
Psychology and counselling

Single fathers’ experiences of using egg donation and
surrogacy to start a family
C. Jones 1,2,*, V. Jadva 3, S. Zadeh 4, and S. Golombok 2

1Social, Genetic and Developmental Psychiatry Centre, King’s College London, London, UK
2Centre for Family Research, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK
3UCL Institute for Women’s Health, University College London, London, UK
4Thomas Coram Research Unit, University College London, London, UK

*Correspondence address. Social, Genetic and Developmental Psychiatry Centre, Memory Lane, London SE5 8AF, UK. E-mail: catherine.2.jones@kcl.ac.uk https://
orcid.org/0000-0001-6078-3455

ABSTRACT

STUDY QUESTION: What are the experiences of single men using egg donation and surrogacy as a route to parenthood?

SUMMARY ANSWER: The fathers mainly had a positive relationship with the surrogate and simultaneously exercised agency, and
experienced challenges, during the process of surrogacy.

WHAT IS KNOWN ALREADY: Little is known about single men’s experiences of egg donation and surrogacy arrangements. Studies
have focused on single men’s decision-making processes about the use of surrogacy and family functioning once these families are
formed. Questions remain about how fathers experience and navigate the process of surrogacy as a single man.

STUDY DESIGN, SIZE, DURATION: The study is an international, in-depth qualitative study of fathers who chose to begin a family
and parent alone. Data were collected between 2018 and 2021 as part of a larger study of solo fathers with different routes to
parenthood. The present study reports on 21 fathers who used surrogacy and egg donation to begin their family. The average age of
the fathers was 44 years, the fathers had young children aged 6 years or younger, and lived in countries across Australia, Europe, and
North America.

PARTICIPANTS/MATERIALS, SETTING, METHODS: Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants. In-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted. Interview topics included fathers’ experiences of the process of using egg donation and surrogacy, and
navigating the relationship with the surrogate. The audio-recorded interviews lasted around 2 hours and were subsequently tran-
scribed verbatim.

MAIN RESULTS AND THE ROLE OF CHANCE: Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis and qualitative content analysis.
Most of the fathers chose an identifiable egg donor. Regarding the relationship with the surrogate, many fathers had remained
in contact with her, but to differing degrees, and they generally reported positive relationships. Thematic analysis led to the
identification of three themes relating to the fathers’ experiences of choosing surrogacy as a single man: the ability to make choices;
challenges and constraints; and special relationship.

LIMITATIONS, REASONS FOR CAUTION: Due to the variation between different countries regarding laws on surrogacy, contextual
factors may have impacted on the experiences of single fathers, and the sample size was small. However, the research provides new
insights into an area with little academic literature.

WIDER IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS: Given the growing trend of single men having children through surrogacy, the findings
suggest that this new path to parenthood can be both rewarding and challenging. Single men may benefit from tailored support and
counselling to help them navigate the surrogacy journey.

STUDY FUNDING/COMPETING INTEREST(S): This study was funded by the Wellcome Trust (grant number 208013/Z/17/Z).
The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare.
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Introduction
The past few decades have seen an increase in family diversity,
with the use of assisted reproduction to become a parent becom-
ing increasingly popular. One form of assisted reproduction that

has remained controversial is surrogacy. Surrogacy refers to the

act of a person carrying a pregnancy on behalf of intended

parent(s). Historically, surrogacy arrangements have most often

been pursued by cisgender heterosexual couples. However,
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recent years have seen important changes to the law, with some
countries giving access to surrogacy to same-gender male cou-
ples, and more recently, single men. Single men who use surro-
gacy to start a family can either use traditional surrogacy,
whereby the surrogate’s own egg is used, or gestational surro-
gacy, where a separate donor’s egg is used. Intended parent(s)
may choose an egg donor who is known to them. Alternatively,
the egg donor may be identifiable or ‘identity-release’, where the
child has the possibility of knowing the identity of their egg donor
at a later age, or anonymous, dependent on the jurisdiction in
which the surrogacy arrangement is conducted.

Access to surrogacy and laws on assisted reproduction vary sig-
nificantly internationally. In much of Europe, for example, in Italy,
Spain, France, and Germany, surrogacy is not legal. In the UK, legal
changes in 2019 have enabled surrogacy to be a family-building
option for single men (Department of Health and Social Care,
2021). At that time, single applicants were granted the ability to
apply for a parental order to transfer legal parenthood from the
surrogate to themselves, with the surrogate’s consent.

Given that access to surrogacy by single men remains restric-
tive in many countries, some fathers opt for international surro-
gacy. Countries also vary in how surrogacy is practiced, which can
also influence intended parents’ reasons for travelling overseas
(Jadva et al., 2021). In some locations, such as the US, the surrogate
is allowed to receive some financial compensation, although sur-
rogacy and its costs are regulated on a state rather than national
basis (Birenbaum-Carmeli and Montebruno, 2019), whereas in
other locations, such as the UK, financial compensation is not
allowed, other than costs directly associated with the pregnancy
(Department of Health and Social Care, 2021). Where surrogates
are located may also impact the types of relationships that
intended parents form with their surrogate (Jadva et al., 2019).

Planned single parent families
Although research on single parent families has generally fo-
cused on parents who did not plan to raise a family alone, for ex-
ample, single parents through divorce (Coles, 2015), increasing
numbers of parents elect to begin their family alone. These fami-
lies have been found to have different characteristics to other
types of single parent families (Golombok, 2020), thus warranting
research specific to these family types, their experiences of start-
ing their family, and of family life.

Research on solo mothers, sometimes also termed single
mothers by choice (Golombok et al., 2016), has found that women
choose to begin their family alone because they want to have a
child and be a mother, and feel that time is running out for them
because of their increasing age (Jadva et al., 2009). Similar motiva-
tions among Italian single fathers were found by Carone et al.
(2017), who reported that the fathers felt it was the right time in
their life to become a parent, due, for example, to financial secu-
rity or their age.

