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The purpose of this study was to understand the cultural discourses that 

adult children conceived via anonymous sperm donation draw upon in their 

meaning-making processes. In-depth interviews with fourteen adult donor-

conceived offspring were inductively analyzed for the presence and interplay 

of discourses. The findings capture the complexity of meaning-making for 

donor-conceived offspring by detailing the interpenetration of two 

discourses: nature and nurture. Theoretical implications regarding 

discourse-dependency and definitions of family are discussed with the goal 

of providing insight to future researchers. 

 

geneticist view of kin as blood relatives has 

traditionally dominated definitions of family (Galvin, 

2003). However, as Galvin argued, “family diversity abounds as 

families are formed through combinations of blood and legal ties, as 

well as long-term, explicit commitments” (p. 237). The strong 

presence of families constructed through choice or social kinships 

(Braithwaite et al., 2010; Carsten, 2001) necessitates attention to 

discourse-dependent families, those that depend on communication to 

establish their legitimacy both inside and outside of the family 

system (Galvin, 2005).  Understanding the intricacies of 

communication for discourse-dependent family members will 

increase our knowledge about familial contexts and experiences that 

many face but few understand. 

The present study focuses on one particular type of 

discourse-dependent family—donor-conceived families. These are 

families created through third-party reproduction, a process where 

“families use eggs, sperm, or embryos that have been donated by a 

third person (donor) to enable an infertile individual or couple 

(intended recipient) to become parents” (American Society for 

Reproductive Medicine, 2012, p. 3). Because children in donor- 

conceived families lack a biological connection to one or both 

parents who raise them and often lack knowledge of a biological 

parent, they may rely on discourse to establish familial relationships.  
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Two factors have influenced the increase of families with 

donor-conceived children. First, advancements in assistive 

reproductive technologies have allowed families who face the 

challenge of impaired fecundity or infertility to conceive children 

with the assistance of a donor. According to the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC, 2014), impaired fecundity, which 

involves difficulty getting pregnant or sustaining a pregnancy, 

impacts 6.7 million women between the ages of 15-44. Moreover, 

infertility affects approximately 1.5 million married U.S women 

within this same age group. The CDC further reports that 7.4 million 

U.S. American women in this age group have used fertility 

treatments at some point in their lives. Also influential to the rise of 

donor-conceived families has been a decrease in the cultural stigma 

surrounding same-sex families and single-parent families. This 

change has affected the number of lesbians, gay men, and unwed 

individuals who have chosen to procreate with the assistance of a 

donor.  

It is impossible to determine the exact number of donor-

conceived offspring (DCO) because of absent or incomplete 

reporting or because of inconsistencies in the reporting process, 

especially in terms of sperm donation. However, estimates suggest 

that the number of DCO is quite high. For example, the American 

Society for Reproductive Medicine (2012) reported that the number 

of live births in 2009 alone resulting from egg donation, which 

occurs less frequently than sperm donation, was 5,595. Of those 

births, 39.9% involved multiple children. Considering the rise of 

donor conception over the last half century, Cahn (2012) argued that 

over one million American donor-conceived families have been 

created. It is important to acknowledge that the number of children 

for whom this identity is meaningful may be lower than the actual 

number of DCO, since not all parents disclose to their children 

(Indekeu et al., 2013; Readings, Blake, Casey, Jadva, & Golombok, 

2011).  

The present study centers on one specific subset of donor-

conceived families—families in which parents used an anonymous 

donor to conceive their children. Currently in the United States, 

parents who use donors may choose either a known or an anonymous 

donor. It is especially difficult to track the number of anonymous 

sperm donor births, because not all procedures take place through 

medical establishments. Estimates suggest that the number of 

anonymous sperm DCO in the U.S. ranges from 5,000 (Fairfax 

Cryobank, 1995-2014) to over 30,000 (CBSnews.com, 2006) a year. 

Although some DCO may have the right to request their donors’ 

identifying information upon their 18
th

 birthdays (American 

Pregnancy Association, 2012; see Shenfield & Steele, 1997 for 

information about national differences), there are many offspring 
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who will not have access to identifying information about their 

donors because of laws surrounding donor-conception at the time of 

their conception.   

Researchers outside of the communication discipline have 

begun to explore issues relevant to donor-conceived families. Much 

of their attention has been placed on parents’ decision-making 

regarding whether or not to disclose information about their use of a 

donor to friends, family and, most importantly, their children 

(Daniels, Grace, & Gillett, 2011; Readings et al., 2011). Secrecy or 

initial secrecy has long been practiced in donor-conceived families 

(Indekeu et al., 2013). Readings et al. (2011) found that whereas 

47.2% of their participants reported having already told or are 

planning to tell their children about their conception in the future, 

92.9% reported telling someone other than their children. Children of 

heterosexual parents experience longer lengths of secrecy than both 

DCO of single mothers and lesbian couples (Jadva, Freeman, 

Kramer, & Golombok, 2009).  

