However, due to policies related to population 



control, political interests, and to answer to the demand of Western infertile couples, more than 120,000 

girls got separated from their country and culture of origin. 

This example showcases that due to racist beliefs and rescuer ideology, the adoption of Chinese 

girls was marketed as something morally good, and this justified the massive migration of Chinese girls. 

Hübinette (2021) adds that there is an orientalist bias in transnational adoption, as he explains it is not a 

coincidence that most sending countries are in Asia; Asian children are perceived as being docile, 

submissive, clever, hardworking, quiet, and petite in the West. He explains that adoption is often seen 

as a privilege for white people and highlights that transnational adoption practices are intertwined with 

colonial thinking and racial hierarchies, questioning who is deemed worthy to adopt who based on race 

(Hübinette, 2021). 

 

Adoption industrial complex  

Mckee (2016) argues that transnational adoption can be seen as the transnational adoption industrial 

complex (TAIC), where the sending countries’ state, orphanages, adoption agencies, and receiving 

countries’, state and agencies operate in conjunction with each other. Mckee uses the term industrial 

complex to highlight the inherent demand and supply processes that are prevalent in transnational 

adoption. She describes how the adoption system creates a continuous supply of children who are 

deemed orphans.  

Mckee’s research aligns with Yngvesson’s (2010) and Briggs’s (2012) studies where they 

explored how the international and national adoption system commodifies children and where monetary 

values are placed on orphans based on their health, race, and age. Cawayu & De Graeve (2020) adds 

that adoption is a demand-driven industry that perpetuates practices of abuse, child trafficking and other 

malpractices.  Briggs argues that the adoption system perpetuates social and economic hierarchies, as 

children from impoverished or marginalised communities are often transferred to middle-class and 

wealthy communities. Briggs further explains that the transnational adoption system targets vulnerable 

communities, in particular unmarried women, who have a low socio-economic position. Consequently, 

she argues that transnational adoption is a feminist issue, as both single and married mothers are 

marginalised from society and lack the means to support themselves and their children. 

 Dorow (2006) argues that transnational adoption cannot be solely viewed as an altruistic 

relationship between the receiving and sending countries of adoption, since the system is intertwined 

with financial transactions, legal agreements, and power dynamics between countries. Additionally, 

there is the cultural perception and value that is placed on adoption that is exchanged between the 

sending and receiving country. All in all, they highlight the importance of the social and economic 

context of transnational adoption and consider the larger structural inequalities and systemic issues that 

are at play.  

 

 



Transnational adoption is used as a geopolitical tool and financial source. 

Hübinette (2021) examined the adoption system through an anthropological and historical lens to 

research how international adoption has developed and exists between the complex dynamics of 

colonialism and modernity.  He uses South Korea as a case study and showcases the power dynamics 

between receiving countries and sending countries. Illustrating how transnational adoption is used as a 

geopolitical tool and intertwined with financial interest. Hübinette argues that American military and 

humanitarian involvement in South Korea served broader Cold War objectives aimed to strengthen 

political relations and justify anti-Communist interventions in the region. He explains further that the 

adoption of Asian children can be seen in a wider context to establish familial ties with Asian countries, 

thereby serving broader geopolitical agendas.   

The pattern of American war meddling and the occurrence of transnational adoption is not a 

coincidence and replicates itself in other countries besides Korea, for example in Vietnam and Thailand. 

Klein (2003) argues that America tried to embody the ‘white mother’ archetype by adopting Asian 

children. As a result, Asian countries were infantilized and viewed as unable to care for their children. 

McKee & Oh (2015) argue that Cold War politics cannot be overlooked in the origin of the adoption 

system. They further explain that the adoption industry is not only financially beneficial for adoption 

agencies and orphanages but also for the state and the government. The adoption industry was for South 

Korea a much-needed economic boost.  South Korea’s transnational adoption approach has been the 

template for a multi-dollar industry that other countries apply and replicate.  

The case of Korea shows that transnational adoption is intertwined with the political and 

financial interests of both the receiving and sending countries that partake in the adoption system. For 

both parties’ transnational adoption is politically and financially beneficial. In the case of Korea and 

other sending countries, transnational adoption is economically rewarding for adoption agencies, and 

orphanages and a financial boost for the economy. For some countries, transnational adoption is viewed 

as a solution to the social welfare problem and reduces the financial cost of building a social welfare 

system. For Western countries, it is a way to strengthen their position and influence in the Global South, 

build relationships with the sending countries and solve the internal demand for children from infertile 

couples.  

This illustrates that the adoption system is not as altruistic and humanitarian as it promotes itself to be. 
The system is rooted in colonial histories and shaped by racial inequalities. It is a system that 
commodifies children and perpetuates inequities. The system is driven by a demand for children, used 
for geopolitical agenda and financial benefits. It becomes clear that the underlying dynamics of the 
adoption industry are not in the best interest of the child and its family but in the interest of political 
power and money. 
 
First parents & families are under-represented.  
The first families are the biological parents of the adoptee but due to adoption, the legal and biological 

ties are broken with the parents and the child. In the context of transnational adoption, the first families 

are from countries in the Global South. In the CAS field, scholars are aware that first families are 



marginalised in research and discourse. They argue that first parents inhabit a subordinate position 

towards the adoptive system as they are deprived of all parental rights and any post-adoption support 

(Cawayu & Sacre 2024). Research has shown that first parents are excluded from narrating their own 

experiences and perspectives in the academic field and society (Cawayu & Sacre, 2024; Högbacka, 

2019; Kim, 2016; Clemente‐Martínez, 2022). Hubinette (2004) describes narratives about first families 

that are frequently told from the perspectives of adoptees, adoptive parents, or adoption agencies. He 

argues that the voices of first parents are used to justify the action of separating children from their 

parents.  

 

Centering first families 

The portrayal of first families lacks awareness and incorporation of the heartbreaking impact the 

relinquishment has on the first families. Kim (2018) describes how Korean mothers experienced the 

separation of their children and illustrates that it had a lasting effect on the family and mother’s life. 

Johnson (2016) and Bo’s (2007 & 2023) studies confirm this and showcase how mothers and families 

are grieving the loss of their children and are experiencing feelings of grief, sadness, pain, and loss. In 

Johnson’s research, Chinese mothers and families have said that they think about their children every 

day and that life has never been the same after that traumatic experience. Janot Mason (2018), who was 

forced to relinquish her child, talks about that real harm was done by a system that forcefully separates 

from mothers and children. She argues that attention must be paid to those who paid too dearly for the 

happiness of others. She further advocates for first mothers to be included in academia, emphasising the 

need to address the psychological and emotional damage inflicted on them.  

Cawayu & Sacre (2024) describe that first families have been speaking out about their 

experience and have been advocating for justice and reunion with their children. They outline the 

example of the Argentinian organisation ‘The Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo’ are grandmothers 

searching for their children who were forcefully separated from their family during the period 1976-

1983. The organisation has been actively campaigning for truth and reconciliation (Arditti 2002). 

Another example they give is about three mothers in Guatemala, who are seeking their children who 

were abducted by child traffickers in 2016 and were placed in transnational adoption programs. 

Clemente‐Martínez’s (2022) research shows that first families are actively searching and trying to 

reconnect with the children they were separated from due to adoption. However, her research shows that 

the adoption industry and policies make it difficult for first families to reunite and find their children. 

As Cawayu & Sacre (2024) argue, scholars and society should learn and listen from first parents directly: 

a ‘learning from below’ approach. They argue that researchers must engage with first parents and should 

not speak on their behalf, but rather should strive to understand and address the power imbalances that 

hinder their self-representation. This approach aims to make these power dynamics visible, open to 

discussion, and ultimately subject to change. 

 



Dynamic between the adoptive parents and the first parents 

The position of adoptive parents as the ‘real’ parents and ‘real’ family of the adoptee has been justified 

and legitimised through international conventions and adoption policies. These regulate and construct 

the adoptive family as equal to the traditional biological family.  Yngvesson (2007) argues that the most 

significant justifying regulation is that of the ‘clean break’, which denounces the child’s relation with 

their parents of origin and erases all biological ties. This space is replaced by the construction of the 

adoptive family and legitimised with legal policies. For example on the birth certificate of the adoptee, 

the first parents are removed and replaced by the adoptive parents.  

