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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

In 1884, a Philadelphia physician put his female patient to sleep
and inseminated her with sperm from a man who was not her
husband. The patient became pregnant and bore a child she
believed was the couple’s biological offspring.

Today, this event occurs every day around the world with the willing
consent of women and with the involvement of millions of physicians,
technicians, cryoscientists, and accountants. The United States alone has
a fertility industry that brings in $3.3 billion annually. Meanwhile, “fertility
tourism” has taken off as a booming global trade. A number of nations bill
themselves as destinations for couples who wish to circumvent stricter laws
and greater expense in their own countries in order to become pregnant
using reproductive technologies. The largest sperm bank in the world,
Cryos, is in Denmark and ships three-quarters of its sperm overseas.

In the U.S,, an estimated 30,000-60,000 children are born each year
through sperm donation, but this number is only an educated guess. Nei-
ther the industry nor any other entity in the U.S. is required to report on
these vital statistics. Most strikingly, there is almost no reliable evidence,
in any nation, about the experience of young adults who were conceived
in this way.

This study is the first effort to learn about the identity, kinship, well-
being, and social justice experiences of young adults who were conceived
through sperm donation. The survey research firm Abt SRBI of New York
City fielded our survey through a web-based panel that includes more than
a million households across the United States. Through this method we
assembled a representative sample of 485 adults between the ages of 18
and 45 years old who said their mother used a sperm donor to conceive
them. We also assembled comparison groups of 562 young adults who
were adopted as infants and 563 young adults who were raised by their
biological parents.

We learned that, on average, young adults conceived through sperm
donation are hurting more, are more confused, and feel more isolated from
their families. They fare worse than their peers raised by biological parents
on important outcomes such as depression, delinquency and substance

abuse. Nearly two-thirds agree, “My sperm donor is half of who I am.”



Nearly half are disturbed that money was involved in their conception.
More than half say that when they see someone who resembles them they
wonder if they are related. Almost as many say they have feared being
attracted to or having sexual relations with someone to whom they are
unknowingly related. Approximately two-thirds affirm the right of donor
offspring to know the truth about their origins. And about half of donor
offspring have concerns about or serious objections to donor conception
itself, even when parents tell their children the truth.

The title of this report, My Daddy’s Name is Donor, comes from a
t-shirt marketed to parents of babies who were donor conceived. The
designers of the shirt say it’s just meant to be funny. But we wondered
how the children feel when they grow up.

This unprecedented, large, comparative, and very nearly representa-
tive study of young adults conceived through sperm donation responds
to that question. The extraordinary findings reported in the stories, tables
and figures that follow will be of concern to any policy maker, health
professional, civic leader, parent, would-be parent, and young or grown
donor conceived person, anywhere in the world. An extensive list of
recommendations is found at the conclusion.

We aim for nothing less than to launch a national and international

debate on the ethics, meaning, and practice of donor conception, starting now.
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from My Daddy’s Name

is Donor: A New Study

of Young Adults Conceived
Through Sperm Donation

Elizabeth Marquardt, Norval D. Glenn,

and Karen Clark, co-investigators

Young adults conceived through sperm donation (or “donor
offspring”) experience profound struggles with their origins
and identities.

Sixty-five percent of donor offspring agree, “My sperm donor is
half of who I am.” Forty-five percent agree, “The circumstances of my
conception bother me.” Almost half report that they think about donor
conception at least a few times a week or more often.

The role of money in their conception disturbs a substantial number
of donor offspring. Forty-five percent agree, “It bothers me that money
was exchanged in order to conceive me.” Forty-two percent of donor
offspring, compared to 24 percent from adoptive families and 21 percent
raised by biological parents, agree, “It is wrong for people to provide their
sperm or eggs for a fee to others who wish to have children.”

When they grow up, donor offspring are more likely to agree, “I
don’t feel that anyone really understands me,” with 25 percent of them
agreeing strongly, compared to 13 percent of the adopted and nine percent

of those raised by biological parents.

Family relationships for donor offspring are more often char-
acterized by confusion, tension, and loss.

More than half (53 percent) agree, “I have worried that if I try to
get more information about or have a relationship with my sperm donor,
my mother and/or the father who raised me would feel angry or hurt.”
Seventy percent agree, “I find myself wondering what my sperm donor’s
family is like,” and 69 percent agree, “I sometimes wonder if my sperm
donor’s parents would want to know me.”

