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STUDY QUESTION: What are the perspectives of adolescents conceived using surrogacy, egg or sperm donation regarding their concep-
tion and the third party involved?

SUMMARY ANSWER: The majority of adolescents described feeling indifferent about their conception, and yet simultaneously reported
an interest in the third party involved, or were in contact with them.

WHAT IS KNOWN ALREADY: There is an assumption that children conceived through reproductive donation will feel negatively about
their origins in adolescence. However, little is known about the views of adolescents who have been conceived through different types of
reproductive donation.

STUDY DESIGN, SIZE, DURATION: Forty-four adolescents, all of whom had been told about their conception in childhood, partici-
pated in a semi-structured interview as part of the sixth phase of a longitudinal, multi-method, multi-informant study of assisted reproduction
families in the UK.

PARTICIPANTS/MATERIALS, SETTING, METHODS: All adolescents were aged 14 years, had been conceived using surrogacy
(n = 22), egg donation (n = 13) or sperm donation (n = 9) to heterosexual couples, and varied in terms of their information about, and con-
tact with, the third party involved in their conception. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in participants’ homes. Interviews were
analysed qualitatively to determine adolescents’ perceptions of their conception, and their thoughts and feelings about the surrogate or donor
involved.

MAIN RESULTS AND THE ROLE OF CHANCE: Adolescents were found to feel positive (n = 7), indifferent (n = 32) or ambivalent
(n = 5) about their conception. Amongst adolescents not in contact with the surrogate or donor, most were interested (n = 16) in the surro-
gate or donor, and others were ambivalent (n = 4), or not interested (n = 6) in them. Adolescents in contact with the surrogate or donor
expressed positive (n = 14), ambivalent (n = 1) or negative (n = 1) feelings about them.

LIMITATIONS, REASONS FOR CAUTION: Of 56 adolescents invited to take part in the study, 47 consented to take part, giving a
response rate of 84%. It was not possible to obtain information from adolescents who do not know about their conception.

WIDER IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS: The findings contradict the assumption that children conceived through reproductive
donation will feel negatively about their origins in adolescence and suggest that it may be helpful to draw a distinction between adolescents’
feelings about their conception in general, and their feelings about the surrogate or donor in particular.

STUDY FUNDING/COMPETING INTEREST(S): This study was funded by the Wellcome Trust [097857/Z/11/Z]. The authors
have no conflicts of interest to declare.
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Introduction
Reproductive donation is a form of assisted reproduction in which a
third party assists in the conception of a child, either through donated
gametes (sperm or egg) or by hosting the pregnancy, either using their
own egg (traditional surrogacy) or the commissioning mother’s (gesta-
tional surrogacy) (Richards et al., 2012). The different genetic and ges-
tational connections that children born through reproductive donation
have with their parents have formed the basis of much psychological
research into parent and child wellbeing and parent–child relation-
ships, showing that families formed through reproductive donation
generally do not differ from their non-assisted counterparts in terms of
parents’ psychological wellbeing, children’s psychological wellbeing,
and the quality of parent–child relationships. Yet, it is still assumed that
children conceived using reproductive donation, and in particular, sur-
rogacy, will feel negatively about their origins as they grow older
(Golombok, 2015).
The body of empirical evidence on donor-conceived offspring’s per-

spectives is growing, but it is often limited to non-representative sam-
ples of adults conceived by sperm donation (Turner and Coyle, 2000;
Hewitt, 2002; Cushing, 2010; Mahlstedt et al., 2010; Blyth, 2012;
Harrigan et al., 2015). Studies of the views of donor-conceived chil-
dren have tended to focus on children raised by single women (Zadeh
et al., 2017a, 2017b) or lesbian couples (Vanfraussen et al., 2001,
2002, 2003; Tasker and Granville, 2011; Malmquist et al., 2014; Van
Parys et al., 2016; Raes et al., 2015). The only study to have sought the
perspectives of donor-conceived and surrogacy children raised in het-
erosexual two-parent families is the UK Longitudinal Study of Assisted
Reproduction Families (Blake et al., 2010, 2014; Jadva et al., 2012).
Blake et al. (2010, 2014) found that at age 7, children understand little,
but by age 10, most demonstrate at least a rudimentary understanding
of their donor conception, and express either neutral or positive feel-
ings about it. Similarly, children born through surrogacy generally feel
positive about being born in this way at ages 7 and 10, and those in
contact with the surrogate feel positive about these relationships
(Jadva et al., 2012). This article reports findings from the same longitu-
dinal study when the children reached adolescence.
The transition from childhood to adolescence has been described as