This erasure is further perpetuated in society's narrative & language which makes the distinction 

between ‘birth/biological parents’ and parents, the adoptive parents claiming the label of parents. As 

Buterbaugh (2013) argues, adoption language often depicts adoption as equivalent to the act of giving 

birth. This perception is reinforced through social customs such as hosting baby showers for adoptive 

mothers, and the comparison of the adoption procedure to that of pregnancy and birth. Gallants (2021) 

shows how American adoptive mothers, who adopted Chinese children, use Orientalist narratives about 

the first parents to legitimise and justify their own identity as a mother of the Chinese adoptee.  

She studied three documentaries about Chinese adoptees and showcased how the narrative of 

the adoptive mothers dehumanised and erased the first mother and grounded the adoptive mother’s 

position. One adoptive mother could not understand why her adoptive daughter was curious about her 

mother of origin and said the following: ‘I appreciate that she gave you up, and I appreciate that I have 

you, but as far as anything else, I don’t care about her (…) I don’t understand what it is that [adoptee] 

is upset about and angry about. I’ve loved her unconditionally.’ Gallant notes that this discourse of the 

adoptive mother showcases the erasure of the first parent and the recentering of herself as the mother.  

Other examples entail the adoptive parent saying the adoptee is finally a real person after being renamed, 

implying that before finalising the adoption paper, the adoptee was not seen as a person. Another 

adoptive mother said during the documentary that she was bathing in the mommyhood after finalising 

the social work papers.  

This highlights that the identity and position of adoptive parents are intertwined with the ‘social 

death’ and erasure of the adoptee’s first mother (Kim, 2010). The hole that is left by the first mother is 

replaced with the newly gained position of the adoptive parents as well as their own values and cultural 

beliefs, without acknowledging the cultural, language and biological ties that were lost with the first 

mother.  

 

Adoptive parent’s role in the transnational adoption industry and discourse 

Adoptive parents are a vital part of the adoption industrial complex,as they represent the ‘demand’ of 

this commodified system. The former director of the Dutch adoption agency ‘Wereld Kinderen’ argues 

that adoption parents’ interests are creating a commodified system where demand creates supply (Hut, 

2023). She describes a particular encounter with an organisation of adoptive parents whose aim it was 



to shorten the time of adoption procedures. One of their ideas for shortening the waiting list of 

prospective adoptive parents is proposing market competition between adoption sending countries. The 

organisation argued that there are enough adoptable orphans, and they find it ridiculous that only one 

adoption agency could operate within a given country. They accused ‘Wereld Kinderen’ of 

monopolising adoption in certain countries, arguing that allowing multiple agencies would enhance 

efficiency and reduce the waiting time for prospective adoptive parents. Ironically, in the Netherlands, 

it is mandated by law that only one adoption agency can operate in a sending country, as multiple 

agencies creates a higher risk of market competition and therefore the risk of the commodification of 

children. Hut (2023) describes how adoptive parents were willing to risk malpractice to cater to the 

demand of infertile couples for adoption. This example highlights how adoptive parents advocate first 

and foremost for their own interests and their own desire to have children, which comes at the expense 

of the best interests and the safety of the child themselves. 

Adoptive parents have also taken a leading role in the discourse, research, policies, and 

approaches surrounding transnational adoption. For example, a lot of adoption agencies are run by 

adoptive parents, such as Holt International Children’s Service, founded by the American couple Harry 

and Bertha Holt, after they adopted eight Korean children themselves. As transnational adoption started 

as a rescue mission, many adoptive parents were motivated by ideologies of white saviourism and 

Christianity. These adoptions were often driven by factors such as infertility issues or a sense of divine 

calling to expand their families through adoption. Faith, Christianity, and the lobby of adoptive parents 

impacted the adoption field, as the research of Joyce (2013) has shown. She outlines how conservative 

evangelical groups influenced the adoption industry by establishing a network of adoption agencies, 

ministries, and political lobbying groups that shaped the adoption landscape. She argues that the 

language that is used, how people think about adoption, and the places that are chosen to adopt from 

have all been shaped by the evangelical adoption movement. 

 

Part 2: The Social Structure Lens 

The second part of the framework consists of the social structure lens, which focuses on the beliefs, 

assumptions, and biases about transnational adoption, first parents, adoptees, and adoptive parents. This 

lens analyses how  these social phenomena about the aforementioned actors are reflected in the 

technology. The left vertical axis of the matrix outlines transnational adoption, first parents, adoptee, 

and adoptive parents. All the corresponding key assumptions, beliefs, and biases about these actors 

should be written down as well. On the top horizontal axis of the matrix, the components are outlined. 

Again, the components are: 

● Design, including the interface, style, symbols, metaphors, colours, and graphics that are used; 

and lastly, 

● Language & discourse, including the text, concepts, framing, and language that is used. 



● Function & use, which include the interaction, functionality, usage, and usage and options in 

the technology; 

● Technology, which encompasses the material, hardware, non-digital components of the 

technology that are needed to access and use the technology; 

 The assumptions, beliefs, and biases about these actors are to be mapped out to the components 

to observe how these are portrayed and presented in the technology. For example, an assumption that 

exists about first parents is that they voluntarily gave up their children. For transnational adoption, there 

exists the belief that adoption is the only hope for orphans. How are these social structures  represented, 

portrayed, or even amplified in the different components of the technology? These observations are then 

written down in the matrix.  

 

 
 
Part 2: Accompanying theory for social structures  

Similarly to power structures, it is necessary to have a foundation of knowledge about the prevailing 

biases, assumptions, and beliefs that surround transnational adoption, first families, adoptees, and 

adoptive parents in order to apply the social structures lens to a technology and find the assumptions, 

biases, and beliefs embedded within the technology. The following theory is synthesised from CAS 

literature, and it is important to mention that the following theory is not a literature review of the entire 

CAS field but a synthesised one, that is relevant to HCI and the application of the framework. The 

following theory is extensive, but once again, not exhaustive. 

 

Transnational adoption is seen as the only hope for millions of orphans 

Transnational adoption is viewed as a positive and humanitarian action where thousands of orphans are 

waiting to be adopted, and transnational adoption the only viable solution for these children. Several 

scholars, including Withaeck et al. (2023), have discredited this claim. They argue that adoption 

agencies and organisations who claim that thousands of children are waiting to be adopted are 

exaggerating the number of children in need of adoption by employing an expansive definition of 

orphanhood. UNICEF statistics suggest there are 147 million orphans, however, they define orphans as 



“children of whom one or both parents are deceased”. This definition means that so-called orphans might 

have a living parent or extended family who can take care of them. This is in contrast to the traditional 

view of orphans as children with no living parents or family left.  As a result, UNICEF's definition and 

number of orphans includes children that are ineligible for transnational adoption due to the presence of 

family and relatives. 

 Joyce (2013) confirms this claim and adds that many children, who are adopted transnationally, 

have living family members. One reason why people think that there are so many orphans is that there 

exists a misconception that orphanages are ‘packed’ with children. Joyce explains that in some cases, 

families are unable to care for their children due to financial constraints. She describes situations where 

these families have to place their children in orphanages in the belief that it is a temporary measure to 

keep them fed and taken care of. However, they later find out that their children have been 

transnationally adopted without their consent or knowledge. 

 Cheney & Rotabi (2017), who conducted a study on orphanages in Uganda, argue that 

orphanages are used as a revenue model to attract altruistic funders, volunteers and so-called orphanage 

tourists. They further explain that orphanages occupy a position that creates ‘orphans’ and adoptable 

children for transnational adoption by separating children from their families and placing them in the 

orphanage. Sending countries are required to find a solution for the child within their borders before 

turning to transnational adoption, and poverty should not be the main reason for transnational adoption. 

