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			Praise for

			Finding Our Families

			“With wise, compassionate, practical, and innovative advice, Wendy Kramer and Naomi Cahn guide readers through the ever-unfolding world of donor conception and address the complexities—and rewards—that come when people search for donors and other genetic connections. Finding Our Families is that rare book you will read and return to again and again over time, appreciating and understanding it in different ways as you explore and discover new forms of kinship.” 

			—ELLEN GLAZER, LICSW, coauthor of Having Your Baby Through Egg Donation

			“Kramer and Cahn have written a much-needed guide for the offspring of sperm or eggs from usually anonymous providers, as well as for their parents and even the providers themselves. Finding Our Families is clear and straightforward and will be immensely useful for the vast and growing numbers of donor-conceived children and their families. The authors, refreshingly, come out strongly against anonymity and in favor of our having the right to know from whom we come.”

			—BARRY STEVENS, filmmaker and writer of Bio-Dad and the Emmy-nominated Offspring

			“Finding Our Families gently stretches us to consider the experiences of all those involved in helping to make our families. As a psychotherapist, a lesbian, and the mother of a donor-conceived child, I finished this book a more compassionate and forgiving person. There is nothing more powerful than the truth.” 

			—LIZ MARGOLIES, founder and executive director, National LGBT Cancer Network

			“This groundbreaking book affirms what donor-conceived people have been telling us: they want, need, and deserve the truth about their genetic origins and the right to decide for themselves whether to seek contact with their donor and/or half siblings.”

			 —DIANE ALLEN, cofounder and executive director, Infertility Network (Canada)

			“The one thing we as human beings deserve more than anything else is our own personal truth. Wendy Kramer and Naomi Cahn have long fought for this right, even before it was fashionable to do so. These well-respected advocates for the donor-conceived and their families bring outspoken tenacity and audacious courage to the pages of this significant book.”

			—COREY WHELAN, program director, American Fertility Association, and author of Combating Infertility During Military Service

			“Finding Our Families isn’t just a good and important book—it’s a necessary one.” 

			—ADAM PERTMAN, executive director, Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, and author of Adoption Nation

			 “Finding Our Families is a must read for anyone, in any part, of the donor conception process.  Comprehensive, thoughtful, and full-hearted, this book addresses the myriad issues that can arise in donor families.”

			—SUSAN FRANKEL, marriage and family therapist

			“Finding Our Families is an invaluable resource for everyone involved in the field of third-party reproductive medicine. It is informative for professionals and families alike, and condenses complex processes into manageable bites that are understandable and helpful. It is also beautifully written, cohesive in its organization, and captivating in its personal and sensitive style. I could not put it down, and can’t wait to order multiple copies for current and former clients who are considering or have conceived through sperm or egg donation. The book is like a concluding paragraph to my passionate efforts to illuminate important, long-term emotional issues hidden within the practice of anonymity and secrecy.”

			—PATRICIA P. MAHLSTEDT, psychologist

			“Clearly written and well organized, this is an indispensable guide for all those who are part of families formed with donated eggs or sperm.” 

			—RENE ALMELING, assistant professor of sociology, Yale University, and author of Sex Cells: The Medical Market for Eggs and Sperm 

			“Kramer and Cahn have written a heartfelt, practical, easy-to-read, step-by-step book that is indispensable for all members of families with donor-conceived children. Finding Our Families includes empathetic and useful sections about meeting the donors, connecting with half siblings and their families, recognizing potential outcomes, and handling rejection of efforts to connect. This book is must reading for all members of the family.”

			—JENNIFER P. SCHNEIDER, M.D., Ph.D., author of Understand Yourself, Understand Your Partner

			“This is a wonderful and much-needed book for donor-conceived kids and their families. I am impressed with the depth of the insights, the references to the latest research in the field, and the depth of detail with regard to conducting searches for donors and half siblings through the Donor Sibling Registry. This kind of information goes a long way toward demystifying that process and will allay the fears of those who want to make contact with their donors and/or half siblings.”

			—KIM KLUGER-BELL, LMFT

			“Finding Our Families offers guidance in this uncharted territory to people thinking of using a donor, parents who have a donor child, donor-conceived people searching for half siblings or donor parents, and the donors themselves. Useful information for those personally touched by donor reproduction and for those interested in learning more about a field where science outpaces the current social, ethical, and legal constructs.” 