a crucial time for identity formation and the development of personal
autonomy (Erikson, 1968; Steinberg and Morris, 2001; Smetana et al.,
2006; Tsai et al., 2013). Given that this is also a time of increased
understanding of biology and genetic relatedness (Richards, 2000;
Williams and Smith, 2010), adolescence represents a unique develop-
mental stage that may present particular challenges for those con-
ceived through reproductive donation. A systematic review of the
psychological adjustment of adolescents conceived through assisted
reproduction found no differences between adolescents conceived
through egg or sperm donation and those conceived naturally (Ilioi and
Golombok, 2015). However, in most of the studies included in this
review, fewer than 10% of children of heterosexual couples knew
about their donor conception.
Recent research has shown that the rate of parental disclosure is

increasing both amongst parents who have used donors who may be
identified by offspring, and those who have used anonymous donors
(Isaksson et al., 2012; Salevaara et al., 2013; Freeman et al., 2016).
However, heterosexual couples generally tell their children about their
donor conception at a later stage than do single women and lesbian

couples (Jadva et al., 2009). Such later and/or accidental disclosure
has been shown to relate to negative feelings about donor conception
(Turner and Coyle, 2000; Hewitt, 2002; Jadva et al., 2009; Blyth,
2012). The present longitudinal study found that families in which par-
ents disclosed donor conception to their children before the age of 7
showed more positive mother–child relationships and higher levels of
wellbeing at age 14, as rated independently by mothers and adoles-
cents (Ilioi et al., 2017).
Adolescents’ views of their donor conception have largely been

obtained through research using questionnaire methods. These sur-
veys have recruited adolescents via an online forum for those inter-
ested in making connections with the donor or those conceived using
the same donor (Jadva et al., 2009; Beeson et al., 2011; Hertz et al.,
2013), or have focused on adolescents whose donors are willing to be
known (Scheib et al., 2005), or adolescents raised by two mothers
(Bos and Gartrell, 2011) or single mothers (Slutsky et al., 2016). Scheib
et al.’s (2005) survey included a sample of six adolescents with identifi-
able donors in heterosexual two-parent families, finding that these
adolescents were mostly comfortable with their conception, but were
less likely to expect their parents to be positive about their request for
the donor’s identity than adolescents raised by single women or les-
bian couples. In Beeson et al.’s (2011) study of 759 donor-conceived
offspring, 52.6% of whom were <18 years old, the 168 sperm donor-
conceived offspring raised by heterosexual couples who answered the
question about their current feelings about their conception reported
feeling ‘indifferent’ (35.7%), ‘different’ (26.2%), ‘special’ (25.6%) or
‘confused’ (11.3%). However, the proportion of adolescent respon-
dents was not reported.
This study is the first to have asked adolescents conceived through

different types of reproductive donation (surrogacy, egg or sperm
donation) directly for their views. It reports the thoughts and feelings
of a systematic sample of adolescents who have been raised in hetero-
sexual two-parent families that were initially recruited to the study
when the adolescents were infants through fertility clinics, the UK
Office for National Statistics, and Childlessness Overcome Through
Surrogacy (COTS), the only UK surrogacy organization at the time.
The study sought to ascertain whether or not children feel distressed
about the circumstances of their conception or birth when they reach
adolescence, and what they think and feel about the surrogate or
donor involved.

Materials andMethods

Sample characteristics
The data analysed in this article are from the sixth phase of the UK
Longitudinal Study of Assisted Reproduction Families that has examined
the impact of reproductive donation on children’s psychological wellbeing
and parent–child relationships from infancy to adolescence (Golombok
et al., 2017; Ilioi et al., 2017) Mothers were the primary point of contact
and had been asked for permission to be contacted for follow-up at the
previous phases of the study. The mothers were telephoned when their
child reached 14 years of age (see, Golombok et al., 2004a, 2004b, for
details of initial recruitment procedures).

Of the 56 adolescents who had been told about their conception by
reproductive donation, 47 consented to take part, giving a response rate
of 84%. Of those who took part, 44 adolescents were willing to discuss
their conception (22 conceived through surrogacy (15 through traditional
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surrogacy, 7 through gestational surrogacy), 13 through egg donation, and
9 through sperm donation). The remaining three adolescents, who
responded to the initial question of ‘Can you tell me more about how you
were made?’ with ‘don’t know’, or otherwise diverted the interview to
another topic, were asked no further questions, and their interviews were
subsequently excluded from the analyses.

All participants came from different families, and all had been told about
their conception in childhood. In total, 28 (64%) were females and 16
(36%) were males. All participants were born in the year 2000, before the
removal of donor anonymity in the UK in 2005. Overall, 14 (64%) of the
adolescents conceived through surrogacy had contact with their surrogate,
and 2 (15%) of the adolescents conceived through egg donation had con-
tact with their egg donor (see Table I for details about type of surrogate/
donor and frequency of contact). None of the adolescents conceived by
sperm donation knew their sperm donor.