This approach is rooted in the belief that raising children within their own country, culture, community, 

and among their people is advantageous for the well-being and identity of the child. However, this policy 

is not always adhered to in transnational adoption, and ironically, Whitehawk et al. (2023) illustrate that 

poverty is often cited as the primary reason for transnational adoption. They suggest that the funds 

allocated for adoption fees and procedures could have instead been utilised to support families and their 

children in their country of origin; promoting family preservation and avoiding the need for transnational 

adoption in the first place. 

  

First families are reduced to their reproductive aspect 

Buterbaugh (2013) studied how the invented ‘Respectful Adoption Language’  (RAL) has marketed and 

contributed to the industrialization of adoption and the objectification of mothers by domestic infant 

adoption. With RAL, certain words regarding adoption are replaced or reframed to make adoption more 

socially acceptable to the public. Even though Buterbaugh’s research focuses on domestic adoption, a 

similar construction and framing of the adoption language is seen in transnational adoption. For 

example, the terminology of parent and mother is replaced by biological/birth parent and biological/birth 

mother. Buterbaugh points out how the use of language such as ‘birth mother’ or ‘biological parents’ 

marginalises and dehumanises first parents. She describes that by using these distinctions, adoption 

language implies that those who raise and nurture the child are the ‘real’ parents, while the birth parents 

are reduced to mere biological contributors. This portrayal suggests that the role of first parent is solely 



reproductive, stripping them of the emotional and relational aspects of parenthood. She highlights 

further that this dehumanisation is unique to adoption, as in other situations such as divorce, the mother 

is not labelled as an ‘ex-mother’ or ‘birth mother’, emphasising the discriminatory treatment 

experienced by birth parents within adoption narratives. 

 

Assumption that first families are incapable of taking care of their children 

Cawayu & Sacre (2024) describe how first parents are often characterised as people who live in severe 

poverty and are not able to care for their children due to financial reasons. Typically, the economic 

position of the first parent is depicted as a cause of their wrongdoings and lack of responsibility. It is 

used as an argument that they are ‘bad’ parents and not adequately taking care of their children. The 

parents are blamed as individuals for their economic circumstances rather than considering broader 

social, economic, and cultural issues, and the exploitative nature of the transnational adoption industry. 

Studies that explored the experience of first parents and the relinquishment of their children show that 

the reason behind relinquishment is complex and intertwined with economic and social pressure from 

society, families, and policies (Clemente‐Martínez, 2022; Johnson, 2016; Prebin, 2013). Cawayu & 

Sacre argue that the stereotype of poverty and inadequacy of first families is used to affirm the 

stereotypes held by Western countries about the Global South. Thereby justifying the actions of 

transnational adoption and ‘saving’ the children from their dire circumstances.   

 

Assumption that first families voluntarily gave their children up for adoption. 

First families are portrayed as willingly cooperating in giving their child up for adoption. It is depicted 

as a deliberate and well thought out choice (Riggs, 2012; Jerome & Sweeney, 2013). However, in 

practice, the situation is far more ambiguous and complex. As Janot Mason discusses in the 

multidisciplinary perspective by Homans et al. (2018), as a mother herself, she was coerced into 

believing that she was not fit for motherhood and felt like she had no choice but to surrender the infant 

whom she loved instantly for adoption. Research shows that similar situations occur in transnational 

adoption, where mothers are coerced or told that they are not fit to be a mother. Briggs (2012) describes 

how the transnational adoption system targets vulnerable families, in particular unmarried women of 

colour who have a low socio-economic position.  Bos (2007 & 2023) explored the perspective of Indian 

mothers on relinquishment and adoption. She describes how misogynistic and patriarchal perceptions 

and beliefs of motherhood influenced unmarried mothers to relinquish their children. She describes how 

the adoption industry, with its financial interests, perpetuates this and as a result, mothers view 

relinquishment as their only option. Cawayu & Candaele et al. (2023) argue that inequality is inherent 

to transnational adoption, and the system perpetuates this inequality further. They critically outline that 

the heartbreaking choice that parents make when relinquishing their child, is a choice made in 

desperation out of limitation. It is based on a lack of options, and they question whether this action can 



be seen as a free choice. In other cases, the parents never agreed to transnational adoption and the child 

is involuntarily taken from the family (Johnson, 2016).  

 

Adoptees recentring themselves 

In the field of adoption, much has been written about adoptees by adoption experts, professionals, and 

adoptive parents. The adoptee was the object of study of many researchers. Studies have been done on 

adoptees’ mental health, behaviour, self-esteem, and overall development after adoption. The results of 

these psychological and social work studies showcase that transnational adoptees experience an 

improvement in their physical, socio-emotional, and cognitive development after adoption (Bimmel et 

al., 2003; Juffer & Van IJzendoorn, 2005; Van IJzendoorn & Juffer, 200). Despite the fact that adoptees 

are overrepresented in health care and are four times more likely to attempt suicide, the results of the 

studies conducted in these fields illustrate that the majority of adoptees are doing well. These studies 

and their positive results are used to highlight the positive outcomes of transnational adoption and how 

it offers more benefits than other child welfare systems such as foster care (Sácre, et al., 2021), thereby 

deeming transnational adoption as a good practice.  

As described by Withaeck et al. (2023) , transnational adoption can be viewed as an opportunity 

for children to obtain a feeling of security, and thus adoptees can experience contentment with their 

adoption and adoptive family. However, Withaeck et al. (2023) also highlight that transnational adoption 

should not be discussed in the confined binaries of ‘good’ versus ‘bad’, and that scholars should look at 

the underlying social and political context and structures.  They explain that positive views of adoption 

can exist, but should not be used to diminish the malpractices and inequalities within the transnational 

adoption system. CAS researchers have shown that these inequities are an inherent and unavoidable part 

of the system, and those flaws are unacceptable for a system that claims that it is in the best interest of 

the child. 

 Additionally, the feeling that adoptees have towards their adoption can change over their 

lifetime and may be different from moment to moment. Current research encompasses only a small 

phase of the adoptee’s life, mainly focused  on the childhood and adolescent stages. Moreover, despite 

what numbers may say, the lived experience of adoptees and their feelings are hard to express in purely 

quantitative studies. The first generations of adoptees are growing up and maturing into adults. This has 

started a process of them recentering themselves, where they become the subject of their own lives, 

rather than an object to be studied. Adult adoptees are exploring the complexity and diversity of their 

experiences, and reflecting on the impact that adoption has had on their lives; asking questions about 

identity, race, and the hybrid position adoptees find themselves in as ‘outsiders within’. They are 

examining the impact of their involuntary migration and exploring their connection with and relationship 

towards their country of origin; dealing with and navigating feelings of loss and grief. Transnational 

adoptees are reshaping the discourse about transnational adoption through their own experience and 

perspective, both in the academic field and in societal contexts through activism and community 



building (Trenka et al. 2006). They are moving away from the narrow view of whether adoption is good 

or bad; holistically exploring and critically examining the transnational adoption system, and how 

transnational adoption has impacted the various aspects of their lives.  

 

Unseen loss and grief of transnational adoption 

Adoption is often depicted as a win-win situation, where childless couples and so-called orphans are 

seen as a perfect match. However, this romanticised picture of transnational adoption disguises the other 

side of adoption; the experience of grief and loss that adoptees go through by being separated from their 

family, country, culture, language, and identity. The psychotherapist Verrier (1993) was one of the first 

scholars who wrote about this feeling of loss, grief, and pain that adoptees experience after the separation 

from their mother. Verrier found out that the experience of separation from the mother had a severe 

impact on the child and their further life trajectory. She argues that separating children from their 

mothers tis a traumatic experience that leaves an imprint of loss and abandonment on the child. Verrier 

(1993) calls this the primal wound, which exists on a physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual 

level and can affect every aspect of the adoptee's life. Verrier has academically validated 

unacknowledged feelings of loss and grief experienced by adoptees as a result of the involuntary 

separation from their mothers. It is a topic that adoptees are consistently writing and talking about in 

different ways, such as Jane Trenka’s memoir, The Language of Blood (2003). Other media include 

academic research (Meyers et al., 2023), autobiographical narratives (DeBetta, 2023; Malhotra, 2013), 

theatrical plays, poetry, and art that explore feelings of grief and loss experienced by adoptees.  

