Families with children without genetic link to their
parents are functioning well
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The emotional well-being of families where children lack a genetic or gestational link to one or both
of their parents – where the children have been conceived through surrogacy, egg donation or
donor insemination – has long been a subject of debate.

Now, in the first worldwide study of this issue, British scientists have shown that relationships
within such families appear to be functioning well, and that there are few differences between them
and families in whom children were conceived naturally.

Miss Polly Casey, from the Centre for Family Research, Cambridge University, UK, will tell the 24th
annual conference of the European Society of Human Reproduction and Embryology this week that
the study found that the egg donation, surrogacy, and donor insemination families showed more
similarities than differences in the psychological well-being of the parents, the quality of parentchild relationships, and the psychological adjustment of the child. The potential negative
consequences for such children have long been the subject of debate, with concern that parents
may behave less positively towards them, and that the child may not feel fully accepted as part of
the family.

The researchers have been following up 39 surrogacy families, 43 donor insemination families, 46
egg donation families, and 70 families where children had been conceived naturally. So far the data
have been collected up to the time that the children are seven years old, but the researchers hope
to continue following up these families for as long as possible. The findings to be presented are
from approximately half of the families where the child has reached seven years old.

"We asked questions in a number of different areas to both parents and children," said Miss Casey.
"We looked at such things as parental psychological wellbeing and parent-child relationships, and
also questioned the mothers on any emotional and behavioural problems they felt that the child
might have." In addition, researchers used the standardised Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire, which produces an overall score of the child's adjustment along with individual
scores for such things as conduct problems and emotional difficulties. Teachers completed the
same questionnaire providing an independent assessment of children's adjustment.

The children's perception of the emotional closeness to their parents was also assessed. "We gave
them a blank 'map' with concentric circles and told them that they were at the centre," said Miss
Casey. "We then asked them to complete the map by placing family members and friends in the
circle that represented the emotional closeness of each relationship."

A pictorial scale of perceived competence and social acceptance was also administered to the
children. Pictures of children in different situations were presented by the researcher, against which
the children were asked to evaluate themselves. This provided a measure of their cognitive
competence, physical competence, maternal acceptance, and acceptance by their peers, all of
which have been shown to be associated with the development of self-esteem in later childhood.

"We found that the family types did not differ in the overall quality of the relationship between
mothers and their children and fathers and their children," said Miss Casey. "But the analysis did
show some differences in the mother-child relationship between family types. For example, we
found a minor trend towards greater sensitivity to their child's anxieties and worries among the egg
donation and surrogacy mothers compared with the donor insemination mothers, and there was a
minor trend towards greater emotional over-involvement with their children, and towards greater
disciplinary indulgence, by assisted reproduction mothers as opposed to natural conception
mothers."

The children in the different family types did not differ with respect to the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire as completed by their mothers. However, when the teachers completed the same
exercise, a significant difference emerged. "The teachers reported a higher level of emotional
difficulties among the assisted reproduction as opposed to the naturally conceived children,
although these were not abnormally high," said Miss Casey.

The children's own assessments showed no significant difference between family types for selfesteem. In assessments of family relationships, there was no significant difference between the
assisted reproduction children and the naturally conceived children in the location of their mother
or father in the family maps, with 85% of assisted reproduction children and 88% of those
naturally conceived placing their mother in the closest circle, and 73% of assisted reproduction and
76% of naturally conceived children placing their father in the closest circle.

"However," said Miss Casey "at the time of the child's seventh birthday, only 39% of egg donation
parents, 29% of donor insemination parents, and 89% of surrogacy parents had told their children
about the nature of their conception. This is markedly less than the proportion of parents who,
when their child was one year old, reported that they planned to disclose this information – 56%,
46% and 100% of egg donation, donor insemination and surrogacy parents respectively," she said.

There are numerous and complex reasons for parents deciding not to inform children, the
researchers say, including a desire to protect the father, since the mother may not want others to
know about his infertility, and the fear that a child may feel less love for the non-genetic parent.
"Previous studies have shown that parents want to protect their child, fearing that disclosure may
upset them and have an adverse effect on parent-child relationships," said Miss Casey.

Analysis of the differences in the quality of parent-child relationships and the psychological
adjustment of the child found significant disparities between those families who had disclosed
information regarding conception, and those who had not. "Those mothers who had told their
children about their conception showed higher levels of sensitivity to the child and, although there
was no statistical difference, we also found that fathers in disclosing families tended to show
greater warmth towards their children," said Miss Casey.

Mothers who had been open with children also reported greater marital satisfaction. The
researchers also reported a non-significant trend towards lower levels of emotional difficulties
among the children who had been told, as assessed by teachers.

"This study shows that families with children without a genetic or gestational link between the
parents continue to function well as the child reaches early school years," said Miss Casey. "Where
differences in mother-child relationship were found between the different family types, these were
reflected in more involved parenting by the assisted reproduction mothers. Those who lacked a
genetic or gestational relationship with their child – the egg donation and surrogacy mothers –

tended towards greater involvement, as opposed to the donor insemination mothers. These
findings are not surprising given the difficulties that the women underwent in achieving
motherhood.

"The children themselves showed positive psychological adjustment and did not differ as to family
type. We were particularly interested to find that, according to teachers, those children who had
been told of their origins tended to do slightly better emotionally than those who had not, though
of course this may simply be due to better communication within the family generally. We believe
that our findings will benefit clinicians who counsel prospective parents about the implications of
disclosing the means of conception to their child, as well as to parents, and, indeed, children, who
will be able to learn from the experience of others in similar situations. It is essential that all
developments in assisted reproduction are accompanied by studies of the wellbeing of the parents
and children involved," said Miss Casey.
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