Nearly half of donor offspring (48 percent) compared to about a
fifth of adopted adults (19 percent) agree, “When I see friends with their
biological fathers and mothers, it makes me feel sad.” Similarly, more
than half of donor offspring (53 percent, compared to 29 percent of the
adopted adults) agree, “It hurts when I hear other people talk about their
genealogical background.”

Forty-three percent of donor offspring, compared to 15 percent

of adopted persons and six percent of those raised by their biological



parents, agree, “I feel confused about who is a member of my family and
who is not.”

Almost half of donor offspring (47 percent) agree, “I worry that
my mother might have lied to me about important matters when I was
growing up,” compared with 277 percent of the adopted and 18 percent
raised by their biological parents. Similarly, 43 percent of donor offspring,
compared to 22 percent and 15 percent, respectively, of those raised by
adoptive or biological parents, agree, “I worry that my father might have
lied to me about important matters when I was growing up.”

When they grow up, well over half (57 percent) of donor offspring
agree, “I feel that I can depend on my friends more than my family” - about

twice as many as those who grew up with their biological parents.

Donor offspring often worry about the implications of inter-
acting with — and possibly forming intimate relationships with
— unknown, blood-related family members.

Well over half of donor offspring—s8 percent—agree, “When I see
someone who resembles me I often wonder if we are related,” compared
to 45 percent of adopted adults and 14 percent raised by their biological
parents.

Nearly half—46 percent—of donor oftspring, but just 17 percent of
adopted adults and 6 percent of those raised by their biological parents,
agree, “When I'm romantically attracted to someone I have worried that
we could be unknowingly related.” Similarly, 43 percent of adult donor
offspring, and just 16 percent of adopted adults and 9 percent of those
raised by their biological parents, agree, “I have feared having sexual rela-

tions unknowingly with someone I am related to.”

. Donor offspring are more likely to have experienced divorce or
multiple family transitions in their families of origin.

The married heterosexual parents of the donor offspring are unusu-
ally likely to have divorced, with 27 percent of donor offspring reporting
that their parents divorced before the respondent was age 16, compared
to 14 percent of those who were adopted and 25 percent of those raised by

their biological parents. (The comparison between the parents of donor



offspring and those of the adopted is apt, because in both cases the parents
would likely have turned to donor conception or adoption later in their
marriages, when marriages on average are more stable.) See Figure 4. (p-117)

Overall, 44 percent of donor offspring experienced one or more
“family transitions” between their birth and age 16, compared to 22 percent
of the adopted, and 35 percent of those raised by their biological parents.
See Figure 3a. (p. 116)

Donor offspring are significantly more likely than those raised
by their biological parents to struggle with serious, negative
outcomes such as delinquency, substance abuse, and depression,
even when controlling for socio-economic and other factors.

Donor offspring and those who were adopted are twice as likely as
those raised by biological parents to report problems with the law before
age 25.

Donor offspring are about 1.5 times more likely than those raised
by their biological parents to report mental health problems, with the
adopted being closer to twice as likely as those raised by biological parents
to report the same thing.

Donor offspring are more than twice as likely as those raised by
biological parents to report substance abuse problems (with the adopted

falling between the two groups). See Figure 1. (p. 115)

Donor offspring born to heterosexual married couples, single
mothers, or lesbian couples share many similarities.

In our survey, 262 of the donor offspring report they were born
to heterosexual married couples, 113 to single mothers, and 39 to lesbian
couples.

While at first glance the number of those born to lesbian couples
might seem rather small, this study is notable for having even 39 respondents
who grew up with this experience. Most studies of the offspring of lesbian
or gay parents are based on a smaller or similar number of respondents, and
they typically lack the comparison groups that our survey offers. However,

we must caution that due to the size of the sample of offspring of lesbian



Donor offspring
born to single mothers:

10

couples, most reported findings related to that particular group can only
suggest differences or similarities, although where significant differences
emerge they are noted.

All three groups of donor offspring appear fairly similar in a number
of their attitudes and experiences. For example, they are all about equally
likely to agree that they feel confused about who is a member of their family
and who is not, that they fear being attracted to or having sexual relations
with someone they are unknowingly related to, that they worry their
mother might have lied to them about important matters, and that they
have worried about hurting their mother’s or others’ feelings if they tried

to seek out their sperm donor biological father. See Table 2. (p. 109)

At the same time, there appear to be notable differences between
donor oftspring born to heterosexual married couples, single
mothers, and lesbian couples.