 

Fundamental fracture 

An overlooked feeling experienced by adoptees is the pain and loss associated with the fracture in the 

fundamental social, legal, and familial relationship with the parents of origin and the loss of basic 

information that an adoptee has of their own identity (Balk et al, 2023). This can have a massive impact 

on the adoptees as this fundamental fracture separates them from their lineage and ancestors. It separates 

them from foundational information on who they are, who their ancestors are and where they come 

from. Information such as birthdate, first and last name, and other lineage information is not clearly 

evident for adoptees as they are a given for non-adoptees. There is the additional possibility that the 

information that the adoptee knows about their origin might be fabricated or false. Dorow (2006) argues 

that this uncertainty can result in prevailing questions about their family and origin; leading to struggles 

and trauma for adoptees. The recent study of Villanueva O' Driscoll et al., (2023) confirms this, as they 

have researched the psychological and social effects of malpractices in the transnational adoption system 

experienced by adoptees.  Lack of information or falsifying information about the adoptee’s origin or 

family was included as malpractice. Adoptees indicated that they struggled with how they lack 

information about their family. The study also highlighted other types of malpractice experienced such 

as children and human rights violations, abduction and abuse, and no adequate support regarding post-



adoption. The adoptees described how all of these malpractices had a lasting effect on their mental well-

being, their existential right to exist, their measure of self-worth, and their level of confidence.  

 

Colonial wound of transnational adoptees 

Another overlooked experience of transnational adoptees is the impact of the disjunction of the 

adoptee’s country of origin, culture, and language and therefore a part of the adoptee’s identity. As De 

Greave (2013, 2010) and Cawayu & De Greave (2020) argue, even though the concept of the primal 

wound does include the unacknowledged and misunderstood feelings of grief and ambiguous loss 

surrounding adoption, it is a perspectives that does not account for the social and political distress the 

adoptee might experience in a Western country by inhabiting colonial and racial discourses and systems. 

They critique the primal wound as originating from a depoliticized, psychopathological perspective that 

individualises the adoptee’s experience. In other words, the concept of the primal wound fails to 

acknowledge the potential harm and trauma associated with being raised in a Western country, 

particularly one with a predominantly white population and entrenched in colonial and racist structures. 

Adoptees may experience feelings of being a minority and endure racism, discrimination, 

marginalisation, and psychological distress rooted in the receiving country's racist and colonial 

perceptions and biases about the adoptee and the country of origin.  

Cawayu & Greave call this the colonial wound, derived from decolonial thinkers (Maldonado-

Torres 2007; Mignolo, 2017; Quijano 2007). The ‘colonial wound’ described by Cawayu & Greave 

refers to the physical as well as the psychological suffering endured by individuals as a result of racism 

and the harm done by a dominant discourse that challenges the humanity of those who are not part of 

the dominant cultural or geographical perspective. Multiple studies have explored the discrimination 

and racism experienced by adoptees in their receiving countries and adoptive families (Hübinette & 

Tigervall, 2009; Baden, 2015; Reynolds et al., 2020; White et al., 2022).  

In particular, Cawayu & Greave outline the well-intentioned but harmful practices of ‘cultural 

work’ done by adoptive parents (Graave, 2013; Quiroz 2012; Park Nelson 2006). Cultural work is a 

process where the adoptive parents construct and shape the identity of the adoptee and themselves by 

participating in cultural activities such as consuming food and music, and collecting artefacts of the 

adoptee’s country and culture of origin. This can be problematic and harmful, since this identity-making 

is constructed based on the colonial and Western gaze of the adoptive parents and society. Quiroz 

explains that this creates a fictional and distorted construction of identity that limits the ability to 

maintain a relationship with the country of origin. It might have the effect of further alienating the 

adoptee from their country and culture.  

Cawayu & Greave (2020) have interviewed Bolivian adoptees about their adoption experience, 

one adoptee in particular, described how she became aware of her brown body, how it differs from the 

Belgian norm, and its impossibility to adhere to the Belgian norm. The adoptee explains how she 

internalised a “colonial” perspective, which has led her to view Bolivia solely through the lens of poverty 



and underdevelopment. As a result, she distanced herself from Bolivia, as she did not want to be 

associated with the negative stereotypes attached to her country of origin. Cawayu & Greave describe 

how this struggle between the dominant discourse and the experience and identity of the adoptees 

themselves are at the centre of adoptees’ claim of belonging.  

Their research showcases how Bolivian adoptees ‘delink’ themselves from the Western 

dominant narrative and use decolonial tactics to empower themselves.  For example, Bolivian adoptees 

choose to embrace and celebrate their cultural heritage instead of concealing or downplaying their racial 

identity. They wear and proudly display aspects of their Bolivian culture, such as Bolivian accessories, 

speaking Spanish in public with other Bolivian adoptees, visiting Bolivia or living there for extended 

periods. These results align with other research that showcases how adoptees are empowered by 

relearning their language of origin and as a result restores dialogue with the communities of their home 

country and enables them to take ownership of their experience and identity (Sacre, 2023).  

 

Out of the fog and beyond 

As adoptees become aware of the impact adoption has had on their lives, they exit the so-called ‘fog’. 

Out of the Fog was coined by the adoptee community.  This concept describes the process of an adoptee 

becoming aware of the problematic systemic issues within transnational adoption practices and how this 

has impacted their lives. Related to this, Branco et al. (2023) have proposed an adoptee-conscious model 

template based on Anzaldúa’s seven-stage model of coming into consciousness; which is a model for 

the process by which individuals deconstruct their knowledge about what they know, and move towards 

a new consciousness as a form of decolonization.  

The adoptee’s conscious model is a five-stage model that begins with the status quo. In this 

phase adoptees believe the dominant narrative. The adoptee views adoption as something positive and 

as a blessing. They will not critically question the adoption system, or the individuals involved. The 

second stage is rupture, where an incident, a piece of information or an event disrupts the status quo 

narrative. They may discover that their own or other adoptions are illegal, or that certain information is 

false or fabricated. They might also become more aware of the fact that they are seen as different and 

as a person of colour, even though they identify as the white nationality of their receiving country. The 

adoptee may choose to dive deeper into this disruptive information or choose to reject it. The third stage 

is dissonance, where there is a tension between opposing beliefs and truth. This may cause emotional 

pain, anguish, or dysregulation. The adoptee may try to find like-minded people who struggle with these 

contradictions and use that to position themselves and negotiate where they fit in with the new 

information. Then, the expansiveness stage, where adoptees reside in a paradoxical state of multiple 

perspectives existing simultaneously, and they are learning to tolerate the discomfort of this paradox. 

The adoptees acknowledge the social injustice that is inherent in adoption, and the adoptee may join 

communities or seek other like-minded people. It is a stage of reinvention and rediscovery, where they 

see themselves as having an intersectional identity. The last stage is forgiveness and activism, where the 



adoptees are fully aware of the systemic oppression as part of adoption practices and history, and they 

challenge the dominant narrative. They also begin the process of forgiveness. They may learn to 

understand that the actions and ideology of their adoptive parents are a mechanism of the adoption 

industry that upholds dominant narratives about gender and reproductive rights, but still holds people 

accountable when needed. 

 Most of the struggles that adoptees go through and their experiences are not known publicly. 

Media mostly elevates success stories that portray adoptees as happy and forever grateful. Adoptees 

opposing this ‘success’ are depicted as angry and ungrateful. However, the above discussion has 

highlighted that the adoptee’s experience is not simplistic or binary, it is complex and diverse and unique 

for every adoptee. The effects of adoption ripple through every aspect of a  person’s life, both on an 

individual level and within the broader societal context. For instance, research projects and papers have 

been written about how adoptees experience parenthood (Song, 2023; Zhou et al., 2020); illustrating the 

unique struggles adoptees experience in becoming and being a parent. Research is ongoing on the impact 

of adoption on the next generation, exploring the experience of the adult children of transnational 

adoptees (Flikweert, 2021); illustrating how the impact of adoption goes beyond the adoptee. As this 

passage sheds light on the loss, struggles, and overlooked experiences of adoptees. It is crucial to 

highlight that adoptees are not reducible to just their struggles and traumatic experiences. While 

emphasised here due to their marginalisation in academia and mainstream adoption narratives, adoptees 

are multifaceted individuals beyond the adversities they faced. 