Despite these similarities between solo mothers and fathers,
there may be experiences and challenges unique to becoming a
single father. Solo fathers challenge the perception that women
have a more active desire to become a parent than men (Johnson,
2017). Despite a wealth of research evidence demonstrating that
a two-parent, cisgender, heterosexual couple family is by no
means necessary for optimal child adjustment (Golombok, 2015;
Imrie and Golombok, 2020), ‘traditional’ family forms remain
privileged (Johnson, 2017); representations of fathers in the media
perpetuate stereotypes and do not account for the variety of dif-
ferent family types or the diversity of fathers’ experiences (Wall
and Arnold, 2007; Gregory and Milner, 2011). As such, it is

possible that single men will face specific challenges in pursuing
parenthood alone due to these lasting assumptions, alongside
facing practical and legal barriers to parenthood.

Families through surrogacy
Regarding the choice of surrogacy as a route to parenthood,
Carone et al. (2017) found that heterosexual single fathers in Italy
had considered, or had had, sexual intercourse with women to
become a father. Most gay solo fathers reported that they had al-
ways wanted to use surrogacy; the adoption rules in Italy prevent
single men and women from adopting children and most fathers
stated that having a genetic connection to their child was an im-
portant reason for pursuing surrogacy (Carone et al., 2017).

Research addressing fathers’ experiences of surrogacy has
been limited and has focused on fathers in couples (Imrie and
Golombok, 2020), with experiences differing by family type. For
example, in a study of surrogates where the intended parents
were heterosexual couples, fathers were less involved in the pro-
cess of surrogacy than were mothers (Jadva et al., 2003). Carone
et al. (2018) found fathers in same-gender couples using overseas
surrogacy to be actively engaged in the pregnancy process, de-
spite the physical distance between them and their surrogate,
and they remained in frequent communication with her. In con-
trast, fathers reported a more distant relationship with the egg
donor (Carone et al., 2018), a finding similar to a US study of cou-
pled gay fathers (Blake et al., 2016). The fathers in this latter study
were mostly happy with how much contact they had with the
surrogate, though a few wanted to have more contact. Fathers
with international surrogacy arrangements have reported facing
difficulties in feeling involved in the pregnancy, and in navigating
the legal framework, particularly regarding registering parentage
on the child’s birth certificate (Carone et al., 2021b). Guidelines
and procedures vary between countries, adding an additional
layer of complexity.

In terms of fathers’ wider experiences of the process, many of
the fathers in Blake et al.’s (2016) US study felt supported by their
family and friends in their use of surrogacy and were satisfied
with their surrogacy experience. However, research in Israel has
shown that whilst coupled gay fathers through surrogacy report
greater life satisfaction than do heterosexual fathers, they also
report elevated levels of postnatal depression (Shenkman et al.,
2022). By way of explaining these findings, the authors suggested
that fathers might experience cumulative stress, that is, the
stress experienced by gay fathers as a minority group in addition
to the common strain of the transition to parenthood.

In terms of parent and child adjustment in two-father families
formed by surrogacy, the US study found that the children, aged
around 5 years on average, showed no differences in behavioural
difficulties, and lower levels of emotional difficulties, than chil-
dren in two-mother families formed through sperm donation
(Golombok et al., 2018). Similarly, the Italian study found no dif-
ferences in psychological adjustment between children in single
father and two-father families formed through surrogacy (Carone
et al., 2020, 2021a).

Research on fathers’ experiences of using egg donation and
surrogacy in same-gender couples sheds light on how those in
father-headed families might navigate, and think and feel about,
the process. However, there is a paucity of research on single
fathers’ experiences of surrogacy arrangements, both during and
after the surrogacy takes place. From an intersectional perspec-
tive (Collins, 1998; Bowleg, 2008), the fathers’ relationship status
as single, their male gender identity, their socio-economic status
(especially considering the high costs often encountered with
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surrogacy), and other aspects of their identity, such as their sex-
ual orientation, may lead to a unique surrogacy experience differ-
ent to that experienced by couples. The recently emerging body
of work on single fathers through surrogacy indicates that these
fathers often simultaneously experience social acceptance and
discrimination (Jones et al., 2022; Tsfati and Segal-Engelchin,
2022; Zadeh et al., 2022). Yet, little is known about how single
fathers navigate contact with all parties involved in the surrogacy
and egg donation, and their thoughts and feelings about the sur-
rogacy process.

The current study aimed to provide insights into single men’s
experiences of egg donation and surrogacy to become parents,
and how they negotiate a relationship with the surrogate before
and after the birth of the child. Due to between-country variation
in terms of access to surrogacy, rules and regulations, and com-
pensation, the present paper focuses on the fathers’ experiences
of their relationship with the surrogate and the surrogacy and
egg donation process, rather than the nuances of arranging sur-
rogacy in specific locations.

Materials and methods
Sample characteristics
The sample comprised 21 fathers with an average age of 44 years.
The fathers were cisgender men and in terms of sexual orienta-
tion, 19 fathers were gay, one was heterosexual, and one was
asexual. Thirteen fathers had one child and eight fathers had two
children. The children were aged 0–6 years. At the time of starting
the process of surrogacy, the fathers were single, but some later
went on to start relationships. The sample was international, and
among the 20 fathers (95%) who provided further demographic
information, 15 identified as a European nationality, two as
European and American, one as European and Asian, one as
European and Australian, and one as Australian. Sixteen fathers
described their ethnicity as white, three as mixed, and one as
other (using the UK Office for National Statistics classification).
The data form part of a larger study that included solo fathers
through adoption (see Zadeh et al., 2022). The fathers were
recruited with support from Brilliant Beginnings, Cafcass, Circle
Surrogacy, Growing Families and Family Equality, and through
snowballing. The study received ethical approval from the
University of Cambridge Psychology Research Ethics Committee.