			—KAREN GOTTLIEB, Ph.D., J.D., privacy advocate

			“An invaluable resource for all those searching for their donor or donor siblings through the Donor Sibling Registry.”

			—SUSAN GOLOMBOK, Ph.D., Centre for Family Research, University of Cambridge
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			introduction

			There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One is roots; the other wings.

			• HODDING CARTER •

			We learn the basic story of where we came from around the same time we learn to read: “A boy and a girl, sittin’ in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G! First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes the girl with a baby carriage!” But it turns out that this basic story isn’t exactly universal. Sometimes two boys or two girls fall in love. Sometimes one girl decides to raise the baby she wants without any help from a boy; and sometimes when it’s a boy and a girl in the tree, the expected baby never materializes, even after rounds of expensive, stressful fertility treatments. Thanks to advances in reproductive technologies, these versions of the story can still lead to happy families for lots of hopeful parents. But someday, the baby outgrows the carriage and begins to ask questions: Where do babies come from? Where did I come from? Do I have a dad? Why do I have brown eyes when you both have blue eyes?

			It’s possible that there are well over a million people alive today who were conceived with donor sperm, tens of thousands who were conceived with donor eggs, and thousands more who were created with donated embryos, from both a donor egg and donor sperm. Since most donors are still anonymous, this represents an enormous number of children who will grow up with limited information about their family health history and ancestry, and with no information about other people born from the same donor, their half siblings.

			This “not knowing” can feel different at different stages of life. A young child may not show much curiosity about her half siblings or her donor, but a teen in the throes of identity formation may feel a need to know about his genetic relatives and their history in order to become his adult self. This is a virtually universal feeling, and it may have extra resonance for those in donor families. Bruce Springsteen summarized these feelings when, as he accepted the Family Heritage Award at Ellis Island, he observed: “You can’t really know who you are and where you’re going unless you know where you came from.”1

			It has become evident that a lesson learned long ago in the adoption world applies to donor families as well: human beings want to know where they come from. It was long assumed that donor-conceived people need not know the truth of their origins—and that they should simply be glad to exist. For decades, doctors and employees at fertility clinics and sperm banks told parents never to tell anyone that they used donor eggs or sperm so that the parents could hide their infertility and so that their children would never ask questions. Yet the past couple of decades have demonstrated this position’s lack of sensitivity, case by case and story by story. Instead of living in blissful ignorance, children sometimes have an unsettling sense of distance from family; if they stumble across the truth, as often happens, they are likely to feel betrayed. On the other hand, children who know the truth and seek out their genetic relatives report having richer lives, more sources of moral support, and stronger relationships with the parents who have raised them.

			We believe that knowing about your origins is not only an innate desire but also a right for all donor-conceived people. We believe that disclosure is in the best interests of the donor-conceived child, his or her family, and the donor. We believe that a donor-conceived child’s interest in searching for her unknown genetic family must be honored.

			Children thrive on honesty. Telling donor-conceived children about their conception as early as possible gives them critical information about their origins. And, even if they are uncomfortable saying so explicitly, some children who have not been told the truth may have a subtle, unshakable sense of difference within the family. As more donor families begin to tell their children about their donor conception early on in their child’s life, we’ve heard from them—thousands of people all around the world—testifying to the success of this open and honest method.

			If the desire for a biological connection is strong enough to make adults choose donor conception, then it is the ultimate double standard to imagine that the desire for a biological connection will not be felt just as strongly by the donor-conceived child that is born. This natural curiosity should be supported by parents, by the fertility industry, and by the rest of us.

			
			“People who know both of their biological parents find it hard to grasp the enormity of what I am missing. Simply having information about the sort of people your parents are, and what things they are capable of doing, creates a baseline that you don’t realize is comforting unless you have to live without it.”

			—Ted, donor-conceived adult

			

			The Donor Sibling Registry (DSR), the largest Web site where members of the donor community can find each other and share their experiences, has revealed the true magnitude of this natural genetic longing. Before the DSR, there was no easy or effective way for donors and families to connect with each other. For more than a dozen years, the DSR has been their hub. Every day there are connections made on the site. Every month more than ten thousand people visit, looking for information, advice, support, and family.