 

Dualist position of adoptive parents 

Adoptive parents inhabit a position as oppressor with respect to the first parents, since the existence of 

the first parents challenges the adoptive parent’s position as the ‘real’ parents of the adoptee. 

Additionally, they maintain the adoption industry with their demand for children, thereby reinforcing 

the commodification of children and potential malpractices. This highlights that adoptive parents inhabit 

a power-laden position and how the adoptive industry caters to their interests. This has shaped the 

adoption narrative and industry; thereby impacted the adoptee’s life and that of the first family. Certain 

adoptive parents become aware of the problematic adoption industry; they speak out about the 

problematic system and acknowledge their role within the adoption system, assuming accountability for 

their actions. Branco et al. (2022) argue that adoptive parents can find themselves in a process similar 

to the adoptee consciousness model. They describe how this process can elicit unprocessed grief about 

the adoptive parent’s inability to have biological children of their own and pre-adoption loss. Branco et 

al, describes that due to this process adoptive parents can experience feelings of guilt, shame, rejection, 

confusion. They might feel anger towards the adoptee or the adoption system.  

 

 

 



4. Testing the framework  
The framework has been tested on two case studies: ‘INEA’ and ‘Lotus Tours’. These have revealed the 

framework's capability to analyse power and social structures in technologies aimed at adoptees. The 

cases have shown that the framework offers a thorough analysis with detailed results, the full extent of 

which has been included in the appendix. The discussion presented here will focus on the most notable 

and frequently observed power and social structures identified. It is important to note that the 

forthcoming results are illustrative rather than exhaustive, showcasing the type of insights the 

framework can generate.  For the comprehensive and detailed analysis of the case studies, refer to 

Appendix A: "Framework Results Case Studies." 

 

Case study 1: Lotus tours  

The Lotus Tours case study is an analysis of a web-based application run by two adoptive mothers who 

organise and arrange heritage tours for adoptive families and adoptees. They directly organise heritage 

tours for China and Ethiopia, and give advice on regular tours to China, Thailand, Cambodia, and 

Vietnam. The website consists of a home page, about us page, contact page, and experience page with 

reviews of Lotus Tours. There are specific pages for heritage tours and regular tours.During this case 

study of Lotus Tours, Lotus Tours itself was identified in the role of the organisation and founder; 

adoptive families were identified in the role of user and founder; and adoptees were identified in the 

role of user and target group. Applying the framework revealed the following results in the technology: 

First, the dual position of Lotus Tours as an organisation and adoptive parents. Second, the power 

dynamic between adoptive parents and adult adoptees in reconstructing the adoptee’s identity and 

culture of origin. Lastly, the recurring social structure of erasing the first parents and viewing the adoptee 

through the lens of an ‘adoptive child’. 

 



 
 

Lotus Tours’ financial interest.  

The Lotus Tours founders are two adoptive mothers. They occupy a dual role as both adoptive parents 

and being the organisation of Lotus tours. In their position as Lotus Tours, they have a financial interest, 

aiming to generate revenue from other adoptive parents and adoptees. This financial interest of the 

organisation can be seen through the design and functionality of the website. There is a big emphasis on 

earning money, as most functionality is aimed at booking, making appointments, and coming into 

contact with Lotus Tours. Additionally, the interface uses design patterns that are similar to that of an 

online store, where the user is encouraged to buy products. For instance, the heritage tours are 

prominently featured on the interface through a card format. Each tour is displayed on a card that 

includes a photo, detailed information about the tour, duration, a price estimate and the services Lotus 

Tours provides. There is a button in the card that prompts the user to act, either to plan the trip or meet 

the organisation and purchase the tour. This encouragement of the user to interact with Lotus Tour is 

seen throughout the design with highlighted text and buttons.  

Lotus Tours states that their tours can be customised according to customer's wishes and needs, 

whilst also providing recommendations for activities, destinations, hotels, transfers, and duration. In 

these recommendations, the financial motive has also been reflected. Most of the places that Lotus Tours 

recommends are tourist sites.For example, boat tours, city tours and museums are recommended 

throughout the website. This is to the benefit of Lotus Tours since to access these tourist attractions, 

their customers will need their services in order to buy tickets to visit the heritage site, for which the 



organisation can charge a fee. Lotus Tours also recommend activities that require connections that they 

can provide, examples include needing a translator, a guide, or a driver. Moreover, throughout their 

template tours, they repeatedly suggest the same locations with similar activities and at the same hotels. 

For instance, they have recommended visiting the city of Guilin in China, staying at the hotel ‘The 

Giggling Tree’ and going on a boat excursion on the Li River. Chengdu, China is also often 

recommended, and people are encouraged to visit the zoo and see pandas. The destination Yangzhou, 

China is frequently paired with harvesting tea leaves under the guise of a Dutch tour guide. This pattern 

of packaged locations and locations at this frequency could indicate that there exists a partnership with 

these other businesses, which benefits Lotus Tours financially. It becomes clear that the business 

interests of Lotus Tours are embedded in the selection of these activities and the contents of these tours. 

Therefore, the organisation’s financial interests shape the contents of the heritage tours.  

 

Lotus Tours and adoptive family’s interest in reconstructing adoptees' cultural identity and heritage. 

The interest of adoptive parents in creating and reconstructing the identity of the adoptee and the cultural 

heritage of the country of origin is prevalent in this technology. As Lotus Tours is managed by two 

adoptive parents, this is further amplified. The choice of the logo and the name of the organisation is a 

lotus. The lotus is used in Asian culture to symbolise authenticity, connection, spiritual awakening, 

beauty, and simplicity. The organisation aligns themselves with these values and indirectly show how 

they perceive the heritage and culture of the countries they organise trips for. Throughout the design the 

technology uses red, yellow, and orange colours, and photos that elicit an exotic and orientalist aesthetic 

based on a Western perspective of Asian culture. 

As the two adoptive mothers are the creators of this technology, their perspective as adoptive 

parents and how they view and conceptualise heritage and culture is set as the standard in the technology, 

including in the functionality and design, which centres a curated  list of locations and activities. Lotus 

Tours suggests and gives recommendations on, what to visit, what to see, how and when. The places, 

locations, and ‘must sees’ that Lotus Tours recommends are mostly tangible heritage sites and tourist 

attractions, reflecting the Western and modern emphasis on tangible heritage over intangible heritage. 

This establishes these places and activities as necessary to fully experience the cultural heritage of the 

country. The underlying assumption that this cultural heritage that is part of the tour  experience is the 

same as  that of the adoptee. One can question whether these activities and site visitations foster the 

connection and feeling of belonging that adoptees might be seeking, and if they are representative of the 

adoptee’s actual cultural heritage or origin.  

Throughout the language and discourse of this technology, it becomes clear that it is assumed 

that a heritage tour is an ‘essential’, ‘special’, and ‘unique’ experience for adoptees and adoptive families 

and that it is different from a normal holiday. Why a heritage tour is so different from any other holiday 

is never substantiated. However, these examples showcase that adoptive parents bring with them a 



certain perspective and expectation of what a heritage tour is supposed to be, and how it will impact the 

adoptee. It sets the boundaries for how adoptees are allowed to reconnect with their culture of origin.  

This recreating and reconstructing of the ‘cultural origin’ of adoptees can be understood through 

the concept of cultural work by Greave (2014) where adoptive parents construct the identity and 

citizenship of the adoptee. In this concept, adoptive parents assume that the adoptee has a cultural origin 

that needs to be fostered by different cultural activities. This approach has been criticised by CAS 

scholars as it can further alienate adoptees from their culture of origin and might create a fictional or 

distorted cultural identity based on adoptive parents’ perspective and narrative of the country of origin. 