All fathers in the present study used gestational surrogacy,
whereby a separate donor’s egg was used, i.e. the surrogate did
not use her egg for the pregnancy. The fathers underwent surro-
gacy in North America, South America, Europe, and Asia. The US
was the most common location, with 13 of the fathers undergo-
ing surrogacy there. All fathers expressed a strong desire to be a
parent as their motivation to start their journey to parenthood
alone, although the reasons for choosing to become a single par-
ent at the time they elected to do so were varied (see Jones et al.,
2022, for more information).

Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted by three researchers
trained in the study techniques, either in person (n¼ 5), or over
Skype or telephone (n¼ 16), given the study’s international na-
ture. Once participants had read the information sheet and had
the opportunity to ask any questions, written informed consent
was obtained. Each interview lasted �2 h. The interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed and all identifying information
was removed from the transcripts. The interview schedule had
two main sections, addressing: (i) parent–child relationships,

children’s adjustment, and fathers’ well-being; and (ii) fathers’
route to parenthood, experiences of surrogacy, disclosure of sur-
rogacy and egg donation, and experiences of being a single father.
The interview was semi-structured, so each father was asked
similar questions, but prompts were used to elicit more informa-
tion from their responses or to elaborate on different topics.
Considering the wide range of topics covered in the interview,
only the second section of the interview was analysed, as this
section covered the topics that were relevant for the focus of the
present investigation.

Analysis
The study addressed two research questions:

1. What are single fathers’ choices and preferences when
choosing an egg donor?

2. How do single fathers describe their experience of surrogacy
and their relationship with the surrogate?

Choices and preferences when choosing an egg
donor
Fathers’ answers to questions regarding the egg donor’s status
(anonymous or identifiable) and their preferred status for the do-
nor (anonymous, identifiable, or open to both) and whether they
were in contact with the egg donor (in contact, no longer in con-
tact, not in contact) were coded as above. Illustrative quotes are
presented with the findings.

Subsequently, to analyse fathers’ responses about the charac-
teristics they were looking for when searching for an egg donor,
qualitative content analysis was used. Qualitative content analy-
sis is a method for exploring the experiences and narratives of a
sample by creating categories to describe participants’ responses,
allowing for counts to be made of participants in each category. It
applies the benefits of quantitative analysis to text-based data
(Mayring, 2015). In the present study, it was chosen as a method
to analyse the parts of the interview that were not open-ended
(Neergaard et al., 2009). The lead researcher (C.J.) read through all
the responses and created data-driven categories. Illustrative
quotes are presented alongside the table. Counts were made of
each code and percentages presented.

How do single fathers describe their experience of
surrogacy and their relationship with the
surrogate?
Regarding fathers’ experiences of their relationship with the sur-
rogate, counts were made of the fathers’ answers to questions
about current contact with the surrogate (in contact or not in
contact) and frequency of current contact with the surrogate (in
contact more than once a week, in contact once a week to once a
month, in contact once a month to once every 3 months, in con-
tact less than once every three months, and not at all in contact).
Illustrative quotes are presented with the findings.

The section of the interview describing the father’s relation-
ship with the surrogate was coded according to a coding scheme
created for the purposes of the present study. The father’s rela-
tionship with the surrogate was rated as positive, neutral, ambiv-
alent, or negative. The interviewer coded the father’s answers
after the interview had finished and subsequently one-third of
the interviews were rated by a second coder. Cohen’s Kappas
were calculated to assess inter-rater reliability, Cohen’s
Kappa¼ 0.72.

To enable a more in-depth understanding of the fathers’ expe-
riences of the surrogacy process and the relationship with the
surrogate, reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006,
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2019, 2021) was used, with a particular focus on researcher posi-
tionality in the analytic process. Thematic analysis is about mak-
ing sense of people’s experiences and understanding these as
related to the social context (Braun and Clarke, 2019), hence is a
useful methodological tool for analysing how the fathers’ status
as a single man may have shaped some of their experiences of
surrogacy. Line-by-line inductive coding of the transcripts was
conducted; the codes were then grouped into similar codes and
collapsed, and any codes that were not directly related to the re-
search questions were excluded. The codes were then organized
into themes and subthemes that were subsequently edited and
refined by continually looking back at the transcripts and initial
codes.

Regular peer debriefing enabled the researchers to reflect on
the analysis throughout the process, which strengthened confi-
dence in the findings (Flick, 2014). Also, the lead researcher (C.J.),
who conducted the thematic analysis, continually reflected on
her own positionality throughout the process of data collection,
familiarization, and analysis. She considered her social context,
and the aspects of her identity that may have shaped her under-
standing of the fathers’ narratives, to be critical and reflexive of
the ways in which her meaning-making of the data might have
been shaped by these influences (McCorkel and Myers, 2003). In
particular, C.J. considered how as a female researcher who is not
a parent, she would be mostly viewed as occupying an outsider
status (Gair, 2012) regarding the fathers, and continually
reflected on how this shaped her experience of conducting some,
and analysing all, of the interviews.

Results
Research question one: Choices and preferences
when choosing an egg donor
More of the fathers had used an identifiable egg donor (n¼ 13,
62%) than an anonymous egg donor (n¼ 8, 38%) (see Table 1). All
fathers who used an identifiable egg donor reported that this was
their preference. One father explained, ‘I’m a single gay man, it’s
pretty obvious to my son that I didn’t make him on my own, so
you know, I need to tell him and I want to be able to show him
photographs and I want him to be able to have the option of get-
ting in touch and seeing whether he wants to meet you when
he’s grown up’. Of the fathers who had used an identifiable do-
nor, some were in touch with the donor; four (31%) of the fathers
were currently in contact, and a further two had been in contact
since the birth of their child but not recently (identifiable also re-
ferred to donors whose identity had already been disclosed to the
recipient. Rules regarding identifiability vary by country.)