Overall, donor conceived persons born to single mothers seem to
be somewhat more curious about their absent biological father, and seem
to be hurting somewhat more, than those born to couples, whether those
couples were heterosexual or lesbian.

Donor offspring born to single mothers are more likely than the
other two groups to agree, “I find myself wondering what my sperm donor’s
family is like.” Most (78 percent) born to single mothers agree, compared
to two-thirds of those born to lesbian couples or married heterosexual
parents. With regard to “My sperm donor is half of who I am,” 71 percent
of those born to single mothers agree, compared to 46 percent born to
lesbian couples and 65 percent born to married heterosexual parents.

Regarding family transitions, the single mothers by choice appear to
have a higher number of transitions, although if the single mother married
or moved in with someone, that would count as at least one transition.
Still, with about half (49 percent) of the offspring of single mothers by
choice in our sample reporting one or more family transitions between
their birth and age 16, it’s clear that family change was not uncommon for

them. See Figure 3b. (p. 116)



Donor offspring
born to lesbian couples:

Regarding troubling outcomes, even with controls, the offspring
of single mothers who used a sperm donor to conceive are almost 2.5
times as likely as those raised by biological parents to report problems
with the law before age 25. Similarly, even with controls, the offspring of
single mothers who used a sperm donor to conceive are more than 2.5
times as likely as those raise by biological parents to report struggling
with substance abuse. See Figure 2. (p. 115)

Meanwhile, compared to those born to single mothers or heterosexual
couples, those born to lesbian couples seem overall to be somewhat less
curious about their absent biological father, and somewhat less likely to
report that they are hurting. However, substantial minorities of those born
to lesbian couples still do report distressing experiences and outcomes, for
example agreeing that the circumstances of their conception bother them,
that it makes them sad to see friends with biological fathers and mothers,
and that it bothers them that money was exchanged in their conception.
Nearly half (46 percent) of the donor offspring born to lesbian couples
in our study agree their sperm donor is half of who they are, and more
than half (59 percent) say they sometimes wonder if their sperm donor’s
family would want to know them. Finally, more than one-third of donor
offspring born to lesbian couples in our study agree it is wrong deliberately
to conceive a fatherless child. See Table 2. (p. 109)

Regarding family transitions, the donor conceived born to lesbian
mothers appear only slightly less likely to have had one or more family
transitions before age 16, compared to the donor conceived born to het-
erosexual married parents. See Figure 3b. (p. 116)

Regarding troubling outcomes, even with controls, the offspring of
lesbian couples who used a sperm donor to conceive appear more than
twice as likely as those raised by their biological parents to report strug-

gling with substance abuse. See Figure 2. (p. 115)
Donor offspring broadly affirm a right to know the truth about

their origins.

Depending on which question is asked, approximately two-thirds of
grown donor offspring support the right of offspring to have non-identifying

information about the sperm donor biological father, to know his identity,
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to have the opportunity to form some kind of relationship with him, to
know about the existence and number of half-siblings conceived with
the same donor, to know the identity of half-siblings conceived with the
same donor, and to have the opportunity as children to form some kind
of relationship with half-siblings conceived with the same donor.

In recent years Britain, Sweden, Norway, the Netherlands, Switzer-
land, and some parts of Australia-and New Zealand have banned anony-
mous donation of sperm and eggs. Croatia has recently considered such
alaw. In Canada, a class-action suit has been launched seeking a similar
outcome. This study affirms that a majority of donor offspring support

such legal reforms.

About half of donor offspring have concerns about or serious
objections to donor conception itself, even when parents tell
the children the truth about their origins.

Of the donor conceived adults we studied, a sizeable portion — 44
percent — are fairly sanguine about donor conception itself, so long as
parents tell their children the truth. But another sizeable portion - 36
percent — still have concerns about donor conception even if parents
tell the truth. And a noticeable minority — 11 percent — say that donor
conception is hard for the kids even if the parents handle it well. Thus
about half of donor offspring — about 47 percent — have concerns about
or serious objections to donor conception itself, even when parents tell

their children the truth.

Openness alone does not appear to resolve the complex risks that
are associated with being conceived through sperm donation.