Which limits the adoptee in maintaining a genuine connection with their first country. 

The adoptive parent’s perspective on cultural heritage, cultural identity and origin can clash 

with that of the adoptee. As adoptees can experience culture and heritage differently, have a different 

perspective, and differ in the ways in which they want to reconnect with their country of origin. This 

conflict can be seen in the technology as the functionality and interaction largely focus on activities, 

which aligns with the interest of the adoptive parents and the financial interest of the organisation. There 

are no functions and interactions specifically aimed at adoptees to help them foster and maintain a 

connection to their cultural origin. Heritage, for adoptees, can also be defined as lineage information, 

who their families are, where they come from, local rituals and customs. This concept of heritage is not 

included in the perspective of Lotus Tours and is not reflected in the technology. Additionally, the way 

one connects with their culture of origin is not solely through tourist activities and visiting tangible 

heritage. For every adoptee, this is different and is a unique process that needs time and patience. 

Multiple visits may be necessary to seek the connection they are looking for, these trips could include 

visiting foster families, attempts to find their first family or reunite with them, meeting with other 

adoptees or staying for a prolonged period. They might travel and explore their country, meeting local 

people, experiencing their customs, tradition and learning the language. There are various ways an 

adoptee reconnects with their country of origin; however, these are not reflected on the website of Lotus 

Tours.   

 

Portrayal of the first parents 

What also becomes apparent is the absence of the first parents. They are not presented as any component 

throughout the technology.Their onlymention is as ‘birth parents’, where they are solely seen through 

the biological relationship with  the adoptee. They are mentioned throughout the discourse as a mere 

option to visit during a heritage tour. However, their existence, relationship, and potential importance 

to the adoptee is not mentioned. Neither is the first family’s experience of losing their child nor is the 

importance of reuniting with their child included.. They are portrayed as a one-dimensional character 

that does not inhabit any feelings or experiences of their own and are only mentioned in relation to 

someone else. 



 The first parents are not seen as a potential user or target group for the technology, even though 

first parents might be interested in using Lotus Tours’ services or connections. For example, first parents 

might want to travel together with the adoptee in their country, go on a trip together, or want to have a 

translator that can help in the communication between the first parent and adoptee. However, these 

interests are not reflected on the website. Additionally, the technology facet, hardware, and objects that 

are needed to use and access the technology are not easily accessible for first parents. The website is 

accessible for users in the EU zone that have access to a laptop or mobile device, and have a stable 

internet connection. On top of that, the language and discourse is in Dutch, which creates another barrier 

for first families to use the technology. This highlights that the main users are adoptive families who 

reside in the EU zone, speak Dutch, can easily access a laptop or mobile device, and have a stable 

internet connection. 

  

Portrayal of the adopted child 

The adoptee in this technology is portrayed as a  ‘child’ and viewed as a passive actor. The language 

and discourse that is used, is directed towards adoptive parents. Adoptees are referred to as ‘your 

children’. Adoptees are not taken into consideration as an active actor in this technology. The adoptee 

is talked over instead of talked to. For example, people who had already booked a tour with Lotus Tours 

share their experiences in the review section. All of these reviews are written by adoptive parents, where 

they describe how they experienced the heritage tour, and they write about how the adoptee felt and 

experienced the trip. 

Photos of adoptees are used in the technology, where they pose and smile before landscapes or 

tourist attractions. However, there are no photos, stories, functions, or interactions that encourage the 

expression of the adoptee's own experience of the heritage tour. The discourse also mentions several 

times that, even though it is a heritage tour, the organisation can ensure that  it is still an enjoyable and 

a relaxing holiday. This centres the adoptive parent’s interests and shows a lack of awareness about what 

it means for an adoptee to visit one’s country of origin and the impact it has.  

 

Case Study 2: INEA 

The INEA case study concerns a web-based application that is part of the expertise centre of 

transnational adoption in the Netherlands (INEA). The expertise centre was created after Joustra (2021) 

concluded that the Dutch government was aware of the malpractices in the transnational adoption 

system, but did not take action to prevent these. Based on the results of the report by Joustra (2021), the 

research commission had advised the government to set up an expertise centre where transnational 

adoptees could go for support, help, and questions related to their adoption. INEA was created as a 

collaboration between the Ministry of Justice and Safety, adoption organisations, experts, researchers, 

and transnational adoptees.. Applying the framework to the INEA case has revealed that the technology 

prioritises the interest of FIOM and the Dutch government instead of the adoptees that they aim to help 



and assist. The social structure fails to acknowledge the structural inequalities inherent in transnational 

adoption, as well as the actor’s involvement and responsibility.  

 

 
 

Dynamic between INEA and adoptees 

INEA, functioning as an expertise centre, strives to operate as an independent organisation that is 

available to everyone who has questions related to transnational adoption. They specify that they aim to 

help transnational adoptees in particular. INEA, in collaboration with the government, FIOM, experts, 

researchers and adoptees, strives to help and support adoptees based on five cornerstones – core 

principles. These cornerstones include: a knowledge repository, assistance with legal questions, 

accessing adoption files, psychosocial support, and helping adoptees to search for their first families. 

These cornerstones align with adoptee interests. Nevertheless, through the functionality and 

design of the technology, it becomes clear that the technology does not keep up with the cornerstones 

in practice, and they do not support the interests of adoptees. Only a single cornerstone has actually been 

implemented in the functionality: the knowledge repository, where users can find articles and 

information related to adoption, other cornerstones are not reflected directly in the functionality. The 

adoptee interests can, however, be indirectly represented, through articles, events, or when contacting 

INEA directly for questions. Alignment is possible, especially if these articles and events relate to the 

adoptee’s topic of question, but they are  not supported by a specific interaction or function. 



There are no functions or interactions that help adoptees in viewing their adoption file or starting 

a search for their first family. Another example of how the adoptee’s interests are not supported is the 

difficulty by which adoptees can share their experiences of adoption. Although it is possible for adoptees 

to send their story to INEA directly and INEA uploading it to the platform,this attempt at community 

building lacks interaction, function, and design; forgoing the possibility to foster acknowledgement and 

recognition for the sender themselves and other adoptees. As the current setup is a one-sided approach, 

there is no option available for other adoptees to react to the stories, start a conversation, or create a 

relationship or connection. This also highlights INEA’s influence in controlling the narrative and 

discourse on their platform, and this approach lacks privacy and security as stories can be read by anyone 

that has access to the internet. This in turn might influence the content and stories adoptees are shared, 

as some content might be too vulnerable or personal to share on the internet directly.  

These examples show that the functionality and use of the technology is not specifically made 

for the interests of adoptees, but are meant for a wider public. Not prioritising the adoptees’ interests 

can also be seen in the logo design of INEA. Their logo is a tree, but misses one vital part that represents 

one of the biggest things that adoptees struggle with, the ‘roots’, ie. lineage information, accessing files, 

restoring one’s name, and finding one’s first family. It is interesting to note that throughout the discourse 

and language there is an understanding of the necessity of having access to lineage information and 

adoption files; and being able to search for and find one’s first family; and the impact that adoption has 

on adoptees. However, this is not reciprocated in the functionality and interaction, even though they are 

part of the five cornerstones that INEA has claimed in their approach to helping adoptees.  

 

Prioritising cooperation and collaboration over adoptee interests to the benefit of FIOM, INEA and the 

Dutch government 

The handling of adoptee interests can be contrasted with that of the interests of FIOM, INEA, and the 

Dutch government. Through the functionality and design, it becomes clear that the primary interest 

represented in this technology is fostering wide-net collaboration and generating active participation by 

staying neutral, even if at the expense of adoptees. It does not reflect the organisation’s stated aim of 

representing the adoptees’ interests. . For example, there is a high emphasis on events, as users can 

browse upcoming events, register for events, and read about past INEA events. Other organisations also 

have the option to submit their event to INEA to be featured on the platform. The event functionality is 

further prioritised as it inhabits its own subpage, with a different house style, navigational hierarchy, 

and lay-out. 