A number of specific factors influence parents’ likelihood to 

disclose. Among them are parents’ level of comfort using donor 

insemination (Indekeu et al., 2013; Daniels, Thorne, & 

Westerbrooke, 2007), couples experiences prior to conception 

(Indekeu et al., 2013), and differing parental opinions about 

disclosure within the couple (Indekeu et al., 2013; Shehab et al., 

2008). Parents who opt not to tell their children about their 

conception reported a lack of need to tell their children (Readings et 

al., 2011), their belief that non-disclosure would protect their children 

(Mac Dougall, Becker, Scheib, & Nachtigall, 2007; Readings et al., 

2011), fear of rejection by their children (Hargreaves & Daniels, 

2007; Mac Dougall et al., 2007), fear of losing their children’s trust 

(Mac Dougall et al., 2007) or their belief that donor-conception was 

their personal matter (Readings et al., 2011).  

Because of the negative implications of secrecy for adoptees 

that have been identified (Feast, 2003; Rosenberg & Groze, 1997), 

researchers have investigated the implications of initial secrecy for 

DCO and their families. Some researchers have found DCO to be 

well-adjusted in terms of their emotional development (Golombok, 

MacCallum, Goodman, & Rutter, 2002) and parent-child relationship 

(Casey, Jadva, Blake, & Golombok, 2013; Lycett, Daniels, Curson, 

Chir, & Golombok, 2004). Others have argued that secrecy can have 

negative psychological implications for offspring (Daniels & Taylor, 

1993) and can lead to relational turbulence for family members (Paul 

& Berger, 2007) and perceptions of lower family functioning by 

offspring (Berger & Paul, 2008). Interestingly, though, Freeman and 

Golombok (2012) identified positives and negatives associated with 

disclosure. They argued that although disclosure was associated with 

lower levels of conflict between mothers and sons, it also was 
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associated with less warmth in relationships between fathers and 

offspring. 

Because of the potential negative effects of secrecy for 

many DCO and their families, parents are now often advised to be 

open with their children about the details of their conception. As a 

result of this push toward openness (Indekeu et al., 2013; Grace, 

Daniels, & Gillett, 2007), researchers have begun to explore the 

intricacies of the disclosure process and parents’ reasons for 

disclosure. For example, parents who choose openness often assert 

that children have the right to know their origins (Hargreaves & 

Daniels, 2007; Readings et al., 2011) and strive to create a culture of 

honesty within the family system (Readings et al., 2011).  Parents 

who practice openness vary in their approach (Indekeu et al., 2013). 

While some embrace early disclosure, others choose what they 

consider to be an appropriate time in the DCO’s life (Mac Dougall et 

al., 2007). 

Of particular importance, and the focus of the present paper, 

is the process of meaning-making for DCO. As illustrated, most of 

the extant literature focuses on the topic of secrecy, particularly 

parents’ decision-making processes regarding whether or not to tell 

others and implications of secrecy and openness on DCO. Missing is 

an understanding of how DCO who are told about their conception 

attribute meaning to the newfound information and what impact, if 

any, this information has on their conception of self and family. The 

increase in openness across donor-conceived families combined with 

the ambiguity that comes with the anonymity of the donor will likely 

yield numerous challenges for DCO, particularly regarding the 

meanings they attribute to being donor-conceived and part of a 

donor-conceived family. For example, having an anonymous donor 

may create uncertainty for DCO regarding their family history, 

ethnicity, racial background, biological relatives, and health-related 

dispositions. The meanings DCO attribute to these areas of 

uncertainty may, in turn, be impactful to their personal identities 

(Harrigan, Dieter, Leinwohl, & Marrin, forthcoming) as well as to 

their psychological and emotional adjustment. For example, Harrigan 

et al. found that DCO construct their identities in both positive (e.g., 

highly wanted children) and negative (e.g., victims) ways. As such, 

an investigation of their meaning-making is foundational to 

understanding the more specific nuances of their communication. An 

understanding of meaning requires careful attention to one’s 

language, since language is one of the main systems people use to 

constitute their social realities (Burke, 1966; Tracy & Robles, 2013).  

 

Relational Dialectics Theory 
Relational Dialectics Theory (RDT) provides a valuable lens 

for the present study because it sensitizes researchers to the 
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constitutive nature of communication and its role in the meaning-

making process (Baxter, 2011). Baxter (2004) explained that 

researchers who are guided by RDT explore “how communication 

defines, or constructs, the social worlds, including ourselves and our 

personal relationships” (p. 3). The present study seeks to understand 

the role communication plays in DCO’s personal and relational 

meaning-making.    

Researchers guided by RDT highlight the systems of 

meaning or discourses people voice as they make sense of themselves 

and their relationships. RDT views communication as multivocal in 

two respects. First, RDT argues that people voice multiple meaning 

systems while communicating with others and constructing their 

relationships. The study of multivocality in this respect requires an 

examination of the multiple variants of meaning that a discourse may 

hold and the discursive disjunctures (Baxter, 2011) or apparent 

paradoxes which occur when a discourse legitimizes multiple 

experiences or courses of action. Second, RDT sensitizes researchers 

to the multivocality of communication because it conceptualizes an 

utterance as a social unit rather than an individual act. As such, 

utterances themselves are collaborative because they are the product 

of two or more communicators.  