In our study, those donor offspring whose parents kept their origins
a secret (leaving the donor offspring to find out the truth in an accidental
or unplanned way) were substantially more likely to report depression or
other mental health issues (51 percent), having struggled with substance
abuse (36 percent) or having had problems with the law (29 percent).
These differences are very large and striking. See Table 4 (p. 112)

Still, while they fared better than those whose parents tried to keep

it a secret, those donor offspring who say their parents were always open
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12.

with them about their origins (which are 304 of the donor offspring in our
study) still exhibit an elevated risk of negative outcomes. Compared to
those raised by their biological parents, the donor offspring whose parents
were always open with them are significantly more likely to have struggled
with substance abuse issues (18 percent, compared to 11 percent raised by
their biological parents) and to report problems with the law (20 percent,

compared to 11 percent raised by their biological parents).

While a majority of donor offspring support a right to know
the truth about their origins, significant majorities also sup-
port, at least in the abstract, a strikingly libertarian approach
to reproductive technologies in general.

Well over half (61 percent) of donor offspring say they favor the
practice of donor conception (compared to 39 percent of adopted adults
and 38 percent raised by their biological parents).

The majority of donor offspring — about three-quarters — agree, “I
think every person has a right to a child;” “Artificial reproductive technolo-
gies are good for children because the children are wanted;” “Our society
should encourage people to donate their sperm or eggs to other people
who want them;” and “Health insurance plans and government policies
should make it easier for people to have babies with donated sperm or
eggs.” These numbers are substantially higher than those from adoptive
or biological parent families who agree with the same statements. More-
over, in a particularly startling finding, a majority of donor offspring (64
percent) agree, “Reproductive cloning should be offered to people who
don’t have any other way to have a baby,” compared to 24 percent who are

adopted and 24 percent raised by their biological parents.
Adults conceived through sperm donation are far more likely
than others to become sperm or egg donors or surrogates

themselves.

In another startling finding, a full 20 percent of donor offspring in
our study said that, as adults, they themselves had already donated their own

sperm or eggs or been a surrogate mother. That’s compared to o percent

13



14

13.

14.

15.

of the adopted adults and just 1 percent of those raised by their biological

parents — an extraordinary difference.

Those donor oftspring who do not support the practice of donor
conception are more than three times as likely to say they do
not feel they can express their views in public.

We asked donor offspring whether they favor, oppose, or neither
favor nor oppose the practice of donor conception. Of those who favor
donor conception, just 14 percent say they do not feel they can express their
positive views about donor conception in “society at large.” By contrast,
of those who oppose it, 46 percent said they do not feel they can express
these negative views about donor conception in “society at large.”

More than one-third of donor offspring in the study (37 percent),
compared to 19 percent of adopted adults and 25 percent raised by their
biological parents, agree, “If I had a friend who wanted to use a sperm

donor to have a baby, I would encourage her not to do it.”

Donor conception is not “just like” adoption.

Adoption is a good, vital, and positive institution that finds parents
for children who need families. There are some similarities between donor
conception and adoption, but our study reveals there are also many differ-
ences. And, if anything, the similarities between the struggles that adopted
people and donor conceived people might share should prompt caution
about intentionally denying children the possibility of growing up with

their biological father or mother, as happens in donor conception.

Today’s grown donor offspring present a striking portrait of
racial, ethnic, and religious diversity.

A tull one-fifth — 20 percent — of the donor offspring in our sample
said they are Hispanic, compared to just six percent of those from adop-
tive families and seven percent of those raised by biological parents. The
donor offspring are also well represented among races in general. Many
of them grew up with Catholic, Protestant, or Jewish religious identities
and/or identify with those traditions today. This striking diversity helps
to illustrate the complexity of their experience and the reality of their

presence in every facet of American life today.
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Not so long ago, a couple in the U.S. who was unable to get
pregnant and who had reason to think the husband was infertile
might appeal to their doctor for help. If their doctor was the
sort who made it his business to help such couples, he might
know of some medical students at a nearby university willing
to donate sperm, or, often enough, he might quietly provide his
own. After the insemination, the woman went home instructed
to have intercourse with her husband, pretend any resulting baby
was entirely theirs, and never speak of that doctor visit again.

These days of relying only upon “locally produced” sperm are long
gone. Today, anyone wishing to have a baby and needing sperm, eggs, ora
womb has a dizzying array of options. They can include donor eggs, donor
sperm, using a traditional or gestational surrogate, embryo donation, or
some combination of these. The sperm, eggs, or wombs they procure can
come from many different parts of the world. They might still choose a
donor or surrogate who happens to live near them. But more often they are
likely to go further afield, and sometimes much further afield. Most sperm
used in Canada comes from the United States. Most sperm donated in
Denmark goes to clinics around the world. Women in nations like Britain,
which now restricts the anonymity of donors, often go to Spain, Eastern
Europe, or Russia to procure the eggs they need to get pregnant.