From the perspective of FIOM, INEA, and the Dutch government, this feature is beneficial as 

events foster collaboration, knowledge sharing,and connections. These collaborative and cooperative 

interests are also represented by the design. INEA’s logo is a tree, which symbolises wisdom, 

knowledge, connection, renewal, and growth. It aligns with the vision of INEA, FIOM, and the Dutch 

government, where they want to work together with different organisations and actors to form a big 



network to foster knowledge and connection, rather than solely focus on adoptees. The tree can also be 

viewed as a symbol of renewal and a ‘new life cycle’, which is applicable to the current situation as the 

Dutch government and FIOM want to work towards a new approach and start over. They are moving 

away from a harmful past and leaving behind the mistakes that were made regarding transnational 

adoption. 

INEA outlines that they are specifically aiming to help and support adoptees. However, 

throughout the interface, it becomes clear that the technology is also aimed at other target groups, such 

as professionals, experts, adoptive parents, and researchers. These are the individuals and parties that 

FIOM, INEA, and the Dutch government want to collaborate with. For example, on the events page and 

knowledge repository, there is an option to filter the events and articles on audience and reader. Even 

though INEA does not mention them explicitly in their discourse as a target audience, the filter option 

includes adoptive parents, researchers, experts, and professionals. Only events and articles relevant for 

that specific target group would show up. Being approachable to more target groups than just adoptees 

is also reflected in the design of the technology. The aesthetic of the technology is minimalistic and 

generic. Brown, red, orange, and pastel colours are used for the icons, buttons, and text. There are no 

specific patterns or unique styles used in the design that embody a specific target group's identity or 

experience. The web application enables this as a website is easily accessible for everyone who has 

access to a phone, desktop, laptop, and stable internet connection. This is also seen in the stock-

visualisations that are used for articles and events. The visualisation is generic, corporate and does not 

centre a specific target group identity. This is beneficial for attracting a big number of differentiated 

target groups, as all groups can project themselves on the generic visualisations. The difference is 

especially stark when these visuals and pictures are compared with those of those for the events and 

articles of  external organisations, especially those made by adoptees. These visuals depict adopted 

faces, characters and themes in a distinct style. INEA’s visuals depict adoptees as ‘faceless’ as they 

show people photographed from behind.  

INEA’s attempted objectivity and collaborative efforts are also reflected in the language and 

discourse used in the technology. INEA tries to be objective and take a detached third person neutral 

position. News related to transnational adoption is always reported purely factually, and a political 

stance or opinion in favour of adoptees is never taken on the given topic. This can be seen in the choice 

of wording for  ‘adoptive parents’ and ‘birth mother/biological mother’, which is paired with a 

disclaimer. They argued that they were aware of the different terms that are used for first families, but 

have chosen for biological families based on this being the preferred definition among respondents in 

their questionnaire. The respondents were not only adoptees, but also included adoptive parents, 

professionals, researchers, and others that have some kind of (different) interest in adoption. 

INEA’s interest in collaboration with and neutrality in the face of a broader audience clashes 

with their stated aim of  specifically helping and supporting the adoption community. This neutral 

position is reflected in the portrayal of transnational adoption. Through the discourse and design, there 



is an emphasis on the individual impact of adoption and a lack of acknowledgement of the structural 

inequalities in transnational adoption. For example, there is a focus on ‘recognition’, ‘feeling heard’, 

and ‘sharing knowledge’ for adoptees. This can be seen in the representation of adoptees in pictures, 

photo’s, banners, and articles. 

Another example are the events that target experts and professionals to become more adoption 

sensitive. Although spreading awareness on the complex and diverse experience of adoptees is positive, 

by over-emphasising the individual experience, it shifts focus away from the harmful systemic problems 

in transnational adoption that are also at the root of the problems, issues, and questions that adoptees 

have. This is evident in their language too, as they use the term: ‘intercountry adoption’, whereas CAS 

scholars prefer to use ‘transnational adoption’, to emphasise the structural global inequalities between 

the countries that are involved in adoption. On top of that, the involvement of FIOM and the Dutch 

governments in the malpractices of transnational adoption are not acknowledged either. The only related 

mention of this is that INEA was created in response to the research of Joustra (2021). This neutral 

position and not acknowledging the involvement of these actors with the malpractices of transnational 

adoption benefits these organisations, and their aim for collaboration and cooperation. However, this 

comes at the expense of the trust, reconciliation efforts, and the interests of the adoption community.  

 

 

Strengths and weaknesses of the CAS framework for analysing technologies in HCI 

The results of the case studies have shown that the framework can analyse underlying power and social 

structures in technologies aimed at adoptees. The framework has a strong potential to showcase power 

imbalances between actors and interests in conflict. For example, the case study of Lotus Tours has 

proven that the framework can make the power imbalance between the adoptee and adoptive parents 

evident.  Adoptive parents inhabit a dual position as the user but also as the founder and creator of Lotus 

Tours. Meanwhile, adoptees are viewed as a passive actor and their interests are not reflected in the 

technology. The adoptive parents’ perspective of culture and heritage is set as a standard in the website 

application, which can clash with the perspective that adoptees have of their own culture and heritage. 

In the case study of INEA, the dynamic between the Dutch government, FIOM, and adoptees is 

observed, where INEA seems to prioritise collaboration and active participation rather than the interests 

of adoptees. This does not only clash with adoptees' own needs in family search, legal help and 

psychosocial support, but also with INEA’s stated vision and mission related to the five cornerstones.  

The framework is capable of illuminating assumptions, biases and stereotypical portrayals of 

transnational adoption, adoptees, and first parents. In both case studies, the first parents are solely 

portrayed through their biological relation to the adoptee. This marginalises the complex experience of 

the first family. The case studies have shown a recurring pattern of first families only being mentioned 

in relation to someone else, and their perspective is told not from their own perspective, but from that 

of other actors, such as adoptive parents. In the case of Lotus Tours, adoptees are portrayed as ‘children’ 



which infantilize adult adoptees. On the other hand, in the case of INEA, adoptees are not infantilised 

or seen as passive users. The complex experience of adoption is seen through the portrayal of adoptees 

themselves. However, INEA overly emphasises the individual struggles of adoption and does not 

address the structural inequalities in transnational adoption. Additionally, both case studies portrayal of 

transnational adoption omits the involvement of actors such as the government, adoption agencies and 

adoptive parents in malpractice and the perpetuation of a flawed transnational adoption system. 

On the other hand, these case studies have also shown limitations and weaknesses of the 

framework. The following constraints and shortcomings were observed: lack of recommendations and 

concrete solutions, high knowledge threshold, ambiguity in applying the framework, and absence of a 

definitive conclusion.  

 

Lack of recommendations and concrete solutions 

The framework facilitates the critical analysis of social and power structures within technologies aimed 

at adoptees. However, it falls short of providing specific recommendations and solutions, especially for 

designers or researchers that might want to use the results of the framework for improving the 

technology. When applying the framework to the two case studies, it became evident that the analysis 

results were primarily focused on criticism and evaluation, with little room for design improvements, 

proposed recommendations, and strengths in the technology. Throughout the analysis of the case studies, 

I felt the tendency to think about solutions, enhancement, and different technical concepts when it 

showed power imbalances of actors or stereotypical portrayals. However, the framework did not include 

a designated area for these ideas and recommendations. This resulted in briefly writing down the 

recommendations, ideas, and tips in the matrix or on a notebook. Future work for the framework could 

benefit from including a section or designated area for recommendations, ideas, or design concepts 

encountered by the individual applying the framework. This would allow individuals to document their 

ideas and improvements. These can later serve as inspiration or concepts for further elaboration and 

iteration, to improve the technology.  

 

High knowledge threshold 

The framework is guided by the knowledge possessed by the individual that applies the framework to 

the technology. This can be difficult for scholars that have no experience or background in CAS, even 

though the framework offers a basis of CAS theory, not all topics, contexts, and information that is 

needed to analyse the technologies in more detail may have been covered.  When the framework was 

applied to the two case studies, it became evident that analysing the technologies required additional 

knowledge about certain actors or contexts that are not addressed in the framework theory. 