			As cofounder and director of the Donor Sibling Registry, author Wendy Kramer has listened to their stories, and she has been at the forefront of research around the world into the experiences of donor-conceived people, parents, and donors. She shares what she has learned from connecting with these thousands of people and from raising her own donor-conceived son in this very first collection of advice for donor families. Author Naomi Cahn is a law professor who writes and teaches at the vanguard of family law and reproductive technology. Together, we’ve designed this compendium of advice for donor families to foster happy and healthy relationships in your immediate families and also within your new donor families.

			In the chapters that follow, we will guide would-be parents considering having children through donor eggs and sperm; donor-conceived offspring bravely trying to puzzle out their origins; parents wondering how to tell their children that they were donor-conceived and also how best to support their children’s desire to connect with their genetic relatives; and adults who want to connect with one another because they have used the same donor, who want to share information and form new communities, or who want to know what to do when they discover 150 half siblings.

			
			“I was donor-conceived fifteen years ago, and to this day, due in part to my mother’s successful parenting, I have never once felt anger or hurt of any sort for being donor-conceived. Indeed, I am curious about my roots, but I am who I am, and knowing my father wouldn’t change that. The truth is, not knowing my father is not something I think about on a day-to-day basis. It’s not that I ignore it, but having known my birth story since I was only two years old has made it a part of my life that I embrace and accept.”

			—Ryan Kramer, Wendy’s son (2005)

			

			Wendy conceived Ryan with donor sperm in 1989. In September 2000, when Ryan was ten years old, the two of them had just come across some surprising information: when Wendy called the sperm bank for more information about their donor, an inexperienced sperm bank employee accidentally revealed that there were several other children born from the same donor that Wendy used, Donor 1058. As soon as Ryan found out, all he wanted to know was, “When can I meet them?” Wendy and Ryan wondered together if he might have any half siblings who also wished to meet him, and even whether his donor might be open to establishing communication. But, as they soon found out, there was no way for them to know if anyone in Ryan’s donor family was also curious about him.

			The sperm bank would not facilitate mutual-consent contact, even between half siblings who had clearly not signed any agreements pertaining to anonymity. There were no search engines or databases to consult. They were at a seemingly dead end.

			One morning on the way to school, as Wendy navigated the familiar route through the evergreens of Nederland, Colorado, Ryan told Wendy about something new on the Internet: Yahoo! Groups. They looked at each other and said, “Why not create a Yahoo! Group for donor offspring who would like to meet their half siblings?” They talked about how amazing it would be for Ryan and other donor children to be able to connect with members of their donor family.

			Uncertain about whether it would work, they established the Yahoo! Group and posted the first message. That first message explained that they were looking for Ryan’s biological relatives and that they were also hoping to create a place for others to search and be found. That was the beginning of the Donor Sibling Registry. For a few months, absolutely nothing happened. Their single post sat lonely on the site. Then they received a few postings from others who were enthusiastic about the site and were hoping to connect too, although none of them were related to Donor 1058.

			Over the first few years, the group grew slowly. Then, a feature about the DSR on Good Morning America in late 2002 and a 2003 Oprah show devoted to the donor insemination industry took membership into the thousands. Because so many matches were being made, Wendy and Ryan decided to take the next step: in late 2003, they built their own Web site to help people find each other. Over the next decade, media exposure—including another Oprah, 60 Minutes, The Today Show, and articles in newspapers around the world, including several in the New York Times—brought more and more members in search of siblings and donors, and the DSR facilitated thousands of matches.

			In 2007, Wendy and Ryan’s posting had been on the DSR for almost seven years, although no connection had been made. On a cold February afternoon, they checked the site together, as they did almost every day—but this time, they finally found the message they had been waiting for. It was from another child conceived with the sperm of Donor 1058. Wendy and Ryan sat side by side and read through the posting carefully, trying to control their hopes and fears. They had already suffered some disappointment with potential matches: in one case, the parents did not want to disclose to the children that they were donor-conceived, so there was no one for Ryan to meet; in another case, parents of a half sibling denied the connection. Wendy and Ryan were cautiously optimistic.