Would-be parents around the world participate in “fertility tour-
ism,” going to other nations to get pregnant and secreting their unborn
babies back home with no one the wiser about their origins. A clinic in
California says it can “barely keep up with the demand” from patients
from France, Spain, Australia, and elsewhere who seek to take advantage
of the lax regulations they find in California.' Some nations, such as India
and South Africa, purposefully market their high quality, low cost fertility
services and beautiful beaches to couples from Western nations who are
urged to come, relax, receive fertility treatments, and go home pregnant,
all for a much lower cost than even one clinic visit back home. India is
now the destination of choice for couples seeking a low-cost surrogate

mother. Straight and gay couples from the U.S., Canada, Europe, Israel,
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and elsewhere can combine eggs and sperm (their own or someone else’s)
and have the resulting embryo carried by a village woman in India for a
fraction of the cost of, say, an American surrogate, and with no risks of
emotional entanglements as a huge added bonus.

Today, women in the U.S. shop for sperm donors in online catalogs
in much the same way they might shop for a date through a matchmaking
service — or in much the same way they might buy a piece of furniture or
a car. Potential mothers can compare donors’ heights and weights, ethnic
background and physical traits, educational and professional accomplish-
ments, and even view his baby pictures and listen to an audio tape of him
expounding on the meaning of life and why sperm donation appealed to
him. Ifit’s an egg they need, the same women can show their sometimes
reluctant husbands reams of glamour shots of gorgeous young women with
improbably impressive educational scores and athletic accomplishments,
even assuring their husband, if necessary, that the mystery woman’s DNA
is preferable to his wife’s.

Beneath all this pulsing commerce, with dollars and Euros flying
around the world, bringing forth babies deposited on doorsteps like the
stork of old, for some a major sore point is this: most of it is done in secret.
While newly adoptive parents of children from abroad are now strongly
counseled to incorporate aspects of their child’s home culture into their
family life, parents who get their sperm or eggs elsewhere — whether from
a stranger in the same city or someone halfway around the world — quite
often do not tell the children that their biological mother or father is any-
one other than the parent raising them. A growing proportion of today’s
babies are global citizens in ways previous generations never dreamed,
yet they won’t even know the truth unless someone spills the beans.
Even the child’s pediatrician may not be told the truth as the parents
simply, and grossly inaccurately, report their own family medical histories
as the child’s.

Gay and lesbian couples and single persons who use such technolo-
gies do tend to be more open with their children and with other important
players, including the children’s doctors. (For one thing, the obvious
absence of either a father or a mother raises the question of where the

child came from.) They might also be more likely to acknowledge and



even celebrate what they know of the child’s varied ancestry. But in these
families, too, the children are almost never encouraged to acknowledge that
the biological father or mother far afield actually is their father or mother.
For most gays, lesbians, and singles, and for the relatively small propor-
tion of heterosexual couples who are open with their donor-conceived
children, these far away donors are instead the “seed providers,” or the
“nice woman who gave me what I needed to have you,” or the “Y Guy,”
or any number of other cutesy phrases intended mainly to communicate
that despite the fact that one-half of the child’s physical being came from
this source, this person should nevertheless be of very little importance,
if any, to the child.

In the U.S. today we have some idea how many children are con-
ceived through egg donation (about 6,000 babies in 2005*), but while
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention requires clinics to
report pregnancies achieved through egg and embryo transfers, it does
not require them to report those resulting from sperm donation. Experts
estimate that perhaps 30,000 to 60,000 children are conceived in the United
States annually through sperm donation, and that currently about one
million Americans were conceived this way, but these are little more than
educated guesses. The global picture is even more uncertain. The fertility
industry is increasingly a cross-border phenomenon. No one knows how
many children are being conceived in one country and born in another.

In the United States, the first documented case of donor insemina-
tion occurred in Philadelphia in the 1880s, when a physician artificially
inseminated an unconscious female patient, leaving her to think that her
pregnancy was the result of intercourse with her husband. It seems all too
appropriate that the first case was veiled in such steep secrecy — the truth
hidden even from the mother - because that is how the practice has been
treated for most of its history since. Donor conceived persons typically
have not known their status. Their parents were encouraged to keep it a
secret from the child, so they only knew the truth when someone - their
mother or the man they thought was their father, or their grandmother
or a family friend — spilled the beans, often in the midst of family conflict,
or divorce, or after their social father’s death. (“Social father” is a way of

referring to a man who functions as a child’s father but is not the biologi-
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cal father.) The small minority who did learn that they had a sperm donor
biological father had little if any hope of finding him, since records, if they
were kept, were often eventually lost or destroyed. Generations of donor
conceived persons have searched, usually in vain, through photographs
in the year books of medical schools near the doctor’s office where their
mother was inseminated, looking for a man who shares their nose or eyes
or hair, a man who might be their father.