For the INEA case study, extra information was required to better understand the interests and 

contexts of the government and FIOM. Without this additional knowledge, the results of the analysis 

would have been less detailed and extensive. As the framework has the potential to do an extensive and 



detailed analysis, its boundaries are limited by the knowledge the user of the framework possesses. It is 

advised for HCI scholars to seek additional CAS information or expertise for the specific context that 

their technologies reside in. 

Additionally, if the analyser finds their results to be too generic and wishes for more detail, it is 

advised to conduct a second round of analysis on specific aspects of the framework. This practice was 

implemented in the two case studies to clarify results and to observe any emergent insights that were 

not noticed in the first analysis. For example, when switching from part one to part two of the 

framework. I would sometimes go back to part one based on things I had found in part two, to examine 

how these were translated into part one. Moreover, I would also go over to specific components of the 

matrix that were less detailed to ensure thoroughness and to confirm that nothing was overlooked.  

 

Ambiguities in the framework 

As the framework offers a lens to scrutinise technologies, the absence of a concrete set of rules means 

there is a lot of room for the analyser’s own interpretation and flexible application of the framework. 

This can be a strength as well as a weakness. It offers freedom to individuals to approach and use the 

framework in their preferred manner. During the case studies, user stories were used to categorise the 

different functions and interactions in the technology, followed by numbering and placing them 

according to the interest of the actors they inhabit. This technique was not outlined in the framework 

but was undertaken based on personal preference. However, this freedom of interpretation and approach 

is also disadvantageous. Without clear guidelines or rules, various analysers may interpret the 

framework differently, which might lead to heterogeneous results. The ambiguity of the framework may 

introduce variability in the interpretation of the findings, making it difficult to rely on the accuracy and 

validity of the outcome obtained from the framework. To address this issue, future work may focus on 

developing and testing detailed guidelines to identify potential areas of confusion or misinterpretation. 

 

Absence of definitive conclusion  

The framework does not lead to a clear and concrete conclusion that HCI professionals can use for future 

design or research. The framework gives a detailed and extensive analysis, however, HCI professionals 

may struggle to derive practical results from the framework to utilise in future design and research. 

Without clear guidance on key points for improvement, professionals may find it hard to determine 

which results to prioritise and invest time and effort. This can lead to inefficiencies and missed 

opportunities for enhancements. This can limit the usefulness of the framework for designers and 

researchers as they struggle to implement the results in concrete design practices and research 

approaches.  

 

 

 



5. Discussion 
The overall aim of this research was to propose a Critical Adoption Studies (CAS) framework in the 

field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) to analyse in what way social technologies aimed at 

transnational adoptees are situated and influenced by the power and social structures that surround 

transnational adoption. The results of the case studies show that the developed framework is capable of 

analysing these dynamics and structures in these technologies. The proposed framework is capable of 

illustrating how various components of technologies, including functionality, design, language, and 

hardware/objects, are utilised to serve the interests and contexts of different actors. It reveals potential 

power dynamics or conflicts of interest that may arise among these actors. For instance, the conflict of 

interests of INEA, that prioritises the interests of FIOM and the Dutch government rather than the 

interests of adoptees. Additionally, the framework showcases how these components amplify or 

perpetuate existing stereotypes, assumptions, and biases in the technology about transnational adoption, 

first parents, adoptive parents, and adoptees.  

It is important to recognize that this study is inherently shaped by my position as a user 

experience designer, and my experience as a transnational adoptee. Like many CAS researchers, I find 

myself positioned in the realms of the personal and the political, which has inevitably biassed the 

development and application of this framework. This bias does not discredit the work, but is a significant 

note to position this paper in the appropriate space. This study is also limited to current technologies. 

Potential future technologies are not within the scope of this study. Additionally, the framework has 

solely been tested on website-based applications, other forms of technologies were not available due to 

location, restriction, and limited access. This has limited the study's exploration of how the framework 

is utilised in other types of technology, such as apps, virtual reality, interactive installations, or other 

forms of technology. In future research, it is advisable to test the framework with a broader range of 

individuals and to apply it to technologies beyond website-based applications. This ensures the 

framework's continued capacity to analyse social and power dynamics.  

The CAS framework provides a deeper understanding of the social and power structures 

surrounding transnational adoption and how this intersects with technology. This adds to the critical 

discourse and reflection of the HCI field about how technologies, users, designers, and researchers are 

situated in these dynamics. Additionally, the CAS framework provides a new perspective in the HCI 

field, and generates insights in the ‘world’ of transnational adoptees. This contributes to the inclusivity 

and diversity efforts of the field. The framework has the potential to reveal design improvements to 

address power dynamics, centring the interest of certain actors and counter stereotypical portrayal of 

transnational adoption. This can encourage the development of more inclusive and ‘transnational 

adoption sensitive’ designs that better serve the diverse needs of the adoption community. This 

contributes to the HCI field’s effort to translate the current diverse narratives and critical discourse into 

concrete design principles and approaches for pluriverse design. 



This framework can serve both as an example and a template for scholars seeking to introduce 

alternative perspectives into HCI or raise awareness of the complex social and power structures that 

surround other marginalised communities like transnational adoptees that have been overlooked in the 

field. The framework has the potential to serve as an educational tool for aspiring HCI professionals, 

helping them understand power and social structures and how they relate to the  technologies, 

approaches, or designs they are using and creating. 

As of now, the framework lacks specific recommendations and concrete design solutions for 

improving the technologies that have been analysed. Designers and researchers may struggle to translate 

the critical insights gained from the framework into actionable design improvements or concrete 

conclusions. Secondly, the framework's high knowledge threshold poses a challenge, particularly for 

scholars seeking a detailed and extensive analysis, but lacking expertise in CAS theory. Furthermore, 

the ambiguity inherent in the framework offers flexibility, but also introduces variability and potential 

inconsistencies in the process of analysis. To address these challenges, the development of guidelines is 

necessary to standardise the application of the framework and minimise misinterpretations. Moreover, 

the framework needs to incorporate tools and mechanisms that facilitate the generation of concrete 

design recommendations; enhancing the utility of the framework for researchers and designers, and 

contributing to the HCI field's effort for inclusivity and diversity.  

 

6. Conclusion 

All in all, this research proposed a CAS framework in the field of HCI to analyse in what way social 

technologies aimed at transnational adoptees are situated and influenced by the power and social 

structures that surround transnational adoption. The created framework is tested on two case studies 

which has shown its capability of analysing the power dynamic and social structures in technologies. It 

can show conflicts of interest and the perpetuation of stereotypes and biases that surround transnational 

adoption. The framework provides an understanding of how technology intersects with power and social 

structures in a transnational adoption context. This study contributes to the ongoing inclusivity, diversity 

and critical discourse in the field. Nevertheless, the framework inhabits limitations and weaknesses, 

notably the lack of specific recommendations and concrete design improvements, as well as ambiguity 

and high knowledge threshold. In future work, it is recommended to address these challenges by 

developing guidelines to standardise its application and the incorporation of tools and mechanisms to 

facilitate the generation of actionable design recommendations. Additionally, it is advised to test the 

framework with other individuals and other types of technology beyond website-based applications. 

This ensures its continued capacity to analyse social and power dynamics across technological forms 

and different individuals applying the framework; pushing the boundary, and moving towards a 

pluriverse HCI space.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Framework Matrix Results Case Studies  

 

Case study: Lotus tours 

Use the following link to see the case studies in more detail:  

https://www.figma.com/design/rt7nmC7fYGA3IpuiyhhRD2/Results_Casestudy_CASframework?nod

e-id=0-1&t=Dpt9THGiB0tBJdfS-1 
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Case study: INEA 

Use the following link to see the case studies in more detail:  

https://www.figma.com/design/rt7nmC7fYGA3IpuiyhhRD2/Results_Casestudy_CASframework?nod

e-id=0-1&t=Dpt9THGiB0tBJdfS-1 
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