Of the eight fathers who had used an anonymous donor, half
said that had been their preference. Two explained that this had
not been their preference; instead, an identifiable donor would
have been their choice, with one father explaining, ‘I would have
preferred that. I don’t even know if I can find out. I mean if
they’re really interested, I guess we can hire a detective to try
and . . . find her’. A further two fathers who had used an anony-
mous donor had been open to the idea of using an identifiable do-
nor, but did not ultimately do so.

Regarding the characteristics the fathers were looking for
when searching for an egg donor, a total of 10 criteria were men-
tioned across the sample (these are listed in Table 2). Only one fa-
ther reported that he was not searching for particular qualities.
For the remaining 20 fathers, the most cited commonly sought-
after characteristics were good health (43%), general appearance
(43%), and education level (38%). Fathers often described how the
egg donor’s health was their primary concern: ‘The important
thing to me was that she’s healthy, that she’s done it [surrogacy]
before successfully’. However, fathers also discussed considering
the egg donor’s appearance, either generally or specifically (e.g.
in terms of, for example, eye colour, hair colour, and height).
Some of the fathers reported that having a similar ethnic back-
ground was important to them: ‘I think just the ethnicity was a
big thing because I wanted us to have the same skin colour’. A
few of the fathers with identifiable donors had been able to talk
to, or sometimes meet, the egg donor, prior to treatment. These
fathers mentioned the importance of getting on well with the do-
nor or of finding common ground: ‘I just felt very comfortable
with the profile and the outlook in life and the description and
the picture, and then the discussion more importantly on the
phone’.

Research question two: How do single fathers
describe their experience of surrogacy and their
relationship with the surrogate?
Contact and relationship with the surrogate
Most (n¼ 16, 76%) of the fathers were still in contact with the sur-
rogate and many (n¼ 14, 67%) had a positive relationship with
her (see Table 3). Almost half of the fathers were in contact with
the surrogate at least once a month (n¼ 9, 43%).

Thematic analysis of fathers’ narratives of their experience
of surrogacy and relationship with the surrogate
Findings centred around three main themes and twelve sub-
themes. The first theme ‘ability to make choices’ encompasses
fathers’ experiences of (i) surrogacy as their preferred route to
parenthood (ii) gathering knowledge, resources, and support,

Table 1. Types of donor and fathers’ preferences for donor
identifiability by the type of donor they ended up using.

Type of donor

Anonymous Identifiable
N (%) N (%)

8 (38%) 13 (62%)

Preference
Anonymous 4 (50%) 0
Identifiable 2 (25%) 13 (100%)
Open to either anonymous or identifiable 2 (25%) 0

Contact with the donor
In contact N/A 4 (31%)
No longer in contact N/A 2 (15%)
Not in contact N/A 7 (54%)

Table 2. Donor characteristics the fathers were searching for.

Characteristic N (%)1

Appearance (overall) 9 (43%)
Appearance (specific characteristics, e.g. eye colour,

hair colour, height)
3 (14%)

Character 3 (14%)
Connection 1 (5%)
Education 8 (38%)
Ethnicity 6 (29%)
Family background 1 (5%)
Has children 1 (5%)
Health 9 (43%)
Interests 1 (5%)

1 The percentages add up to over 100% as many of the fathers mentioned
they were searching for more than one characteristic.
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(iii) practicalities, and (iv) perceived importance of being geneti-
cally related. The second theme stands both alongside and in
contrast to the first theme; ‘challenges and constraints’. This
theme explains some of the difficulties the fathers faced, includ-
ing (i) external circumstances, (ii) gatekeepers, (iii) location, and
(iv) complexities in the relationship with the surrogate. The third
theme ‘special relationship’ explores fathers’ feelings about
the surrogate and their navigation of the relationship. Their nar-
ratives involved (i) gratitude and amazement, (ii) helping to feel
involved, (iii) friendship, and (iv) seeing the surrogate as family-
like. Altogether, these themes signify the journey fathers went
through; the motivation to use surrogacy, the process leading up
to the pregnancy, and how the fathers’ navigated the relationship
with the surrogate during and after the pregnancy.

Theme one: Ability to make choices

This theme describes the resources the fathers had, and the deci-
sions they were able to make, in their journey to parenthood.

Preferred route to parenthood

Fathers described choosing surrogacy over adoption partially be-
cause of a desire to have a genetic connection with their child
and to be involved at the birth. One father stressed that he
‘wanted to go through the kind of childbirth as much as you can’.
However, the fathers also discussed how surrogacy was viewed
as a more favourable route to parenthood due to hesitancies over
adopting as a single man, partly due to feeling discriminated
against, and partly due to the lack of support from a partner. One
father recalled: ‘when I went to look into this adoption . . . so
firstly I wanted . . . firstly in adoption if you’re husband and wife
you get top priority, then if you’re a lesbian couple, then if you’re
a gay couple, then a single woman and then a single man, so for
a start I was already at the bottom of the hierarchy’. Another fa-
ther described his worries about whether he would be able to be-
come an adoptive father as ‘the process can take years, it’s very
difficult to get’ so he felt that by choosing surrogacy he was
‘more in control of the outcome’.

Gathering knowledge, resources, and support

When describing their preparations, many of the fathers referred to
the research they had done, the people they connected to, and the
support groups they had joined, each of which helped them to feel

informed about the process and confident in their choices: ‘A lot of
the people that I surrounded myself with had been through this
process, so I always had someone to talk to, someone to discuss
things with if I had any concern about anything’. Groups or forums
were often seen as a useful, and easy, way to access help in the lead
up to choosing surrogacy. Many of the fathers highlighted that they
had sought out opportunities to feel more knowledgeable about sur-
rogacy: ‘the way I managed to get information on how to do the sur-
rogacy was through a support group . . . it’s more like a forum, like
an association of lesbian and gay parents’. Fathers also referred to
the physical resources, including their finances, that had helped
them to prepare for choosing surrogacy: ‘it was possible, it was like,
you know, I’m in the financial situation where I could do it’.