Interview
All participants were administered a semi-structured interview on their
own at home by a researcher trained in the study techniques. Participants
were asked about their level of understanding, thoughts and feelings about
their conception, their knowledge of, and feelings towards, their surrogate
or donor, their questions for their surrogate or donor, their level of con-
tact with their surrogate or donor, their discussions with their parents and
other people about their conception and their surrogate or donor, and
their thoughts and feelings about these discussions. Interviewers were
trained to exercise caution in probing participants, to avoid distress. In the
two cases in which it was deemed inappropriate to ask specific questions,
data were recorded as missing. All interviews were audio-recorded and
later transcribed without identifying information.

Written informed consent to participate was provided by all adolescents
and their mothers. Participants were reminded that their responses would
remain confidential, and that they could terminate the interview at any
time, without giving a reason. Ethical approval was granted by the
University of Cambridge Psychology Research Ethics Committee.

Analysis
Data were analysed using a qualitative content approach (Schreier, 2014)
that involved reading each transcript closely, producing data-driven cat-
egories that captured the content of the transcripts, and subsequently cod-
ing all participants’ responses according to these categories. After the
initial analysis was complete, a second researcher trained in the approach
reviewed and confirmed all categories and their content. The main cat-
egories are presented below, along with frequency counts, and illustrative
quotations.

Results

How do adolescents feel about their
conception?
Adolescents’ feelings were found to correspond to three distinct cat-
egories: positive (n = 7), indifferent (n = 32) and ambivalent (n = 5)
(Table I).

Positive
Some adolescents expressed positive feelings about their conception,
describing it as ‘cool’, ‘interesting’ and a ‘special’ fact about themselves:

‘I was really confused [when first told] but then afterwards I felt quite spe-
cial.’ (Gestational surrogacy)

‘I felt really special [when first told] because no one else was like that… I
think I still feel like that. It’s different but it doesn’t really make me differ-
ent.’ (Gestational surrogacy)

Some of these adolescents also highlighted that their peers had
responded positively:

‘Sometimes my friends ask me about it, they’re just like “oh, it’s really cool
how you were made”…It’s a really cool process, and I’m always like, “oh,
yeah, I was lucky I was made this way”.’ (Egg donation)

‘It’s cool, I think it’s cool [laughs]. I quite like talking about it because it’s an
interesting fact about me… My friends thought it was cool as well
[laughs].’ (Traditional surrogacy)

Indifferent
The vast majority of adolescents expressed feeling indifferent about
their conception. Adolescents in this category had been conceived
through each of the reproductive techniques:

‘I don’t think I really minded [when first told] to be honest…I still don’t
really care. It doesn’t make any difference.’ (Sperm donation)

‘[I] don’t really mind. It doesn’t really affect my daily life.’ (Traditional
surrogacy)

‘I don’t really mind. Yeah, I don’t really mind.’ (Egg donation)

‘I didn’t really care to be honest. I still don’t really care.’ (Gestational
surrogacy)

Some adolescents who described feeling indifferent also stated that
their conception did not change the nature of their relationship with
their parents:

‘Um, it didn’t really bother me. Mum is still my mum. Dad is still my dad.’
(Traditional surrogacy)

‘I don’t think it really affects anything. I consider that my dad is still my dad,
so.’ (Sperm donation)

Others explained that they were indifferent at the same time as being
interested in the process, or that they were comfortable discussing it
with others:

‘Um, [I’m] not like bothered about it but I think it’s quite interesting to
know how I was made.’ (Egg donation)

‘I don’t get like emotional or anything, it’s just like talking about anything
else.’ (Egg donation)

However, others described sometimes finding such social encounters
difficult:

‘My friends ask questions that I don’t know the answer to or I don’t really
want to know the answer to. Like “Where did your Mum get like the
thing?”, “How much money did it cost?”, “How did you get like the sperm
for it and stuff?”. I don’t really want to answer that.’ (Egg donation)

Surrogacy was described as particularly difficult to explain to peers:

‘When I was little, I used to get called fostered and it sort of got to me “I’m
not fostered! You don’t understand because you’re dumb!”…Frustrating when
they say like “Oh you’re adopted, you’re fostered…” (Traditional surrogacy)

Ambivalent
Some adolescents were ambivalent about their conception, and
described a combination of different feelings:
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‘It makes you feel like you weren’t a mistake…but I sort of feel like I’ve got
that part missing.’ (Sperm donation)

‘Sometimes I can go, ‘Is it natural? Is it normal? Is it…a normal thing to hap-
pen?’ but kind of assure myself that it is fine.’ (Gestational surrogacy)

How do adolescents not in contact with the
surrogate or donor feel about them?
Most adolescents (n = 28) had no contact with their surrogate or donor.
These adolescents were found to be interested (n = 16), ambivalent
(n = 4) or not interested (n = 6) in the surrogate or donor (Table I).