			This time, the post was from a thirteen-year-old girl who had just signed on to the site with her dad and was astonished to learn that her half brother was the boy whose picture was featured on the DSR’s home page—the boy who had actually started it. Finally, Ryan had made a successful match on the DSR. He was the 2,910th person to do so.

			Ryan, then sixteen, and Wendy composed a note to Ryan’s new half sister and her parents, including their phone number, and submitted it through the DSR. Just a few hours later, the phone rang. It was the half sister’s parents. In that first phone conversation, her parents and Wendy agreed that even though they had never met, they didn’t feel like strangers—they shared something precious and rare, a genetic connection between their children. Remarkably, Ryan and his half sister have the same birthday. As Wendy had lit three candles on a Superman birthday cake for Ryan, his half sister had been drawing her first breaths, two thousand miles away.

			Barely six weeks after that first message, Wendy and Ryan flew to New York to meet his new half sister and her family in Central Park. They spent the first hour asking each other questions, taking pictures, wiping away tears, and hugging. Despite the seventy-five-degree weather, Ryan’s half sister put on the University of Colorado sweatshirt Ryan had brought her. It was obvious that each only child was deliriously happy to have found a half sibling. The parents studied the children, looking for—and finding—resemblances. Both half siblings had the same smile and chin. Their profiles were strikingly similar. While their parents had been carefully using the terms “half brother” and “half sister” to describe the relationship, the two of them rejected that description. They insisted, “No. We’re just brother and sister.”

			•   •   •

			Relationships within the world of donor conception are not always established with such sureness and grace. Donor-conceived children are not always as well adjusted as Ryan and his half sister. Some are angry that they grew up not knowing the truth about their origins, and some struggle with the fact that they don’t have access to one half of their genetic and cultural history. In most donor-conceived families, the parents don’t know the identity of the donor, and the donors have no idea what has happened to their eggs or sperm. The parents may know the donor’s hair color, height, college, and profession; they may even have heard the donor’s voice collected on an audiotape interview as part of the donor’s profile. But they don’t know his name or contact information. Until recently, donor-conceived offspring typically weren’t even told that one of their biological parents was a donor.

			Traditionally, donor eggs and donor sperm have been swaddled in secrecy. When people like Wendy and her husband went to a fertility clinic in 1989, no one said anything to them about the importance of disclosure and a child’s right to know the truth. Infertile couples who received donor sperm or eggs rarely ever told their friends or family members, much less their children. Even today, glossy magazines celebrate famous women who have babies at the age of forty-five or even fifty, but they rarely mention that this is almost physically impossible without donor eggs.

			In the past decade, the oppressive secrecy surrounding donor conception has started to change, at least within donor-conceived families. There are no national laws that either require or prohibit this information exchange; the change is coming from within the donor community itself. As a new commitment to openness and honesty emerges, and as parents become increasingly likely to tell their children that they are donor-conceived, many donor offspring are growing up with more information about their origins. A critical mass of donor-conceived children has now reached adulthood, and they are able and eager to articulate their views. People throughout the donor-conceived community are opening up and talking about their experiences. They remind us that the end result of the overwhelming urge to have a baby is not just a baby; it’s a human being, whose healthy development involves various phases of self-definition and endless questions. This book is full of ways to get answers, and it guides parents and donor-conceived people through the process of telling, reaching out to, and connecting with family.

			Some of you may be potential parents, trying to decide whether or not to use an open or willing-to-be-known donor, and wondering just what it will be like to have a child born through donor conception. Or you might already have a donor-conceived child. You may have donated your eggs or sperm. For some of you, there is also a good chance that your parents used donated eggs or sperm to conceive you. If you’re among the million or so people who were conceived in this way, you are certainly not alone. Not only do you have a lot in common with many other donor-conceived people, you actually might be related to some of them!

			Familiarity with your basic genetic heritage—something as simple as knowing the way your mother’s eyes crinkle when she smiles or how your father has struggled with depression—is a steadying influence, one that most people take for granted. But as adoptees have long known, when one parent is a question mark, the search for answers may end up consuming the rest of your life. The blank spaces in your story may fill up with pain. To prevent as much of that pain as possible, we want this book to serve as a strong voice in the movement to discourage secrecy and promote disclosure concerning donor conception, and to foster new ways of defining and expanding family for all of us. As you read and think through and live these issues, be open. Be honest with yourself and your loved ones. It won’t always be easy, but you will be rewarded with a clear conscience, a strong family, and the tools you need to explore your donor community.