Practicalities

Fathers also outlined the decisions they had made regarding the
practicalities of surrogacy, such as where to conduct the surrogacy
arrangement. One father described how in choosing where to have
surrogacy, he took different factors into account: ‘I knew that the
medical care was really good, the surrogates were properly
screened’. Fathers involved in transnational surrogacy arrange-
ments described some anxiety about being far from the surrogate
during the pregnancy, and their choices in navigating this. One fa-
ther explained that he had carefully considered who he thought
would be the right surrogate to carry the pregnancy: ‘Someone I
could trust, especially knowing that most of the pregnancy would
be spent far away’. Another father managed the physical distance
by choosing a surrogate who lived near to his family, to give him
‘peace of mind’ if ‘anything happened during the pregnancy’.

Some of the fathers explained that they appreciated the role
clinics and agencies took in managing the practicalities of surro-
gacy. One father explained: ‘part of the work of the agency is to
take care of all the practical, legal, financial stuff so that you can
focus on the human relationship’. Another father felt the agency
had been particularly careful when matching him to a surrogate,
making sure to reflect his wishes: ‘They [the agency] have way,
way, way less surrogates than they have donors, but their choice
was excellent, theirs was like spot on’.

Perceived importance of being genetically related

Many of the fathers valued having a genetic connection to their
child. This was particularly evident when fathers discussed their

Table 3. Fathers’ contact with the surrogate and relationship quality.

N (%) Illustrative quote

Current contact with surrogate
Yes 16 (76%) ‘We still feel that we want to share how we are and I want to share how

(child) is progressing.’
No 5 (24%) ‘We haven’t been in touch.’

Frequency of contact with surrogate
More than once a week 4 (19%) ‘We’re in touch all the time . . . .Whatsapping, messaging to each other at

least once per week.’
Once a week to once a month 5 (24%) ‘We’ll text and almost . . . like maybe once a week and we probably have a

Facetime call once every month, every couple of months.’
Once a month to once every 3 months 4 (19%) ‘Half a dozen times this year, and that’s been exchanging photos, you

know, doing a little thing for Mother’s Day.’
Less than once in 3 months 3 (14%) ‘Once. Basically on their birthdays.’
Not at all 5 (24%) ‘No, nothing at all.’

Relationship with surrogate
Positive 14 (67%) ‘Amazing, I love her, seriously.’
Neutral 4 (19%) ‘It’s like a cousin, I’m going to see her from time to time, but it’s . . . and

we have a good relationship, but we wouldn’t be friends probably.’
Ambivalent 3 (14%) ‘It wasn’t the best of relationships, it also wasn’t the worst.’
Negative 0
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decision-making about which route to parenthood they pursued.
One father explained: ‘I just wanted him—or her, at that stage I
didn’t know—to be mine’. Similarly, another father explained ‘I
like the idea of having a baby of my own’. Notions of a genetic
connection equating to parenthood were also present in the
fathers’ narratives when discussing a desire to use a separate egg
donor rather than the surrogate’s egg. This fed into the decisions
and choices they made at the beginning of the surrogacy arrange-
ment, motivated, in part, by wanting to protect their relationship
with their future child. When talking through his initial thoughts
at the time a surrogate had agreed to start a surrogacy arrange-
ment, one father recalled: ‘I was thinking well you’re just growing
my baby rather than giving me yours, yeah, so . . . I just felt more
comfortable with it really. And, also, I was concerned about the
bond and . . . things like that’. Similarly, when describing why he
used gestational surrogacy, another father explained: ‘I mean I
think it is sensible, there are reasons for it, it’s very clear that the
surrogate is hosting this embryo, a baby, and it’s not hers, it’s
never going to be hers, she’s giving it back’. The perceived advan-
tages of using a separate egg donor and surrogate featured in
many of the fathers’ narratives, highlighting the importance of a
genetic connection for the fathers and their feelings about what
the absence of a genetic connection between the surrogate and
child represented.

Theme two: Challenges and constraints

Whilst many fathers described their ability to have control over
the process of surrogacy and make choices and decisions, the
fathers’ accounts also highlighted the complexities of the pro-
cess, which involved many factors and different parties. Fathers
explained that they sometimes lacked agency over aspects of the
surrogacy.

External circumstances

Some of the fathers described the legal barriers they faced, and
the time, effort, and money they had to put into overcoming
these. Legal challenges varied between countries, as expected;
one father faced more difficulties than most, explaining: ‘I had to
sue her [the surrogate] in court for custody because she still had
official custody, that’s how it works in [place]’. Another father de-
scribed the stress he experienced when legal issues arose during
the pregnancy, describing the journey as ‘a long one, it was
tough’. Another father similarly experienced strain over the num-
ber of legal processes involved throughout, describing: ‘I had to
do the parent order, which was stressful as well’. Other external
circumstances outside of the fathers’ control included complica-
tions in the pregnancy, such as difficulties with the surrogate be-
coming pregnant, and challenges arising from the Covid-19
pandemic. In addition, challenges were also described by a few of
the fathers in terms of their lack of adequate support. Whilst
many fathers found and gathered sufficient resources and help,
this was not true of all the fathers: ‘I didn’t really know any guys
who had babies . . . they weren’t like my age, they were guys in
like their 50’s and guys who were a lot older, so there wasn’t re-
ally that many people, and there also wasn’t that many support
groups about surrogacy’. Likewise, another father explained that
he felt he ‘never found an equal that was going through this pro-
cess’ or found in terms of groups there were ‘not many, honestly,
that were very helpful’.