Interested
The majority of adolescents expressed a desire to either know who
the surrogate or donor was, or to meet them. A list of these adoles-
cents’ responses to the question about what they would like to ask the
surrogate or donor is provided in Table II. Within this group, there
was much variation in the level of detail adolescents provided. Some

adolescents described wanting to identify similarities between them-
selves and the surrogate or donor:

‘A lot of the time I think I have quite a lot of things in common with my
mum, and then I think, “Oh, what about the things that I have in common
with my donor?”.’ (Egg donation)

While most adolescents said that they infrequently thought about
the donor, a minority stated that they thought about their donor fre-
quently, and increasingly since entering adolescence:

‘I would like to know who he is…quite a lot…Recently a lot more than I
used to.’ (Sperm donation)

‘It’s more important to me now….Um, and I’m just always thinking about
what she looks like.’ (Egg donation)

Others who wished to know the identity of, or to meet the surrogate
or donor described them as a ‘real’ parent:

‘[I think about] who my real mum is…I just really want to know like, who
she is and meet her maybe.’ (Traditional surrogacy)

.............................................................................................................................................................................................

Table I Feelings about conception, the surrogate/donor, type of surrogate/donor and frequency of contact by method of
conception.

Sperm donation Egg donation Traditional surrogacy Gestational surrogacy Total

Feelings about conception

Positive 0 1 4 2 7

Indifferent 7 10 11 4 32

Ambivalent 2 2 0 1 5

Total 9 13 15 7 44

Feelings about surrogate or donor for adolescents not in contact

Interested 5 6 4 1 16

Ambivalent 1 3 0 0 4

Not interested 3 0 3 0 6

Total 9 9* 7 1 26

Feelings about surrogate or donor for adolescents in contact

Positive 2 7 5 14

Ambivalent 0 0 1 1

Negative 0 1 0 1

Total 0 8 6 16

Type of surrogate/donor

Unknown 9 11 7 1 28

Previously unknowna 0 0 4 1 5

Previously knownb 0 2 4 5 11

Total 9 13 15 7 44

Frequency of contact amongst those in contact with surrogate/donor

Weekly or more 0 0 3 3

Weekly to monthly 1 1 0 2

A few times a year 0 5 2 7

Less than once a year 1 2 1 4

Total 2 8 6 16

*Missing data (n = 2).
aRemained in contact after meeting for purposes of surrogacy.
bFamily member/friend.
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‘Yeah probably like [to know] who he is, and maybe meet him because he
is my dad, but I’m not too bothered.’ (Sperm donation)

Yet others expressed concern that their interest in the donor might
impact upon their non-genetic parent:

‘I would like to know who he is…quite a lot. And I told my mum that and I
don’t want to tell my dad that because I don’t know how he would feel
about that, so…’ (Sperm donation)

‘I think mum might be a bit upset but she’d understand about it but…I’d
only do it when I was 50 or 60…I don’t feel the need to now.’ (Egg
donation)

One adolescent stated that they would like to meet the surrogate to
express their gratitude:

‘Sometimes I think about it…wanting to meet my birth mum. [To] say
thanks for being my birth mum [laughs]…It sounds really funny. Yeah, I
don’t know, just thanks.’ (Gestational surrogacy)

Ambivalent
Four adolescents explained that they were either unsure, or expressed
both wanting and not wanting to know more about, and/or to meet,
the surrogate or donor:

‘I’ve gone so long without knowing about her, it’s just easier…I think I’d
want to meet to see if I had anything in common.’ (Egg donation)

‘I heard it’s when you’re 18 or something you can try to find out who it
was, so I would possibly consider doing that, but I don’t know really.’ (Egg
donation)

Not interested
Those adolescents identified as ‘not interested’ (n = 6) in the surro-
gate or donor answered questions about whether they would like to
know anything about, or to meet, the surrogate or donor with simply
‘no’, or ‘not really, no’.