Discourses may be heard at various sites of the utterance 

chain: (a) the distal already-spoken, (b) the distal not-yet-spoken, (c) 

the proximal already-spoken, and (d) the proximal not-yet-spoken 

(Baxter, 2011). The distal sites are tied to the broader culture, 

whereas the proximal sites relate to specific relationship’s culture. 

Discourses considered already-spoken have been voiced in the past, 

whereas not-yet-spoken discourses reflect anticipated responses by 

others (Baxter, 2011). Our focus in the present paper is the discourses 

that resonate at the distal already-spoken site. 

Discourses that can he heard at the distal already-spoken site 

of the utterance chain are those meaning systems that are active in the 

larger culture yet influential to our personal and relational meaning-

making processes (Baxter, 2011). As Baxter (2011) noted, “there is 

no such thing as culture-free interpersonal communication. A 

dialogically informed analysis thus begins with an identification of 

the distal already-spokens that interanimate talk” (p. 53). Aware of 

the important role culture plays in our construction of meaning, we 

posed the following research question: 

RQ1: What discourses at the distal already-spoken site of 

the utterance chain make DCO’s talk about their experiences 

intelligible?  

Researchers guided by RDT must not limit their work to 

identifying discourses; they must also investigate how and to what 

degree discourses interpenetrate to create meaning for individuals 

(Baxter, 2011). An examination of the interplay of discourses might 
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begin by asking which meaning systems are centripetal, or centered 

in people’s talk, and which are centrifugal, or marginalized. In her 

discussion of the centripetal-centrifugal struggle, Baxter (2011) 

asserted, “the center is easily legitimated as normative, typical, and 

natural, and thus it functions as a baseline against which all else is 

somehow positioned as a deviation” (p. 123).  

In addition to the centripetal-centrifugal relationship, 

illuminating the interplay of discourses also leads researchers to 

investigate the concept of discursive struggle, or the interpenetration 

of competing discourses. When examining interplay, it is important 

to question the relationship between the interpenetrating discourses 

such as whether the discourses negate or challenge one another. 

Understanding the relationship between and among discourses allows 

researchers to capture the complexity of the meaning-making process 

and the specificity of meanings for those whose experiences are 

being studied. With a focus on interplay, we posed a second research 

question:  

RQ2: What forms of interplay are present in DCO’s talk 

about their experiences being donor-conceived? 
 

Method 
Because the narrative process is integral to meaning-

making, the researchers used in-depth, semi-structured interviewing 

to gain access to the stories DCO tell about their experiences. The 

narrative paradigm provides an important context for understanding 

dialectical experiences because stories are considered “dialogically 

expansive texts” (Baxter, 2011, p. 153). Interviews themselves are 

important communicative events because they allow for meaning 

construction and negotiation at both the distal and proximal sites 

(Baxter, 2011) and allow listeners to hear multiple discourses at play 

with one another. Following their consent, interviewees answered a 

number of open-ended questions about their experiences as being 

donor-conceived. Interviews took place in person, by phone, and via 

videoconferencing and lasted approximately 60 minutes. Each 

interview was audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. Participants 

were asked to complete an online demographic survey before or 

following the interview.   

Participants were sought through purposive sampling, a 

method by which people are chosen because they have experiences 

relevant to the phenomenon of interest (Baxter & Babbie, 2004). To 

participate, individuals had to meet three criteria: (a) be at least 18 

years of age, (b) conceived with the help of an anonymous donor, and 

(c) carried by their mother rather than a surrogate. Although we 

sought participants conceived through sperm, egg, or embryo 

donation, all participants were conceived using a sperm donor.  Of 

the participants, 12 were female and 2 were male. The age at which 
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offspring learned they were donor-conceived ranged from 0-52 years 

of age, where “0” represented that they have always known. At the 

time of the interview, participants ranged from 19-54 years of age. 

Participants varied in their education level; five participants held a 

high school diploma, four participants had a bachelor’s degree, four 

participants had a master’s degree, and one participant did not report 

an education level. All participants identified as Caucasian although 

many noted ambiguity about their complete racial identity.  