Today, with increasing openness about alternative families and with
the power of the internet to bring people together, that secrecy is beginning
to lift somewhat. On the one hand, many parents still keep the fact their
child is donor conceived a secret from the child. For example, in surveys
most women who use donor eggs do not plan to tell their child the truth.
(Egg donation itself has only been possible since about 198s.) On the other
hand, the types of families now increasingly likely to use donor sperm
tend to be at least somewhat more open about it. As treatments for male
infertility have improved to the extent that few heterosexual couples will
need to use donor sperm, the bulk of the sperm bank business in the U.S.
and abroad is increasingly being taken up by single women and lesbian
couples, women who generally are not medically infertile but who either
do not currently have a suitable partner or do not wish to have sexual
relations with a man in order to have a child.

Yet there are new tensions today. While single and lesbian women
tend to be more open with their children about having used a sperm
donor (whether or not they acknowledge him to be the child’s biological
father), they are also more likely to get the sperm from increasingly far
flung locales, from across the country and even around the world.* For
today’s donor conceived children, born in an era of big business sperm
banking, flipping forlornly through yearbooks at the medical school next
to the hospital where they were born is unlikely to yield much information
about who their father is.

Many do not realize that, at this point, conceiving a baby with do-
nor sperm is an old-fashioned technology. Donor conception first hit the
headlines in the middle of the last century. Producer Barry Stevens, in his
films Offspring and Bio-Dad, documents the explosion of popular interest

in England in the mid-1950s, when it came to light that certain doctors



were acquiring sperm, inseminating women, and producing unknown
numbers of babies. A flurry of medical journal articles, both pro and con,
appeared. The church denounced it. Eerie film footage was produced,
showing a few nurses grappling with scores of wriggling infants who looked
like they had just come off an assembly line. A popular movie released
in 1959, starring American singer Julie London, was titled A Question of
Adultery. Two years later, Simon and Schuster published a novel, called
Seed of Doubt, which touted itself as “the explosive, shocking novel about
artificial insemination.”

Today, artificial insemination has gone mainstream, and yet most
people are still as ignorant of its effects and implications as were people
fifty years ago. As a society, we barely studied the children and never asked
how they fared when they grew up. We never asked what would happen to
broader social attitudes about fatherhood and motherhood if donor con-
ception became just another way of making a baby. Today, we're grappling
with a decades-old technology that we're only beginning to understand,
a technology coming of age in the context of world-sweeping changes
in law, medicine, and culture. These changes are increasingly defining
parenthood, first and foremost, around adult rights to children.”

We designed this survey instrument to learn more about the identity,
kinship, well-being, and social justice experiences of donor conceived
adults. The survey research firm Abt SRBI of New York City fielded our
survey through Survey Sampling International (SSI). SSI used a web-based
panel that includes more than a million households across the United
States.® Through this method we were able to assemble a representative
sample of 485 adults between the ages of 18 and 45 years old who said
they were donor conceived.” Through the same method we assembled
and surveyed a comparison group of 562 similar-aged persons who were
adopted as infants, and a group of 563 people of the same age who were
raised by their biological parents.”

The study is notable for several reasons. The first is the unpre-
cedented, large sample. The second is our ability to compare the experi-
ence of donor conceived persons with that of people who were not donor
conceived — both those who were adopted and those who were raised

by their biological parents. What is especially notable, however, is that
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the study employs a representative sample drawn from over one million
households. These donor conceived adults were simply among a million-
plus American households that had signed up to receive web surveys on,
well, anything, and who are mostly targeted by marketers. They were not
people who responded to an advertisement about a study or who were
found through an activist online message board - people who, critics could
argue, might have an axe to grind on this topic. Nor were they the young
children of parents who agreed to talk about their children, a methodol-
ogy that has merit but does not really allow donor offspring to speak for
themselves. While like all studies our survey method has its limitations”,
and like any single study it is not definitive, it does present for the first
time, for the world to see, profound insights into the lives and feelings of
donor conceived adults.