How do adolescents in contact with the
surrogate or donor feel about them?
Those adolescents who had contact with their surrogate or egg donor
(n = 16) were found to feel positive, ambivalent or negative about
them (Table I). Most adolescents who had contact with the surrogate
or egg donor explained that geographical distance or lack of time
accounted for the (in)frequency of visits. Many adolescents also men-
tioned being in contact with the children and grandchildren of the sur-
rogate or egg donor.
The large majority (n = 14) of adolescents described their relation-

ship with the surrogate or egg donor positively. Many participants
referred to them as a family friend, an aunt or a godparent, and
reported having a close relationship:

‘[Our relationship is] a good one. But I don’t talk to her like she’s my mum
and she doesn’t talk to me like I’m her daughter.’ (Traditional surrogacy)

‘She’s like family to me but we don’t see her that often because she lives
quite far away.’ (Traditional surrogacy)

Other adolescents emphasized that they didn’t really know the surro-
gate or donor well enough to say much about them. One adolescent

.............................................................................................................................................................................................

Table II Questions adolescents who are interested in the surrogate or donor would like to ask them.

Question topic Number of children who
would like to ask about this

Examples

Reasons for surrogacy/donation 11 ‘What made you consider donating?’ (SD)
‘What made you like want to donate to like a complete
stranger?’ (ED)
‘Why did you decide to be a surrogate mother?’ (TS)

Interests 7 ‘Do you get involved in any like, sport activities?’ (SD)
‘Do you have any animals?’ (ED)

Experience and feelings about surrogacy/donation 4 ‘What was it like? How did you get approached about it? And
how do you feel about it all?’ (ED)
‘How did it feel? Are you happy you did it?’ (TS)

Surrogate/donor’s family 4 ‘If he has any children of his own’ (SD)
‘Are you married?’ (ED)

Circumstances at time of surrogacy/donation 3 ‘Maybe how old was he when he donated’ (SD)
‘Did you know my mum at the time?’ (GS)

Knowledge or thoughts about family formed through
surrogacy/donation

3 ‘Have you ever given any thought to the people you donated
eggs to?’ (ED)
‘Did you ever want to meet us?’ (ED)

Children conceived using same surrogate/donor 3 ‘I’d ask her how many times she’s done it, the surrogacy’ (TS)
‘Have you met any other people who are your children?’ (SD)

Appearance 1 ‘I would love to know what she looks like’ (ED)

Contact 1 ‘Would you like to get in contact… would you like to keep in
contact?’ (TS)

Background 1 ‘Where are you from?’ (SD)

No questions 1

SD = sperm donation; ED = egg donation; TS = traditional surrogacy; GD = gestational surrogacy.
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was ambivalent about the surrogate, and in another case, the relation-
ship between the surrogate and the adolescent and their family had
broken down, with negative feelings reported as a result.

Discussion
This study sheds light on how adolescents make meaning of their con-
ception during a developmental stage that is characterized by increased
cognitive capabilities and marked identity development (Erikson, 1968;
Steinberg and Morris, 2001). The majority of adolescents were indiffer-
ent about their conception, and were either interested in, or enjoyed
positive relations with, the surrogate or donor. Not one of the adoles-
cents was distressed about their conception or birth. These findings,
obtained first-hand from a sample of donor-conceived and surrogacy
children followed up from infancy to adolescence, suggest that the con-
cern that children born through reproductive donation would be dis-
tressed about their origins in adolescence is unfounded, and that
children who are informed when young of their conception through
reproductive donation are accepting of this in adolescence.
Feelings of indifference towards their conception were found

amongst adolescents conceived through each of the four types of
reproductive donation under study: traditional surrogacy, gestational
surrogacy, egg donation and sperm donation. Interestingly, adoles-
cents’ lack of concern about their method of conception is consistent
with their high levels of psychological wellbeing and the quality of rela-
tionships with their mothers at this age (Golombok et al., 2017; Ilioi
et al., 2017). The finding that none of the adolescents described feeling
negatively about their origins is perhaps explained by the fact that
almost all of them had been told about their conception before the
age of 7 (Ilioi et al., 2017). It is also worth noting that some of the ado-
lescents described feeling ambivalent about their conception, whereas
others were particularly positive.
In describing their experiences, several adolescents referred to the

actual or anticipated responses of others—namely, parents and peers
—to their feelings. It is noteworthy that a minority of adolescents
described feeling concerned that their interest in their conception
might upset the parent to whom they have no genetic connection, a
finding that echoes earlier research (Scheib et al., 2005; Jadva et al.,
2009; Beeson et al., 2011). With regards to their peers, as in research
on donor-conceived children raised by single women and lesbian cou-
ples (Vanfraussen et al., 2002; Raes et al., 2015; Van Parys et al., 2016;
Zadeh et al., 2017a), a minority of adolescents also described issues
arising from peers’ lack of understanding of reproductive donation,
and in particular, surrogacy.
In terms of adolescents’ thoughts and feelings about the surrogate