			Openness is the core truth that anchors Finding Our Families. This core truth plays out in all three parts of this book: in the introductory chapters on how parents and children can talk about donor conception, in the middle chapters on searching for your donor and half siblings, and in the final chapters, on creating and maintaining your donor community. Although much of our advice is straightforward and simple to follow, it won’t always be easy, and we want to give you the tools and support you need for your own exploration of your donor community.

		

	
		
			
			chapter one

			

			The D Word

			In every conceivable manner, the family is link to our past, bridge to our future.

			• ALEX HALEY •

			Involvement with donor conception is a lifelong process of exploring the meaning of family and connection. Understanding the hidden history of donor conception, getting to know the donor community, and acknowledging the many different connections created by donor conception will help you navigate through your own personal journey. Donor conception challenges the centuries-old image of parenthood based on both marriage and biological connections.

			When Wendy and her former husband learned that they could not conceive on their own and decided to use donor sperm, their main focus was on finally being able to have a baby. They knew almost nothing else about the choice they were making: What would it mean to them and to their relationship? To their child? Should they ever even tell their child? These questions did not occur to them, and, at the time, no one even suggested that they should.

			Ryan was a year old when Wendy and her husband divorced and parted ways. After noticing dads in other households, two-year-old Ryan asked his mother, “Did my dad die or what?” Wendy was entirely unprepared for this question. Nor was she ready a few years later to have a six-year-old who was adamant about meeting his biological father. And certainly, no one had ever told her about the complexities of connecting with half siblings and the donor. Ever since she first found out she was pregnant with Ryan, Wendy has had to learn from experience what it means to raise a donor-conceived child.

			How Did We Get Here?

			In 1884, in one of the first reported cases of donor conception, Dr. William Pancoast, a professor at Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia, anesthetized a woman and then used sperm from the “best-looking” medical student in his class to inseminate her. Although the woman’s husband consented, she never knew what had happened and believed that her husband was the biological father of their child. Initiating a long-standing culture of secrecy, the case wasn’t even reported in a medical journal until a quarter-century later.

			Throughout most of the twentieth century, secrecy was so pervasive that patients were sent home after an insemination, strongly advised to forget anything had ever happened, and warned never to tell anyone about their use of donor sperm. Some were even told to conceal their use of donor sperm from their obstetricians and pediatricians. For married couples, the primary patients, this meant that no one ever had to know that the husband was actually infertile. Doctors might even try to find a donor who looked like the husband, but the recipient woman had to put complete trust in her physician to choose the right donor (even when it ended up being the physician’s own sperm that was used). Choosing donor sperm was so contrary to how society thought a family should be built that some courts judged married women who had used donor sperm to be adulterers and decided that their children were illegitimate, even if the husband had consented.

			When the first for-profit sperm bank started up in the early 1970s, it was not open to the public: physicians only. By the late 1980s, when more than four hundred sperm bank facilities were in operation, doctors were still their primary customers. In fact, in 1987, 60 percent of federally surveyed sperm bank facilities would sell only to doctors, and none would sell only to recipients. If you were trying and failing to get pregnant, your doctor might explain donor conception to you. If you were interested, he or she would procure the sperm without telling you much, if anything, about the donor. You were just supposed to be happy to get your baby. It was better than being inseminated with a stranger’s sperm without your knowledge, but hardly a model of transparency.

			Sperm banking became increasingly consumer-oriented throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, as the banks began advertising, and began providing more information, including physical descriptions, of their sperm donors. This gave consumers, rather than doctors, the power to choose the sperm. Other banks began offering consumers the same options, and the AIDS epidemic added incentives for additional safety tests.