 

Data Analysis 
When guided by RDT, Baxter (2011) suggests engaging in a 

close study of language through contrapuntal analysis, a form of 

discourse analysis. Contrapuntal analysis helps researchers identify 

discursive themes in participants’ meaning construction and how 

each discourse positions itself with or against others. Following the 

process of contrapuntal analysis, the researchers familiarized 

themselves with the entire data set which consisted of 172 pages of 

single-spaced data. Next, each researcher inductively generated 

important themes within the data and provided exemplars to support 

each theme showcasing the link between each coding category and 

participants’ verbatim talk (Baxter & Babbie, 2004).  Third, the first 

author compared each individual researcher’s list of themes for 

evidence of consistency or difference. There was strong consistency 

across the individual analyses. Areas of difference were language-

based rather than meaning-based. The first author labeled each theme 

in consultation with the other researchers. Fourth, the first author 

carefully analyzed the relationship among themes to determine 

whether multiple themes exemplified the same distal-already spoken 

discourse. When determining discourses, replication across the data 

set was essential. The first author created a master list of discourses 

and inherent themes and asked the other researchers to determine 

areas of perceived inconsistency or disorganization. No discrepancies 

were identified. Theoretical saturation was used as a measure of 

completion of the master list (Creswell, 2007). All the identified 

themes fit clearly within each of the overarching discourses, 

determining for us saturation. Finally, the researchers examined the 

relationship among discourses, including which were centripetal or 

centrifugal and whether discourses enhanced or competed with one 

another. We were most interested in looking for examples of when 

discourses or inherent themes of a discourse negated the meaning 

generated by another theme or discourse, creating a discursive 

disjuncture (Baxter, 2011).  

 

Findings 
The present study addressed the following questions: (a) 

what discourses at the distal already-spoken site of the utterance 
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chain make DCO’s talk about their experiences intelligible and (b) 

what forms of interplay are present in DCO’s talk about their 

experiences being donor-conceived? The researchers identified two 

dominant discourses at play with one another in DCO’s talk: nature 

and nurture.  These discourses have various branches of meaning 

and, as a result, illustrate the complexity of meaning-making for 

DCO.  

 

The Discourse of Nature 
At the heart of DCO’s talk about their experiences was the 

discourse of nature, which centers on a person’s innate qualities 

(Lippa, 2005). In the current paper, nature encompasses the 

importance of genetics to personhood and familial relationships. 

Regarding personhood, participants advocated that “who they are” 

and their “true identity” are rooted in their biology and genetic 

makeup. Likewise, participants echoed the discourse of nature as 

they described their perspective on family, including their assertion 

that their donors and their donors’ relatives are their family. Voicing 

this geneticist view of family, one participant expressed, “I feel very 

strongly that my donor is my father, in that I feel that I have a mom 

and a dad and a father….I want to know about his family, because 

they’re my family” (13: 125-129; citations consist of interview and 

line numbers). Another participant expressed, “I consider her my real 

sister even though I didn’t grow up with her” (6: 449). Although their 

communicative choices could have been influenced by others as well 

as by available language options, we believe it is meaningful to 

consider that DCO often chose to employ kinship terms such as 

“father” and “sister” rather than more distant terms such as “donor” 

and “donor’s other offspring.”   

The discourse of nature provides a framework for 

understanding participants’ comments about the relief and loss they 

felt upon finding out they were donor-conceived. First, participants 

described finding out they were donor-conceived as an “a-ha” 

moment, or one that brought them a sense of clarity and, in turn, 

feeling of relief. Many participants reported feeling different from 

their parents and other family members throughout their lifetime but 

not being able to explain why. One participant explained how she felt 

before learning she was donor-conceived, saying “Things just didn’t 

add up and you know something’s not right” (9:140-141).  

Participants attributed similarity in general, whether in terms of 

physical appearance, personality characteristics, or skills to genetic 

connections. Being different from family members often resulted in 

feelings of confusion for participants. Learning they were donor-

conceived and not genetically related to all of their immediate family 

members gave them a lens through which to understand and even 

justify these differences.  As one participant described, “I just 
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remember thinking it made sense …. It seemed like all the pieces of 

the puzzle were together” (7: 141-142). This sense of clarity and 

relief was often strengthened when participants got access to 

information about their donor, for they were able to identify the areas 

of similarity between them. One participant commented:  

I remember reading my sperm donor father’s 

interests on the profile and I remember 

thinking oh he really likes music and, you know, I quit 

music in fourth grade…but I was always sad that I quit 

music and I didn’t understand why I would always get sad 

when I went to concerts…then I found out my sperm donor 

father was this big musician. (3:193-198) 

For many participants, this newfound knowledge appeared 

to be important for their well-being. Exemplifying this connection, 

one participant explained: 

I had always had expectations in my life that I would always 

kinda be like my father…. my father was always a really 

good athlete and I was like never a good athlete …. I sort of 

forgave myself for stuff more. (14: 165-210) 

Importantly, though, the discourse of nature also helps 

explain why participants often associate a feeling of loss with their 

discovery of being donor-conceived. This radiant of meaning 

contrasts the feelings of clarity and relief participants gained as just 

described, resulting in a discursive disjuncture. As such, the 

discourse of nature lends intelligibility to participants’ emotionally 

contradictory feelings of gain and loss. One participant’s talk 

captured this interplay nicely, expressing “It felt like the bottom was 

falling out of my life kind of, uh, and it also felt, I was elated at the 

same time… I also had the feelings that suddenly everything made 

sense” (14: 54-56).  