or donor, as in previous research on donor-conceived samples
(Vanfraussen et al., 2003; Scheib et al., 2005; Jadva et al., 2009; Rodino
et al., 2011; Slutsky et al., 2016; Persaud et al., 2017), many of the ado-
lescents who were not in contact with the surrogate or donor
expressed an interest in them. In a previous study of adolescents con-
ceived by donor insemination to single women and lesbian couples,
mother–child relationship quality was found to impact upon adoles-
cents’ curiosity about the donor, such that adolescents who were
securely attached to their mothers were more interested in exploring
their donor conception than were those who were insecurely attached
(Slutsky et al., 2016). Given that the present sample was found to
show high quality mother–child relationships (Golombok et al., 2017;

Ilioi et al., 2017), the adolescents’ interest in the surrogate or donor is
to be expected.
Adolescents who were interested in the surrogate or donor mostly

wanted to know more about why they had donated or acted as a sur-
rogate, and some had questions about the surrogate or donor’s family,
or children conceived using the same surrogate or donor. Previous
studies of adolescents born through reproductive donation who use
the internet to try to connect with donor relations have shown that
adolescents desire to learn more about the donor and other children
who share their genetic material in order to better understand them-
selves (Jadva et al., 2009; Persaud et al., 2017). The fact that similar
results are found with the present sample of adolescents, recruited
systematically to the study when they were aged 1, suggests that feel-
ings of curiosity amongst donor-conceived adolescents are not simply
an artefact of sampling donor-conceived offspring who are actively
searching for their donor relations. Of equal significance is that some
of the adolescents reported having no interest in knowing more about,
or meeting, the surrogate or donor. The feelings of these adolescents
have not been captured by such previous studies.
While most of the adolescents who had contact with their surrogate

or donor continued to have positive relationships with them (Jadva
et al., 2012), one adolescent reported that their relationship with the
surrogate was now negative. Coupled with the fact that a minority of
adolescents reported an increase over time in the extent to which
they were thinking about their unknown surrogate or donor, this find-
ing attests to the importance of studying the thoughts, feelings, and
experiences of donor-conceived and surrogacy children over time.
Relatedly, it is worth considering that the adolescents in this study
were all conceived prior to legislative changes in the UK, which have
ensured that since 2005 those who are donor-conceived will be able
to identify the donor once they reach the age of 18, in effect inadvert-
ently creating potentially distinct experiences amongst donor-
conceived individuals conceived prior to, and after, these changes.
However, the adolescents in this study may or may not engage in
searching behaviour in the future. Initial insights from a longitudinal
study of children with identifiable sperm donors suggest that fewer off-
spring raised by heterosexual couples request their donor’s identity in
early adulthood than do those raised by single women and lesbian cou-
ples (Scheib et al., 2017).
The findings of this study are based on a sample of adolescents who

are all aware of their conception and have been raised in heterosexual
two-parent families, and therefore tell us little about the experiences
of adolescents in other family circumstances, or those who remain
unaware of the circumstances of their conception or birth. Indeed,
many parents in the overall sample of this longitudinal study have not
told their children about the circumstances of their conception (Ilioi
et al., 2017). Despite these limitations, the participants in this study are
among the first donor-conceived and the first surrogacy adolescents
to be interviewed about their thoughts and feelings on how they were
conceived, as the rates of disclosure of donor conception have until
recently been very low, and 84% of those who were approached
agreed to participate.
Although there has been much concern about how children con-

ceived using reproductive donation would feel about their origins as
they grow older, the adolescents in this study mainly reported being
unconcerned about their conception. The fact that none of the adoles-
cents conceived through any of the types of reproductive donation
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were found to feel distressed about their conception is of considerable
importance given such longstanding concerns. The findings also indi-
cate that it is important to differentiate between adolescents’ feelings
about their conception, and their feelings about the surrogate or
donor. How these feelings may change as the adolescents enter adult-
hood remains to be seen.

Acknowledgements
We gratefully acknowledge all of the adolescents who took part in the
study, and Tatiana Vilsbol, for providing additional research assistance.

Authors’ roles
All authors were involved in study design, data acquisition, analysis and
interpretation. This article was drafted by S.Z. and has been approved
by all authors.

Conflict of interest
The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare.

Funding
Wellcome Trust [097857/Z/11/Z]. Funding to pay the Open Access
publication charges for this article was provided by the University of
Cambridge.

References
Beeson DR, Jennings PK, Kramer W. Offspring searching for their sperm
donors: how family type shapes the process. Hum Reprod 2011;26:
2415–2424.