			Egg provision has a far shorter history: the first documented egg donation occurred in 1984, and scientific breakthroughs since then on egg freezing have facilitated the process. Today, more than fifteen thousand eggs are donated each year, although, of course, not every egg results in a child. In the beginning, egg donors were identified; they were often recipients’ relatives or friends. Today, identified donors constitute a very small part of the donation pool and recipients are more likely to use egg-selling agencies, which almost always require their donors to remain anonymous. Egg donation is on the rise, reflecting the promise of technological advancement and the reality that many women want to become mothers after it is too late to use their own eggs. (It is too early to know whether the trend of women freezing their own eggs to preserve fertility will have an effect on the use of donor eggs.)

			The Donor Community: Who Are We?

			Millions of people, beyond the offspring themselves, are affected by donor conception. Maybe you’re a woman who decided that instead of waiting for Mr. Right, you would have a child with Mr. Good Sperm. Perhaps you’ve found your dream partner, but since you’re the same sex, donor conception is your only hope for having a baby. You could be a college student trying to decide whether or not to donate your sperm. Or maybe you and your partner, like one in eight couples in the United States, struggle with infertility. Perhaps you’re the grandparent or another family member of a beloved donor-conceived child. As far as we’re concerned, all of you, and your offspring, are part of the donor community.

			For many decades, infertile heterosexual couples were the primary users of donor sperm, but in recent years there has been a huge demographic shift. Advances in reproductive technology have made heterosexual couples less likely to need donor insemination, and families are increasingly being formed outside of the married heterosexual model. In fact, single women (Single Mothers by Choice or SMCs), both gay and straight, who choose to become parents without partners, as well as lesbian couples, are now the largest groups of donor-sperm users. Women in the United States have been waiting longer to start having children. While the average age of a first-time mother was about twenty-one in 1970, today the average age is approximately twenty-five and the average age of marriage is even later. The pregnancy rates for women who are forty and older have been steadily increasing. And for gay men, finding an egg is critical. The Donor Sibling Registry recently polled its members and found that their profile had shifted along the same lines as the customer base of several sperm banks: approximately 50 percent are single mothers, 33 percent are LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender), and 17 percent are heterosexual couples.

			The nonmarital birth rate in the United States is over 40 percent, and while the number of births to teens is falling, the number of births to single women over the age of thirty is increasing. Most of these women do not use donor sperm, but that’s changing. There are thousands of women on the DSR who have made the decision to become an SMC after a lot of careful thought. Overwhelmingly they say yes, indeed, parenting is often difficult, and they do sometimes wish they had a partner with whom to share responsibilities, as well as dreams and joy. But they also speak of having discovered inner strength and resources that they never believed they had. Much can be borne for the sake of a baby’s smile. They also tell us that they lean on their newfound donor families and the greater donor community.

			Seriously Planned Parenthood

			For many people, genetic connection is what defines a family. That’s what they grow up seeing and being told. Laws assume that blood relatives (or those in legally recognized relationships) will be the ones to make decisions for us when we are ill and to inherit our money when we die. But as the experiences of both adoptive families and of donor-conceived families show, genetics aren’t everything, even when it comes to having a baby and caring for a child. Just as a genetic bond alone won’t make you a good parent, the lack of one cannot disqualify you.

			In fact, studies show that families created by egg and sperm donation often have more positive parent-child relationships than do families created by natural conception, and that parents who used donors tend to have higher levels of emotional involvement with their children. According to a 2004 study, children formed through donor eggs or sperm may give their mothers more than the average amount of joy and inspire greater than average protectiveness; the authors speculated that “women who are unable to have children, because of either their own or their partner’s infertility, view their child as precious and are committed and loving parents.”1 The bonds of love in donor families are the same as in any other family, so take comfort knowing that the process may be different, but the result is often the same.

			The choice to use donor conception requires lots of soul-searching and legwork.

			Here are some questions you may have already considered and, if you haven’t yet figured them out, thinking about them now is crucial. Take the time to talk about each one of these issues with your partner and your family:

			
					Does it matter how you became a parent? Why?

					What does it mean for you not to know about half of your child’s genetic heritage? What does it mean for your child not to know?

					If you made your decisions with a partner, then did you both feel the same way about becoming a parent and about genetic connections? Do you feel the same way now as when you first made the decision?

					What do you know about the needs and issues of donor-conceived children?

					How do your family, friends, and community feel about your decision to use donor conception?