Gatekeepers

While many of the fathers reported positive interactions with
agencies and clinics, and often described them as helpful

facilitators of the process, some fathers had more difficult experi-

ences. One father had a challenging time with a specific member
of staff at an agency, recalling: ‘some issues with the person that

was matching us, she tried to force me into a surrogate’. A minor-

ity of fathers also explained that they did not have a choice about

the surrogate—the process was done by the clinic and the surro-

gate: ‘they just said . . . here’s [name] . . . she’s going to be your sur-

rogate, yeah. Though she got to read my profile and then agreed

to be my surrogate’. Occasionally, the fees for the agency were

reported as ‘not very transparent’, and fathers described feeling

that they had no choice to pay the high agency fees in order to
have a child.

Location, location, location

Being far away from the surrogate often led to some worries for

the fathers. For some fathers, the location they chose to have sur-

rogacy was felt to have had a significant impact on their experi-

ence. One father described how he had imagined it to be more

typical to form a close relationship with the surrogate in another

context, yet for him, he felt the location he had chosen, and the
way surrogacy was typically undertaken in that country, ended

up in the surrogate not wanting to form a close relationship,

resulting in him feeling a ‘bit shocked, I wasn’t ready for it’. For

other fathers, they decided to have a surrogacy arrangement

closer to home yet faced greater costs as a result. One father jus-

tified his choice by explaining: ‘It’s also a country I’m fairly famil-

iar with . . . even though it was more expensive, it just felt as a bit

more . . . one where I could navigate more easily’.

Complexities with the surrogate relationship

A few of the fathers described hurdles in their relationship with

the surrogate, either during or after the pregnancy. Some of the

fathers who had used compensated surrogacy recognized the

complexities of the relationship: ‘I think that there’s still a finan-

cial transaction in it, there’s still a sort of power in balancing

that . . . even though I haven’t got a lot of financial resources, I’ve

got more financial resources than she does’.
For other fathers, complexities sometimes emerged because of

differing desires for contact and closeness. At times, expectations
of being involved in the key milestones of a pregnancy, such as

hospital scans, did not play out. For example, one father de-

scribed how it was the surrogate’s third pregnancy ‘so it wasn’t a

big deal, so she didn’t engage me in that [the scan] and so I

missed that’. Similarly, another father wanted to be in more fre-

quent contact with the surrogate, and explained how ‘it was a

matter of just pointing out look, sorry, while both of our expecta-

tions are now polar apart we’re going to have to somehow com-
promise’. In contrast, some of the fathers found that they were

comfortable with not being as closely involved as they had ini-

tially imagined; one father recalled: ‘after one or two scans I was

like I didn’t even know what I was looking at . . . I realised I wasn’t

as emotional as I kind of should be so . . . yeah, I didn’t really go to

all the scans’. Others commented on how they were less close

with the surrogate than they expected they would be: ‘She

has . . . sort of gradually distanced herself as time has gone by’,

which the father had not expected, and wished they were more
in touch.

Theme three: Special relationship

The third theme reflects the finding that despite not one uniform

description of their relationship with the surrogate, most of the

fathers reported a positive relationship with the surrogate, which

6 | Jones et al.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hum

rep/advance-article/doi/10.1093/hum
rep/dead152/7235060 by U

niversity C
ollege London user on 02 August 2023



was conceptualized in several key ways, representing a special
relationship.

Gratitude and amazement

Across the sample, gratitude was often expressed towards the
surrogate. One father expressed: ‘She was really generous in
what she did . . . I’ve only got love and admiration for her’.
Another father said: ‘I could never thank her enough for what
she’s done, I just love my life and I love having him in it’.
Similarly, one father described the surrogate as having given him
‘the gift of [child’s] life’.

Helping to feel involved

For many of the fathers who expressed a desire to be actively in-
volved throughout the pregnancy, the surrogates found ways to
help facilitate this. One father explained how he and the surro-
gate were ‘in contact every day until [child] was born’ and an-
other described that ‘we [father and baby] saw her every couple
of days’ for the month after the birth. Some fathers said that the
surrogate kept in close contact, enabling the fathers to feel con-
nected to the pregnancy: ‘During that whole period though we
were doing FaceTime, texting daily, all that type of stuff. Also go-
ing through the different trimesters going to physically be there
and see them and go through that whole process with them’. One
father reflected on how he appreciated that he was able to stay in
touch with his surrogate throughout the journey: ‘I think a lot of
men that I see going through this I think are very naı̈ve about the
process, it was important for me to feel connected to it [the pro-
cess]. I think if I had have turned up and just was presented with
a newborn child it was shocking in itself having to adjust to all of
that, I think it would have made it even more challenging in that
first sort of phase’.

Friendship

In some cases, fathers described the relationship they had devel-
oped with the surrogate as particularly close: ‘She was such an
amazing woman, she was so supportive’. Similarly, another fa-
ther explained: ‘So [surrogate], I’m very close to and, you know,
we’ve really bonded’. One father not only reported having a good
relationship with the surrogate, but also her husband: ‘we were
very good friends and we laughed and joked’, describing how he
‘knew that the match was perfect’.

Family-like

Some fathers’ descriptions of their relationship with the surro-
gate included references to familial roles or bonds. Some of the
fathers used ‘extended family’ to explain their gratitude towards
the surrogate alongside the fact that in other circumstances, they
would not necessarily have clicked or had characteristics in com-
mon to foster a friendship: ‘I want to keep in touch with her, but
it’s like a cousin, I’m going to see her from time to time, but
it’s . . . and we have a good relationship, but we wouldn’t be
friends probably’. Other fathers labelled her as ‘the aunty’ or ‘the
god fairy’, and one father explained: ‘she is the godmother for
[child]’. Similarly, another described their relationship as ‘like ex-
tended family members’, while another father wished that he
lived closer to the surrogate: ‘I think they’d be a real part of my
family’.