The loss participants described is associated with both their 

personhood and family circle. Regarding personhood, participants 

reported feeling confused about whom they were upon discovering 

they were donor-conceived. One participant shared, “I felt like my 

foundation had been knocked out from underneath me and I had to 

rebuild myself, rebuild my identity again” (9: 369-370).  Learning 

they were donor-conceived also made participants question the 

familial relationships they had developed throughout the course of 

their lifetime, especially with their dads. One participant explained, 

“This man that I believed to be my father wasn’t really my father and 

I kind of had to grieve that a little” (11: 70-72).  These feelings of 

loss extended beyond their immediate family to their donors and even 

to their donors’ relatives. As such, participants reported feeling a 

sense of loss for people they had never known. One participant 

expressed, “I probably had a couple hundred half-siblings out there 

that I don’t know …. It is kinda like a grief process” (9: 177-181).  
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This feeling of loss appears to be similar to the loss adoptees 

often feel as a result of being placed for adoption by their 

birthparents (Wahl, McBride, & Schrodt, 2005).  It is important to 

note that feelings of loss were not always immediate; instead, they 

often developed over the course of their lifetime. For some, it was 

giving birth that created feelings of loss. For others, it was 

problematic circumstances they encountered. Still for others, it was 

simply the process of maturing. The discourse of nature held the 

centripetal location in participants’ talk. However, it is its interplay 

with nurture illuminates the complexity of DCO’s meaning-making.  

 

The Discourse of Nurture and Its Interplay with Nature 
In opposition to nature, the discourse of nurture, which 

centers on experiences and interactions with others (Lippa, 2005), 

echoed in participants’ talk, particularly regarding their definition of 

family. Participants argued that families are composed of people who 

love you, care for you, and raise you. Thus, it is the relationship you 

have with another person that determines whether or not he or she is 

considered family. Participants emphasized their belief that the male 

figure who raised them is their dad. Put succinctly by one participant, 

“My family is who I grew up with. They are the ones who come to 

Christmas every year… I think family is whoever cares and is there 

24/7” (2: 337-340). From this and similar comments, it is evident that 

participants do not deny the role of love and caretaking in 

constituting family relationships. Instead, their talk illustrates that 

family can be constructed as a result of both nature and nurture. The 

following comment highlights the integration of both discourses in 

participants’ talk and meaning-making: 

The most important thing in a family is having love and 

support … [however], I feel really bad for those donor-

conceived children who don’t have the opportunity to decide 

for themselves if they want to meet their father or if they 

want to look for their siblings. (6: 430-434)  

Although the discourse of nurture appears to be centripetal 

by her declaration of “most important,” this participant defines her 

donor and his relatives as family through her use of the kinship terms 

“father” and “siblings.”  

The discourses of nature and nurture weaved in and out of 

the centripetal position in participants’ talk. For instance, when asked 

by the researchers what they call their donor, many emphasized their 

conscious decision to distinguish between what they call the donor 

and the man who raised them. One participant explained the 

distinction, “We say ‘father’ instead of ‘dad,’ just because it’s more 

formal I think …. We never call him [the donor] ‘dad’ cause dad is 

such a more daddy thing to say, it’s a more intimate thing to say” (2: 

174-176). This comment situates the discourse of nurture in the 
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centripetal location. On the contrary, the discourse of nature became 

centripetal when participants discussed how frustrated they feel when 

others make comments about the unimportance of donors. In these 

instances, the discourse of nature serves as a filter for DCO’s 

interpretive process. Participants reported that these comments often 

invalidate the familial relationship between them and their donor.  

One participant expressed, “People say, ya know, ‘why are you 

searching for your donor, he just provided a bit of biological 

information and he doesn’t really mean anything to a person’” (10: 

286-288). This participant reinforced the discourse of nature when 

she negated such commentary by noting “I think that those comments 

are naïve and not nice, without any thought” (10: 291-292). 

Participants perceive that others also invalidate the importance of 

being donor-conceived to their personal and familial experiences and, 

in turn, argue “it does matter” (9: 148). Sometimes, participants feel 

that even the parents who raised them do not understand the 

importance of wanting to know their donor. One participant offered 

an interpretation of her mom’s comment that searching for her donor 

“is offensive to your father” (12: 762). She said:   

I think she felt it was kind of offensive to both of them as if 

‘didn’t we provide you with a good enough upbringing and 

take care of you and we were both there for you like isn’t 

that good enough?’ (12: 762-764) 

The frustration felt by participants was highly evident. One 

participant explained:  

I’m just like you kind of have no business telling me what I 

feel about my family, they will make comments about how 

my siblings aren’t my real siblings or um, ya know, this guy 

who you care about, he’s not your dad, he didn’t raise you. 

(3: 499-502) 

Participants shared their feelings that others seem to reject 

that both a donor and a man who raises a child can be included in a 

child’s definition of family, making the two roles mutually exclusive. 