Blake L, Casey P, Jadva V, Golombok S. ‘I was quite amazed’: donor con-
ception and parent-child relationships from the child’s perspective. Child
Soc 2014;28:425–437.

Blake L, Casey P, Readings J, Jadva V, Golombok S. ‘Daddy ran out of tad-
poles’: how parents tell their children that they are donor conceived,
and what their 7-year-olds understand. Hum Reprod 2010;25:2527–
2534.

Blyth E. Discovering the ‘facts of life’ following anonymous donor insemin-
ation. Int J Law Policy Family 2012;26:143–161.

Bos HMW, Gartrell N. Adolescents of the US National Longitudinal
Lesbian Family Study: the impact of having a known or an unknown
donor on the stability of psychological adjustment. Hum Reprod 2011;
26:630–637.

Cushing AL. ‘I just want more information about who I am’: the search
experience of sperm-donor offspring, searching for information about
their donors and genetic heritage. Inform Res 2010. Paper 428. http://
InformationR.net/ir/15-2/paper428.html.

Erikson EH. Identity: Youth and Crisis. New York, USA: Norton, 1968.
Freeman T, Smith V, Zadeh S, Golombok S. Disclosure of sperm donation:
a comparison between solo mother and two-parent families with identi-
fiable donors. Reprod Biomed Online 2016;33:592–600.

Golombok S.Modern Families. Cambridge, UK: CUP, 2015.
Golombok S, Ilioi E, Blake L, Roman G, Jadva V. A longitudinal study of
families formed through reproductive donation: parent-adolescent rela-
tionships and adolescent adjustment at age 14. Dev Psychol 2017;53:
1966–1977.

Golombok S, Lycett E, MacCallum F, Jadva V, Murray C, Rust J, Margara R.
Parenting infants conceived by gamete donation. J Fam Psychol 2004a;18:
443–452.

Golombok S, Murray C, Jadva V, MacCallum F, Lycett E. Families created
through surrogacy arrangements: parent-child relationships in the 1st
year of life. Dev Psychol 2004b;40:400–411.

Harrigan MM, Dieter S, Leinwohl J, Marrin L. ‘It’s just who I am… I have
brown hair. I have a mysterious father’: an exploration of donor-conceived
offspring’s identity construction. J Fam Commun 2015;15:75–93.

Hertz R, Nelson MK, Kramer W. Donor conceived offspring conceive of
the donor: the relevance of age, awareness, and family form. Soc Sci Med
2013;86:52–65.

Hewitt G. Missing links: identity issues of donor-conceived people. J Fertil
Couns 2002;9:14–20.

Ilioi E, Blake L, Jadva V, Roman G, Golombok S. The role of age of disclos-
ure of biological origins in the psychological wellbeing of adolescents
conceived by reproductive donation: a longitudinal study from age 1 to
age 14. J Child Psychol Psychiatry 2017;58:315–324.

Ilioi EC, Golombok S. Psychological adjustment in adolescents conceived
by assisted reproduction techniques: a systematic review. Hum Reprod
Update 2015;21:84–96.

Isaksson S, Sydsjo G, Skoog Svanberg A, Lampic C. Disclosure behaviour
and intentions among 111 couples following treatment with oocytes or
sperm from identifiable donors: follow-up at offspring age 1–4 years.
Hum Reprod 2012;27:2998–3007.

Jadva V, Casey P, Blake L, Golombok S. Surrogacy families 10 years on: rela-
tionship with the surrogate, decisions over disclosure and children’s under-
standing of their surrogacy origins. Hum Reprod 2012;27:3008–3014.

Jadva V, Freeman T, Kramer W, Golombok S. The experiences of adoles-
cents and adults conceived by sperm donation: comparisons by age of
disclosure and family type. Hum Reprod 2009;24:1909–1919.

Mahlstedt PP, LaBounty K, Kennedy WT. The views of adult offspring of
sperm donation: essential feedback for the development of ethical
guidelines within the practice of assisted reproductive technology in the
United States. Fertil Steril 2010;93:2236–2246.

Malmquist A, Möllerstrand A, Wikström M, Zetterqvist Nelson K. ‘A dad-
dy is the same as a mummy’: Swedish children in lesbian households talk
about fathers and donors. Childhood 2014;21:119–133.

Persaud S, Freeman T, Jadva V, Slutsky J, Kramer W, Steele M, Golombok
S. Adolescents conceived through donor insemination in mother‐
headed families: a qualitative study of motivations and experiences of
contacting and meeting same-donor offspring. Child Soc 2017;31:13–22.

Raes I, Van Parys H, Provoost V, Buysse A, De Sutter P, Pennings G. Two
mothers and a donor: exploration of children’s family concepts in lesbian
households. Facts Views Vis Obgyn 2015;7:83–90.