The title of this report is drawn from a t-shirt and bib marketed for
parents to purchase for their sperm donor-conceived children. Around
the web, one can find pictures of young children wearing items that read,
“My Daddy’s Name is Donor.” The designer has said that “99 percent of
adults think it’s a riot.”> We wonder what the children wearing the t-shirt
might feel as they grow up. What do today’s young people conceived with
donor sperm think about their experiences? This report is our attempt to

respond, as best as we can, to that question.



THE DADDY BOX

669

A few months ago, Si’'mone Braquet,
41, of Sugar Land, Texas, and Tim
Gullicksen, 41, of San Francisco, found
each other on the Internet. Braquet was
searching for the sperm donor who'd
allowed her to become a single mom 10
years earlier. Gullicksen, an anonymous
donor intrigued by his own family tree,
was looking for his “kids.” First there
were e-mails and phone calls. Then,
in March, Gullicksen flew to Texas
to meet Braquet and the child they
created: a boy with bluish-green eyes
and sandy brown hair named McKay.
When Braquet told her son that she
had tracked down his donor dad, “he
lit up,” she says, then burst into tears.
For years, McKay had kept a “Daddy
Box” under his bed filled with special
handmade items—a painted rock,
an angel ornament with his photo in
it. Finally, just weeks before his 10th
birthday, he had someone to give it to.

“I've always wanted a dad,” he says.

— Newsweek, June 2008"

Why might a child like McKay make a “Daddy Box”? If McKay
could articulate his feelings, he might say something like this
to his donor/dad: “I want to share who I am with you, because
you are half of me.” The majority of donor conceived adults in
our survey — a full 65 percent — agree that “My sperm donor
is half of who I am.™*

Donor conceived persons articulate this thought over and over. A
young woman in Pennsylvania says she wants to meet her donor because
she wants to know “what half of me is, where half of me comes from.”s
Another in Britain says, “I want to meet the donor because I want to know
the other half of where I'm from.”° Lindsay Greenawalt in Ohio is seeking
any information she can find about her sperm donor. She says, “I feel my
right to know who I am and where I come from has been taken away from
me.”” Olivia Pratten, a Canadian donor offspring who recently launched a
class-action law suit in British Columbia, has said in interviews: “I think of
myself as a puzzle; the only picture I have ever known is half-complete.”
She clarifies: “I'm not looking for a dad.” Rather, “I have questions about
who I am and why I do what I do.™

Danielle Heath of Australia found out when she was 19 years old
that she was donor conceived. She reflected: “I felt like there was a piece
missing. It would complete me to know who I am like.”” Tom Ellis of
Britain told a reporter how he felt after submitting a cheek swab with
his DNA to the UK Donor Link registry: “It was a huge decision for me
to make because it meant admitting that the stranger who helped bring
me into the world — and who may never want to meet or know me — is
important to me. But he is a part of me and without him, I will never feel
completely whole.™

Even mothers who use a sperm donor to get pregnant wonder about
this issue. One mother of a nine year old son conceived through donor
insemination told US News and World Report, “Every time I look at him
I can’t help but wonder who else he is.”*

Many donor conceived adults worry about the consequences of

trying to fulfill these longings. More than half (53 percent) agree that
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“I have worried that if I try to get more information about or have
a relationship with my sperm donor, my mother and/or the father
who raised me would feel angry or hurt.”

Others express discomfort with their origins. Forty-five percent
agree that “The circumstances of my conception bother me.” When
we asked how often they think about donor conception, more than one-
quarter of those in our survey say they do so at least once or more a day,
and almost half say they think about donor conception at least a few times
a week or more often.

Some donor offspring feel isolated and disturbingly unusual,
conceived in a way that is just, well, not normal, and not understood by
anyone around them. British donor offspring Christine Whipp tells of
finding out, at age 41, after a lifetime of painful emotional tumult and
powerful feelings of being rejected by her mother, that her mother had

used a sperm donor to get pregnant with her:

My ancestral home was a glass sample jar, and my [biological]

parents never knew one another in either the personal or the bibli-

cal sense. I couldn’t name a single person who shared this strange,
science-fiction style background, and found myself feeling more
alone and completely separate from the rest of the human race than

I had ever felt before.”

When Adam Rose found out the truth about his origins, he says, “I
felt like a freak, because no one else in my perception had been conceived
in that way and it was something that nobody had heard of. It was very
shocking.”* Another donor offspring reports she has long struggled with
feelings of shame “for being conceived in such an unusual way.”