Furthermore, they explained that others appear to favor the 

importance of nurture and downplay the role of genetics in the 

parent-child relationship. But, by describing both their donor and the 

man who raised them as family, participants rejected this either-or 

typology. Demonstrating discourse-dependency (Galvin, 2005), 

participants assert that both a loving and nurturing relationship and a 

genetic connection are sufficient criteria for family. Importantly, 

however, although participants defined both connections as familial, 

they appear to conceptually negate one another. Defining family as 

constituted by a loving and nurturing relationship negates the 

importance of genetic connection. Likewise, asserting the importance 

of genetic connection negates the importance of a loving and 
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nurturing relationship, as is the case here with individuals who are 

genetically connected but lack a relationship. 

 

Discussion 
In conjunction with other scholars, Wahl, McBride, and 

Schrodt (2005) highlight both the popularity of genealogy in today’s 

American culture and advances in genetics as social processes that 

may be impactful to adoptees, and in this case, DCOs’ conception of 

self as rooted in nature.  What is unclear and important to consider is 

why others appear to stress social experiences as the foundation for 

personhood and family connections. Whereas the social messages 

that value genealogy and genetics may serve to lessen DCOs’ degree 

of discourse-dependency in respect to their kinship with their donor 

and half-siblings, personal interactions they have with others often 

reify their discourse-dependence. This finding reinforces the family 

as a negotiated and socially constructed experience (Coontz, 2000).    

Understanding that DCOs’ definition of family echoes both 

the discourses of nature and nurture has important theoretical 

implications. How Western society constitutes family is a question 

that has been explored and debated by both communication scholars 

(e.g., Braithwaite et al., 2010; Galvin, 2003; Wahl et al., 2005) and 

anthropologists (e.g., Cartsen, 2001; Schneider, 1968) and is rarely 

agreed upon. At the core of these talks is the question—what do 

families share? Those who assert a geneticist view suggest biology is 

the connecting factor whereas those who put forward a social view 

privilege relationships and choice making (see Carsten, 2001). 

Family communication scholars have often described the geneticist 

view as limiting because it excludes a multitude of voluntary kin 

relationships.  

Recognizing the importance of self-definition, many 

scholars embrace a social definition of family that legitimates chosen 

kin (e.g., Braithwaite et al., 2010). As Galvin (2003) argued, “in the 

future communicative definitions of family will be privileged over 

structural definitions, a reality that requires new models for talking 

about and studying families” (p. 238). For donor-conceived families 

the social view of family validates the child and non-biological dad 

relationship. However, it also is limiting because it does not 

recognize the kinship of the DCO and donor. Social definitions of 

family privilege relationships as the symbolic connection between 

members. This definition does not fit the experiences that many DCO 

have with their donor and the donor’s relatives because they do not 

share histories, futures, family enactments, or personal relationships. 

It is important to note, however, that a geneticist view of family 

would also be limiting for DCO because it would exclude the 

relationship they have with the man who raised them. This finding 

strongly suggests the importance of advancing a definition of family 
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that incorporates both non-genetic intimate relationships and 

“relationshipless” genetic connections. Regarding the latter, it is 

important to note that although the relationship has not been 

communicatively enacted by the family members, it exists within the 

internal symbolizing processes of DCO.  A definition of family that 

might speak more completely to DCOs’ experiences is people bound 

by one or more of the following: genetics, legal agreement, relational 

commitment who symbolically perceive and/or communicatively 

enact a family relationship and consider themselves to be family. 

Such a definition seeks to legitimize DCOs’ experiences articulated 

through both the discourses of nature and nurture. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 
The present study provides valuable new insight about 

DCOs’ meaning-making processes. However, future researchers can 

learn from the limitations associated with this study. First, the present 

analysis centered on the distal already-spoken site of the utterance 

chain. While this focus is certainly important to others’ 

understanding of DCOs’ meaning-making, it is only one lens. Future 

researchers should expand their focus beyond this site. We believe 

that looking at the proximal already-spoken and not-yet-spoken sites 

(Baxter, 2011) may offer valuable new perspectives, especially 

regarding relational turning points that DCO experience. Second, 

although in-depth interviewing provided an opportunity for 

participants to engage in meaning construction with the researcher, 

capturing dyadic communication between DCO and their parents 

would provide insight into how DCO collaboratively negotiate 

meanings with particular others.  Therefore, we suggest that future 

researchers consider collecting dyadic data between DCO and their 

parents. Third, it is important to consider the role of gender, race, and 

other salient demographic and identity characteristics in the findings. 

Although the authors were inclusive when recruiting participants, the 

vast majority of participants were Caucasian women. Demographic 

and identity factors could be significant to the meaning-making 

process. For instance, Fivush, Bohanek, Zaman, & Grapin (2012) 

identified gender differences in narratives about positive and negative 

life experiences. Among the differences Fivush et al. identified are 

the degree to which narratives were elaborate, coherent, and 

reflective. Thus, future researchers might explore what role, if any, 

gender, race, and other demographic and identity factors play in 

DCOs’ meaning-making processes. Finally, understanding the role of 

communication in donor-conceived families requires the perspectives 

of a multitude of individuals. Although we argue that this paper 

captured the most important perspective—the offspring’s—it is only 

one perspective. As such, it is important for future researchers to 

investigate the experiences of other members of the system, including 
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biological and non-biological parents, donors, and members of 

DCOs’ extended families. 