			

			Ideally, people who choose donor conception are prepared for the complicated joys ahead of them before they even start browsing donor profiles. But often they’re not. Sperm banks and egg agencies are primarily in the business of making money, not educating donors and parents or helping them sort through existential concerns, so you need to look elsewhere to prepare yourself.

			A Few Notes about Terminology

			“He is not my ‘donor,’ he is my father, he was my parents’ ‘donor.’ Terminology is important,” Katie emphatically corrected us. Her mother said, “Those of us who have donor children don’t call ourselves ‘donor families.’ We are just a family, like yours. We don’t live in a ‘donor world,’ we live in your world. That would be identifying your family, your existence and world by the method of your or your child’s conception. We form ‘donor families’ when we connect with others; they are members of our ‘donor family.’ We’re all people connected by a single gamete donor.”

			Chuck, whose parents used donor sperm, explains: “The one term I have a great deal of trouble with is ‘donor.’ This man did not ‘donate’ anything, he sold his sperm. ‘Donation’ means giving something to someone for a good cause or the act of giving to a charity. I do not have a donor. I have a biological father.”

			The language we use to describe our relationships reveals how we think about ourselves. Over the years, we have learned that terms vary greatly among different types of families, donor offspring, donors, and parents. In this book, we’ve tried to use a variety of terms, even as we realize that some of them will make some people uncomfortable.

			There are no agreed-upon stock terms to describe the person who “donated” sperm or eggs (the donor, the vendor, the genetic father or mother, donor dad or mom, or biological father or mother). In the United States, donors are never really “donors” because they are paid for their sperm or eggs. Parents who are not biologically related to their children might not like the term “nonbio parent,” but the term can be useful when trying to differentiate between parents and their experiences.

			We don’t yet have standard language for the person conceived via donor sperm or eggs (the offspring, donor baby, donor child, or donor-conceived person). It can be challenging for us to even describe our own families, not because language is imprecise but because of the varied emotions associated with the terms. Are we families who have used donor gametes, or are we “donor families”? Are “donor families” only the new people you connect with who share the same donor? Do all families who have used donor conception live in a “donor world”? We know that there are no terms that will make everyone happy.

			In fact, various terms that offspring use can be uncomfortable for parents (an issue we explore later in the book). Many offspring insist that the person who donated sperm is not the “donor” but their “biological father.” We should respectfully allow donor offspring to choose the labels that are right for them, whether they feel right to parents or not. Don’t be afraid of this. Defer to your child’s choice; you will learn much about their thoughts on being donor-conceived. As children go through different developmental stages, they may try out different terms when they refer to the donor. Be prepared for your child to try out terms that might not be comfortable for you.

			In one study, 751 offspring were asked to select all of the different terms with which they referred to their donors; in response, 42 percent said “donor,” 30 percent said “sperm donor,” 28 percent said “biological father,” 11.5 percent said “donor dad,” 8.5 percent used the term “father,” and 4.5 percent used the term “genetic father.” In other words, whatever terms they used, more than half used the words “father” or “dad” when referring to the donor. By contrast, another study of seventeen hundred parents who had used donor sperm chose the language they used to refer to the donors; only 22 percent selected terms that included “father” or “dad.” Almost two-thirds used terms that included the word “donor.”2 Word choice profoundly reflects people’s differing relationships and perspectives about the person who provided their gametes.

			Mark, the father of a young child conceived with a donor egg, explains the choices made in his family: “We bought eggs from a college student, Emma, and she was open to staying in touch with us. We’ve asked our toddler to call her ‘Aunt Emma.’” As Mark’s son matures, he may decide to use a more accurate term to refer to the woman who donated eggs to his parents. For young children, simple terms are best. Parents must be careful not to use jargon or euphemisms that minimize the importance of the donor. To parents, the donor might be just a piece of “genetic material” or just a “donated cell,” but to a child, the “donor” is half of his genetic identity.

			Because fewer families have been formed through egg donation, and even fewer through embryo donation, most of our experience is with families formed through sperm donation, and many of the stories throughout the book involve donor sperm. All of the discussions, however, apply to any family that has used donor gametes. In all of these families, it is important to be open to new terms and language that change as your life changes.
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