Katrina Clark, then barely twenty years old, told her own story in
a Washington Post essay. She was born to a single mother who was always
open with Katrina about the facts of her conception. She had a close,
loving relationship with her mother. Still, as she got older and began to
wrestle with identity issues, she looked around at friends who had both
their parents. “That was when the emptiness came over me. I realized that
I am, in a sense, a freak. I really, truly would never have a dad. I finally
understood what it meant to be donor-conceived, and I hated it.”
Lindsay Greenawalt’s mother, who had her as a single mom, also

informed her about the truth of her origins. At the same time, Lindsay



recalls, her mother never really raised the subject again or encouraged

discussion about it. As a teenager, Lindsay writes, she came to feel that:
The worst part of this was that I became very shameful of how I
was conceived and wished that I was normal in the sense that I
came to be from sex rather than a procedure in a doctor’s office.
The thought of being conceived from a one night stand was more
appealing than being conceived by DI [donor insemination]. My
mother never met my father, never talked to him, let alone shared
an intimate relationship of any kind with him! This lack of contact is
simply unnatural. Even though I had never been really told anything
about DI or that there are many other children born of this each

year, I acquired these beliefs early on. I also unfortunately thought

of myself as a ‘freak of nature’ until I was 18 years old.>

Twenty-three-year old Alana” reports what happened the first time
she tried to confide in a friend: “In junior high I told my best friend about
my conception,” she said. “Then we had a fight. She told the entire school
that I was a ‘test tube baby, essentially a freak of science.” She adds, “I
would like more Donor Kid stories to be publicized and shared without
the ‘freak’ connotation.”

We asked donor conceived persons the questions “At age 15, what
feelings best describe how you felt about being donor conceived?” and
“At the age you are now, how do you feel about being a donor conceived
person?” (The first question was asked only of those who knew at age 15
that they were donor conceived.) Each question offered a list of positive,
negative, and neutral terms; respondents could select as many as they
wished. At age 15, ten percent chose the powerfully negative term “freak of
nature” and 13 percent chose the equally disturbing phrase “lab experiment.”

The fact that money was involved in their conception seems espe-
cially to disturb some donor offspring. In our survey, 45 percent agree
that “It bothers me that money was exchanged in order to conceive
me.” Christine Whipp writes: “My existence owed almost nothing to
the serendipitous nature of normal human reproduction, where babies
are the natural progression of mutually fulfilling adult relationships, but
rather represented a verbal contract, a financial transaction and a cold,
clinical harnessing of medical technology.* She continues, “The routine

manipulation of human gametes has allowed the very essence of life to
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be exploited, commercialized, demeaned and debased. The previously
unseen human embryo is now a collectable, valuable resource.™

Lindsay Greenawalt concurs: “Children are being created without
any thought that a human being is involved in this. It is simply a business
transaction between our parents, the doctor, and the anonymous donor,
with no regard to the child.” She goes on:

Itis not simply a donation that these “generous” men have taken the

time to give. Not only are they being paid for this so-called “donation,”

which seems to me to be an oxymoron in the first place. ... [T Jhisis
not just any blood donation or organ donation; these men who donate
sperm (and women who donate ova) are producing children which will,
before they’re even conceived, be denied the right to know who they are.

“Stina,” a 29 year old law student in Cologne, Germany, says that
she’s sometimes reluctant to share the truth about her origins with new
acquaintances. She is “always a bit afraid that my person will be regarded
as stained because of my conception, as my parents had to pay my genetic
father, an alien person to them, for creating me.”

For some donor offspring, their deep discomfort about their
origins appears to lie, at least in part, in their feeling of being a product
made to suit their parents’ wishes — of being made, not born.

Lynne Spencer is a nurse and donor conceived adult who interviewed
eight other adult donor offspring for a master’s thesis.** She writes of
finding out, as an adult, that her married parents had conceived her with
donor sperm. The profound question with which she struggled was this:
“If my life is for other people’s purposes, and not my own, then what is the
purpose of my life?”* In a later exchange she expanded on this thought:

...I think one of the most unusual aspects of being a donor offspring

is the feeling of being inanimate, or that I didn’t exist in part. The

whole sense that I don’t matter, who I am doesn’t matter and needs

to be repressed. It’s only what I represent that matters...that I am
someone’s child, but I'm not a person in my own right.

An