 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the present study illustrates the dialectical 

process of meaning-making for DCO by highlighting the 

interpenetration of discourses of nature and nurture in their talk. 

DCO perceive that both the people who raised them and the donor 

who helped create them are family. Knowledge of this dialectic raises 

important questions for relational communication scholars about how 

to effectively define family. A definition that addresses the role of 

both nature and nurture in familial experiences and brings together 

geneticist and social perspectives was proposed and is argued to have 

heuristic value for other scholars who study discourse-dependent 

families. Understanding DCO’s meaning of family and, in turn, 

broadening the definition of family to capture these meanings can 

allow future scholars to highlight myriad familial experiences that 

exist outside current theoretical and definitional boundaries. These 

contributions to the literature will not only expand our knowledge of 

and theorizing about relational communication but also, more 

importantly, validate the salient experiences of people in 

underexplored relational contexts, such as those in donor-conceived 

families.  

 

References 
American Pregnancy Association. (2012). Donor insemination.  

Available at: 

http://americanpregnancy.org/infertility/donorinsemination.

html 

American Society for Reproductive Medicine. (2012). Third-party  

reproduction: Sperm, egg, and embryo donation and 

surrogacy. Available at:  

http://www.asrm.org/BOOKLET_Third-

party_Reproduction/ 

Baxter, L. A. (2004). Relationships as dialogues. Personal  

Relationships, 11, 1-22. doi: 10.1111/j.475-

6811.2004.00068.x 

Baxter, L. A. (2011). Voicing relationships: A dialogic perspective.  

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Baxter, L. A., & Babbie, E. (2004). The basics of communication  

research. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.  

Berger, R., & Paul, M. (2008). Family secrets and family  

functioning: The case of donor assistance. Family Process, 

47, 553-566. doi: 10.1111/j.1545-5300.2008.00271.x 

Braithwaite, D. O., Bach, B. W., Baxter, L. A., DiVerniero, R.,  



 

 

 

 

30 Harrigan, Dieter, Leinwohl, &Marrin       Iowa Journal of Communication 

 

Hammonds, J. R., Hosek, A. M., Willer, E. K., & Wolf, B. 

M. (2010). Constructing family: A typology of voluntary 

kin. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 27, 388-

407. doi: 10.1177/0265407510361615 

Burke, K. (1966). Definition of a man. In Language as symbolic  

action (pp. 3-57).  Berkeley, CA: University of California. 

Cahn, N. (2012). The new kinship. The Georgetown Law Journal,  

100, 367-428. 

Carsten, J. (2001). Knowing where you’ve come from: Ruptures and  

continuities of time and kinship in narratives of adoption 

reunions. Journal of Royal Anthropological Institute, 6, 687-

703. 

Casey, P., Jadva, V., Blake, L., & Golombok, S. (2013). Families  

created by donor insemination:  Father-child relationships at 

age 7. Journal of Marriage & Family, 75, 858-870. doi: 

10.1111/jomf.12043 

CBSNews. (2006). Sperm donor siblings find family ties. Available  

at: http://www.cbsnews.com 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2014). Infertility.  

Available at: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/infertility.htm 

Coontz, S. (2000). Historical perspectives on family studies. Journal  

of Marriage and the Family, 62, 283-297. 

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design:  

Choosing among five Traditions (2
nd

 ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage.  

Daniels, K. R., Grace, V. M., & Gillett, W. R. (2011). Factors  

associated with parents’ decision to tell their adult offspring 

about the offspring’s donor conception. Human 

Reproduction, 26, 2783-2790. 

Daniels, K. R., and Taylor, K. (1993). Secrecy and openness in donor  

insemination. Politics and  the Life Sciences, 12, 155-170.  

Daniels, K., Thorne, P., & Westerbrooke, R. (2007). Confidence in  

the use of donor insemination: An evaluation of the impact 

of participating in a group preparation programme. Human 

Fertility, 10, 13-20. doi: 10.1080/14647270600973035 

Fairfax Cryobank. (1995-2014). Sperm banking background  

fundamentals. Available at: 

http://www.fairfaxcryobank.com/background.shtml 

Feast, J. (2003). Using and not losing the messages from the adoption  

experience for donor-assisted conception. Human Fertility, 

6, 41-45.   

Fivush, R.,  Bohanek, J. G., Zaman, W., & Grapin, S. (2012). Gender  

differences in adolescents’ autobiographical narratives. 

Journal of Cognition and Development, 13, 295-319. doi: 

10.1080/15248372.2011.590787 

Freeman, T., & Golombok, S. (2012). Donor insemination: A follow- 



 

 

 

 

Volume 46, Number 1, Fall 2014, pp. 16-32   Harrigan, Dieter, Leinwohl, & Marrin 31 

  

 

up study of disclosure decisions, family relationships, and 

child adjustment at adolescents. Reproductive BioMedicine 

Online, 25, 193-203. doi:10.1016/j.rbmo.2012.03.009 

Galvin, K. (2003). International and transracial adoption: A  

communication research agenda. Journal of Family 

Communication, 3, 237-253. 