Discussion
This study provides a valuable insight into single fathers’ experi-
ences of using egg donation and surrogacy to start a family,

offering three key reflections. Firstly, using egg donation and sur-
rogacy enabled single fathers to become parents in a novel way
that was previously inaccessible, and allowed them to make
choices and decisions about aspects of the process that were im-
portant to them. Secondly, challenges and constraints were still
encountered, including the process not being entirely transpar-
ent, the necessity of international surrogacy arrangements, and
experiences not matching expectations. Thirdly, despite the chal-
lenges, the fathers mainly had positive relationships with the
surrogate and continued to be in contact with her. Overall,
fathers’ narratives show that becoming a parent through surro-
gacy is a nuanced and complex experience.

The present study sheds light on the decisions and choices
made by single fathers as they navigate this path to parenthood.
In terms of the most desirable characteristics when choosing the
egg donor, good health, and general appearance were seen by
most of the fathers as the two important criteria, reflecting the
choices of same-gender male couples when choosing an egg do-
nor (Teschlade, 2018). The findings revealed that an identifiable
donor was a more popular choice among the fathers than using
an anonymous donor; 13 of the 21 fathers had used an identifi-
able donor. It is important to remember that for some fathers,
having an identifiable donor meant that the fathers already knew
the identity of the donor, and in some cases had spoken with
their donors prior to treatment. The different categories of dona-
tion are increasingly being blurred (Jadva et al., 2018). Further to
this, all those who had used an identifiable donor reported that
this was their preference, highlighting the emphasis the fathers
put on their child being able to access information about the egg
donor in the future, whereas out of the eight fathers who had
used an anonymous donor, two felt that they would have pre-
ferred the donor to be identifiable, and two had been open to us-
ing either an anonymous or identifiable egg donor. It is important
to note that, among the few fathers that preferred an identifiable
donor but had instead used an anonymous donor, their accounts
included some references to the possibility of them piecing to-
gether information to find out the donor’s identity. Firstly, this
points to the growing phenomenon of more people accessing in-
formation about genetic relatives, including donors, through the
increased accessibility and affordability of direct-to-consumer
genetic testing (Harper et al., 2016), which can result in donor-
conceived people finding out information about their donor out-
side of ‘official’ routes, such as via clinics. Secondly, this suggests
that, at the point of choosing a donor, intended parents need to
be provided with comprehensive, accessible information, by
agencies and clinics, to help all parents make informed decisions,
and to assist parents to better understand the implications of dif-
ferent types of gamete donation. Research by Lysons et al. (2022)
revealed that parents of 5-year-old children who used identifiable
donation sometimes did not show a full understanding of the
type of egg donation they had used. The present research further
emphasizes the importance of enabling parents to be fully in-
formed in their decisions when using donated gametes. In the
longer term, this would hopefully lessen the number of parents
who are not fully satisfied with the choices they make around do-
nor identifiability/anonymity.

One of the key findings was that the fathers were able to make
choices and decisions that reflected their preferences, hence had
the ability to shape their journey to parenthood and establish
networks to support them. The emphasis on ‘choice’ parallels
Murphy’s (2013) study of coupled gay fathers whose strong desire
and determination to become a parent despite significant barriers
reversed out-dated narratives about the (im)possibilities of gay
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men becoming parents. Regarding the specific choices they
made, the fathers in the present study described how pursuing
surrogacy was important because of the significance of genetic
relatedness to them. This was firstly expressed through a prefer-
ence for gestational surrogacy as they preferred for the surrogate
to not be genetically related to the child. That the fathers did not
want the surrogate’s egg to be used suggests that they may have
felt their relationship with their child could have been threatened
if the carrier of their child was also genetically related to them,
reflecting the same concerns held by same-gender male couples
who used surrogacy (Blake et al., 2017). The fathers’ concerns
across these two samples could be interpreted in light of both the
social emphasis on motherhood (Hays, 1996) and the cultural
emphasis on genetic familial connections (Nordqvist, 2017),
alongside the legal context, whereby using the surrogate’s egg
adds additional layers of complexity. In addition, the fathers’ em-
phasis on genetic connections highlights the symbolic nature of
being a genetic parent, as discussed by Murphy (2013), and the
prevalence of long-standing discourse on what defines ‘parent-
hood’ despite the fathers taking what might be termed as an
‘non-traditional’ route to this life event.

That some of the fathers felt that they would have a lower pri-
ority for an adoption placement than coupled or heterosexual
applicants relates to research on stigma within the adoption pro-
cess. For example, a UK study that analysed social work assess-
ments found that gay men wishing to become an adoptive or
foster parent sometimes faced discriminatory and homophobic
attitudes (Hicks, 2005). Seen through an intersectional lens
(Collins, 1998; Bowleg, 2008), the present findings reveal how vari-
ous aspects of fathers’ identities, such as relationship status and
gender, appeared to have an additive effect in fathers’ percep-
tions of others’ views of their ability to become an adoptive par-
ent, mirroring Boyer’s (2007) finding that same-gender male
couples experienced ‘double stigma’ when adopting. Further, the
findings indicate that despite a large body of research demon-
strating that family structure is less influential than the quality
of family relationships for children’s psychological adjustment
(Golombok, 2020), single fathers still experience prejudice
(Carone et al., 2021a). Therefore, being able to access surrogacy
offers an important family building option for single men who
are pursuing a long-awaited desire to become a father.