Richards M. Jack Tizard Memorial Lecture: children’s understanding of
inheritance and family. Child Psychol Psychiatry Rev 2000;5:2–8.

Richards M, Pennings G, Appleby JB (eds). Reproductive Donation. Cambridge,
UK: CUP, 2012.

Rodino IS, Burton PJ, Sanders KA. Donor information considered import-
ant to donors, recipients and offspring: an Australian perspective. Reprod
Biomed Online 2011;22:303–311.

Salevaara M, Suikkari AM, Soderstrom-Anttila VS. Attitudes and disclosure
decisions of Finnish parents with children conceived using donor sperm.
Hum Reprod 2013;28:2746–2754.

Scheib JE, Riordan M, Rubin S. Adolescents with open-identity sperm
donors: reports from 12–17 year olds. Hum Reprod 2005;20:239–252.

Scheib JE, Ruby A, Benward J. Who requests their sperm donor’s identity?
The first ten years of information releases to adults with open-identity
donors. Fertil Steril 2017;107:483–493.

Schreier M. Qualitative content analysis. In: Flick U (ed). The SAGE
Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis. London, UK: Sage, 2014; 170–183.

1105Adolescents by surrogacy, egg or sperm donation

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/humrep/article-abstract/33/6/1099/4986999
by guest
on 28 May 2018

http://InformationR.net/ir/15-2/paper428.html
http://InformationR.net/ir/15-2/paper428.html


Slutsky J, Jadva V, Freeman T, Persaud S, Steele M, Steele H, Kramer W,
Golombok S. Integrating donor conception into identity development:
adolescents in fatherless families. Fertil Steril 2016;106:0051–0282.

Smetana JG, Campione-Barr N, Metzger A. Adolescent development in
interpersonal and social contexts. Annu Rev Psychol 2006;57:255–284.

Steinberg L, Morris AS. Adolescent development. Annu Rev Psychol 2001;
52:83–110.

Tasker F, Granville J. Children’s views of family relationships in lesbian-led
families. J GLBT Fam Stud 2011;7:182–199.

Tsai KM, Telzer EH, Fuligni AJ. Continuity and discontinuity in perceptions
of family relationships from adolescence to young adulthood. Child Dev
2013;84:471–484.

Turner AJ, Coyle A. What does it mean to be a donor offspring? The iden-
tity experiences of adults conceived by donor insemination and the impli-
cations for counselling and therapy. Hum Reprod 2000;15:2041–2051.

Van Parys H, Provoost V, Wyverkens E, De Sutter P, Pennings G, Buysse A.
Family communication about the donor conception: a multi-perspective
qualitative study with lesbian parents and their children. Qual Health Res
2016;28:1988–2008.

Vanfraussen K, Ponjaert-Kristoffersen I, Brewaeys A. An attempt to recon-
struct children’s donor concept: a comparison between children’s and
lesbian parents’ attitudes towards donor anonymity. Hum Reprod 2001;
16:2019–2025.

Vanfraussen K, Ponjaert-Kristoffersen I, Brewaeys A. What does it mean
for youngsters to grow up in a lesbian family created by means of donor
insemination? J Reprod Infant Psychol 2002;20:237–252.

Vanfraussen K, Ponjaert-Kristoffersen I, Brewaeys A. Why do children
want to know more about the donor? The experiences of young-
sters raised in lesbian families. J Psychosom Obstet Gynaecol 2003;24:
31–38.

Williams JM, Smith LA. Concepts of kinship relations and inheritance in
childhood and adolescence. Br J Dev Psychol 2010;28:523–546.

Zadeh S, Freeman T, Golombok S. ‘What does donor mean to a four-
year-old?’: initial insights into young children’s perspectives in solo
mother families. Child Soc 2017a;31:194–205.

Zadeh S, Jones CM, Basi T, Golombok S. Children’s thoughts and feelings
about their donor and their security of attachment to their solo mothers
in middle childhood. Hum Reprod 2017b;32:868–875.

1106 Zadeh et al.

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/humrep/article-abstract/33/6/1099/4986999
by guest
on 28 May 2018


	The perspectives of adolescents conceived using surrogacy, egg or sperm donation
	Introduction
	Materials and Methods
	Sample characteristics
	Interview
	Analysis

	Results
	How do adolescents feel about their conception?
	Positive
	Indifferent
	Ambivalent

	How do adolescents not in contact with the surrogate or donor feel about them?
	Interested
	Ambivalent
	Not interested

	How do adolescents in contact with the surrogate or donor feel about them?

	Discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ roles
	Conflict of interest
	Funding
	References