Galvin, K. (2005). Joined by hearts and words: Adoptive family  

relationships. In K. Floyd & M. T. Morman (Eds.), 

Widening the family circle: New research in family 

communication (pp. 137-152). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.   

Golombok, S., MacCallum, F., Goodman, E., & Rutter, M. (2002).  

Families with children conceived by donor insemination: A 

follow-up at age twelve. Child Development, 73, 952-968.  

Grace, V. M., Daniels, K. R., & Gillett, W. (2007). The donor, the  

father, and the imaginary constitution of the family: Parents’ 

constructions in the case of donor insemination. Social 

Science & Medicine, 66, 301-314. doi: 

10.1016/j.socscimed.2007.08.029 

Hargreaves, K. & Daniels, K. (2007). Parents’ dilemmas in sharing  

donor insemination conception stores with their children. 

Children & Society, 21, 420-431. doi: 10.1111/j.1099-

0860.2006.00079.x 

Harrigan, M. M., Dieter, S., Leinwohl, J., & Marrin, L.  

(forthcoming). “It’s just who I am … I have brown hair. I 

have a mysterious father”: An exploration of donor-

conceived offspring’s identity construction. Journal of 

Family Communication. 

Indekeu, A., Dierickx, K., Schotsmans, P., Daniels, K.R., Rober, P.,  

& D’Hooghe, T. (2013). Factors contributing to parental 

decision-making in disclosing donor-conception: A 

systematic review. Human Reproduction Update, 19, 714-

733. doi:10.1093/humupd/dmt018 

Indekeu, A., Rober, P., Schotsmans, P., Daniels, K.R., Dierickx, K.,  

& D’Hooghe, T. (2013). How couples’ experiences prior to 

the start of infertility treatment with donor gametes 

influence the disclosure decision. Gynecologic & Obstetric 

Investigation, 76, 125-132. doi: 10.1159/000353901. 

Jadva, V., Freeman, T., Kramer, W., & Golombok, S. (2009). The  

experiences of adolescents and adults conceived by sperm 

donation: Comparisons by age of disclosure and family 

type. Human Reproduction, 24, 1909-1919. 

Lippa, R. A. (2005). Gender, nature and nurture (2
nd

 ed.). Mahwah,  

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.  

Lycett., E., Daniels, K., Curson, R., Chir, M.B., & Golombok, S.  

(2004). Offspring created as a result of donor insemination: 

A study of family relationships, child adjustment, and 



 

 

 

 

32 Harrigan, Dieter, Leinwohl, &Marrin       Iowa Journal of Communication 

 

disclosure. Fertility and Sterility, 82, 172-179. doi: 

10.1016/j.fertnstert.2003 

Mac Dougall, K., Becker, G., Scheib, J. E., & Nachtigall, R. D.  

(2007). Strategies for disclosure: How parents approach 

telling their children that they were conceived with donor 

gametes. Fertility and Sterility, 87, 524-533. doi: 

10.1016/j.fertnstert.2006.07.1514 

Paul, M. S., & Berger, R. (2007). Topic avoidance and family  

functioning in families conceived with donor insemination. 

Human Reproduction, 22, 2566-2571. doi: 

10.1093/humrep/dem174 

Readings, J., Blake, L., Casey, P., Jadva, V., & Golombok, S. (2011).  

Secrecy, disclosure and everything in-between: Decisions of 

parents of children conceived by donor insemination, egg 

donation and surrogacy. Reproductive BioMedicine Online, 

22, 485-495. doi:10.1016/j.rmbo.2011.01.014 

Rosenberg, K. F., & Groze, V. (1997). The impact of secrecy and  

denial in adoption: Practice and treatment issues. Families 

in Society, 78, 552-530. 

Shehab, D., Duff, J., Pasch, L., Mac Dougall, K, Scheib, J. E., &  

Nachtigall, R. D. (2008). How parents whose children have 

been conceived with donor gametes make their disclosure 

decisions: Contexts, influences, and couple dynamics. 

Fertility and Sterility, 89, 179-187. 

doi:10.1016/j.fertnstert.2007.02.046 

Schneider, D. M. (1968). American kinship: A cultural account.  

Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.  

Shenfield, F., & Steele, S. J. (1997). What are the effects of  

anonymity and secrecy on the welfare of the child in gamete 

donation? Human Reproduction, 12, 392-395.  

Tracy, K., & Robles, J. S. (2013). Everyday talk: Building and  

reflecting realities (2
nd

 ed.). New York: The Guilford Press.  

Wahl, S. T., McBride, M. C., & Schrodt, P. (2005). Becoming “point  

and click” parents: A case  study of communication and 

online adoption. Journal of Family Communication, 5, 279-

294. 

 

 