This study is among the first to consider single fathers’ experi-
ences of navigating a surrogacy arrangement and their relation-
ship with the surrogate. The findings revealed that the fathers’
experiences of the surrogacy journey and relationship with the
surrogate are heterogenous. Yet, overall, the fathers’ experiences
largely reflected those reported by coupled parents who used sur-
rogacy to start a family. As with two-father families (Blake et al.,
2016; Carone et al., 2018), the fathers often maintained a relation-
ship with the surrogate. In the present study, the qualitative con-
tent analysis and thematic analysis demonstrated that many of
the fathers described a positive relationship with the surrogate,
with the remaining either having a neutral or ambivalent rela-
tionship, and about two thirds of the sample were in touch with
the surrogate at least every 3 months. This replicates Jadva et al.’s
(2019) finding that gay and heterosexual couples mostly had a
very positive or positive relationship with their surrogate. In addi-
tion, the findings across the two studies are similar in that many
parents described the surrogate as part of their extended family
or as a friend. The findings also reflect those of two other studies.
Firstly, a study of 34 surrogates in the UK (Imrie and Jadva, 2014),
reported that most of the surrogates were still in touch with the
heterosexual couples they had been the surrogate for 5–15 years

later, and generally had positive relationships with the couples.
Secondly, research on heterosexual couples who had used surro-
gacy to form a family (Jadva et al., 2012) found that 60% of the
parents were still in touch with the surrogate 10 years after the
birth of their child. Further, the findings regarding the fathers’
thoughts and feelings about the surrogate suggest that they
viewed the surrogate as having a special role in their lives. The
gratitude expressed by many of the fathers towards the surrogate
mirrors the feelings of children of single fathers when discussing
their thoughts and feelings about having been conceived via sur-
rogacy (Carone et al., 2018), and also reflects the ways in which
single mothers have been found to describe sperm donors, for ex-
ample, as a ‘gift-giver’ (Zadeh et al., 2016).

Although positive in many ways, it is important to note that
the findings of this study also highlight the challenges that are
faced by intended parents as they navigate surrogacy. Previous
research has shown that surrogacy arrangements can be diffi-
cult; pregnancies can come with complications, and that the
practice of surrogacy varies from country to country (Jadva et al.,
2019). In line with research on couples who use transnational
surrogacy (Riggs et al., 2015; Ziv and Freund-Eschar, 2015; Carone
et al., 2017; Jadva et al., 2019), the more difficult aspects of surro-
gacy reported by the fathers in the present study included: want-
ing more of a say in the decisions made about the surrogacy
arrangement by clinics or agencies, needing more support, or
feeling less involved in the pregnancy than they would have
liked, often due to geographical distance. Also relating to a lack
of choice over aspects of the surrogacy process, some fathers de-
scribed having faced legal difficulties in obtaining a parental or-
der. Such findings echo prior research on the legal challenges
faced by men who pursue surrogacy to become parents
(Arvidsson et al., 2019). For the present sample, a more detailed
exploration of the legal complexities faced by solo fathers are ex-
plored in Zadeh et al. (2022). The current findings, together with
previous research, highlight the legal challenges faced by single
men who use surrogacy regardless of whether surrogacy is legal
or not in the country they reside in.

Regarding its theoretical contributions, this study highlights
the usefulness of studying the intersections between different
aspects of fathers’ identities (Collins, 1998; Bowleg, 2008). In the
present investigation, fathers’ identities intersected in ways that
on the one hand created barriers and additional challenges (espe-
cially legal) and on the other hand enabled choice and autonomy.
Paralleling Berkowitz’s (2020) reflection that gay men who be-
come fathers through surrogacy experience both privilege and
marginalization, among the present sample, fathers simulta-
neously benefitted from the aspects of their identity and experi-
ences that enabled them to have the resources and opportunity
to pursue surrogacy, yet at the same time, they faced legal and
practical barriers to becoming a parent as well as feelings of iso-
lation during the surrogacy journey.

This article reported on the accounts of single men who used
surrogacy and egg donation to start a family. The findings of this
study are based on a small international sample of single fathers
who had used surrogacy, and therefore tell us little about how
specific regulations and rules in different countries relate to sin-
gle men’s experiences of surrogacy, or about changes in the rela-
tionship between a single father and the surrogate over time, as
the children grow older and start to understand about their con-
ception. Yet, considering there is little research on single men
who seek to become parents through surrogacy, the present
study increases understanding of the experiences of single men
who pursue this family-building option. Whilst many of the
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fathers’ experiences reflected those of two-father families pursu-

ing surrogacy, there were also unique experiences associated

with single parenthood.
The findings point to the importance of social support, and

the provision of resources tailored to the needs of single fathers.

Attention to these issues will be of benefit to single men who

choose to start a family through surrogacy. In terms of practical

implications, effective counselling is important for intended

parents and surrogates (van Den Akker, 1998). For single men

pursuing parenthood, counselling can offer a point of reflection

to think about wants and expectations regarding contact around

and after the birth, and what the father intends to disclose to his

child about his route to parenthood. However, the type and ac-

cessibility of counselling during the process of assisted reproduc-

tion varies between, and within, countries (Blyth, 2012), and

needs to be adequately tailored for different types of intended

parent(s). The opportunity for intended parents to have access to

multiple counselling sessions should be provisioned by agencies

and clinics, who act as both facilitators and gatekeepers of surro-

gacy for single men. Alongside being transparent about the pro-

cess, providing information on other parents’ experiences,

especially regarding single fathers, may also be beneficial. As it is

hard for single men to access surrogacy in many countries, inter-

national surrogacy arrangements, which can come with more

challenges, are more likely. As previously asserted by Ziv and

Freund-Eschar (2015), given the disparities in how surrogacy is

practiced globally, there is a need for robust international guide-

lines to help support intended parents seeking international sur-

rogacy.
Given that surrogacy is now more accessible to single men,

there is a notable lack of research focus on this family type.

Future research should explore the role of egg donors in the lives

of single father families over time given the importance placed by

many single men upon knowing the identity of the donor. There

is also a need for more inclusive samples of single father families

that reflect a range of different aspects of identity, such as ethnic

identity and socio-economic status. Given the diverse ways in

which surrogacy is now practiced (Jadva, 2020), understanding

the impact on the families created will become even more impor-

tant, particularly as the number of single men using surrogacy

for family building steadily increases.
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