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ARTICLE

Swedish Children of Single Mothers by Choice, and Children of
Heterosexual Couples, Reflect on Child Conception and Other
Paths to Parenthood
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ABSTRACT
The article presents findings from interviews with 15 Swedish 6- to 9-year-
olds from two family forms: children of single mothers by choice and
children of heterosexual couples. The article focuses on the children’s
reflections on child conception and other paths to parenthood. The children
of single mothers by choice mentioned heterosexual intimacy, assisted
reproduction, and adoption. The children of heterosexual couples men-
tioned heterosexual intimacy and adoption, but not assisted reproduction,
in the interviews. Heterosexual intimacy was often, but not always, pre-
sented as the obvious or optimal path to parenthood by children in both
groups, while assisted reproduction and adoption often were seen as
secondary solutions. Some children did, however, present assisted repro-
duction or adoption as optimal for singles. The findings show that hetero-
normativity is the predominant discourse, but also that most participants
acknowledged other paths to parenthood.
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Child conception is a rather amazing biological process, and for many adults having children is one
of the most important experiences in life. Children’s own images of and reflections on child
conception may be expected to vary across individuals, social groups, and contexts, and it is possible
that the children’s own family form affects their reflections on this matter. The present article
focuses on 15 Swedish children between 6 and 9 years of age and on their reflections concerning
child conception and paths to parenthood. The participants are children of single mothers by
choice, who have been conceived through assisted reproduction, and children of heterosexual
couples, who have been conceived through sexual intercourse. We are interested in what kinds of
paths to parenthood the children reflect on in semi-structured interviews, and in how norms and
ideals concerning families and child conception are revealed in their talk, based on their different
family forms and their parents’ different conception methods.

Most children in Sweden live with both their biological parents (Wennesjö & Raneke, 2012), and
the heterosexual nuclear family continues to constitute a normative ideal (Malmquist, 2015).
However, about one in four Swedish children grows up in other family constellations (Wennesjö
& Raneke, 2012). Among those, single-mother households are common, but single mothers by
choice, who have conceived through assisted reproduction, constitute a small group of families.
Until recently, assisted reproduction has only been available for heterosexual and lesbian couples in
Sweden (SFS, 2006:351). This changed in 2016, when single women were included in the fertility
programmes offered by the Swedish healthcare system (Proposition 2014/15:127). Previously, single
Swedish women generally turned to private fertility clinics in Denmark for assisted reproduction, or
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conducted self-insemination at home with a private donation from a friend or acquaintance. Lesbian
couples gained access to public fertility clinics in 2005, and the number of lesbian parent families
has increased steadily since that time (Aldén, Edlund, Hammarstedt, & Mueller-Smith, 2015;
Malmquist, 2015). Now that the fertility programme at the public clinics is also open to single
women, it is likely that this family form will increase as well. Consequently, increased knowledge
about these families will be desired. At present, there is no Swedish research available on single
mothers by choice and their children.

Early research on children often viewed children as research objects, rather than subjects, and
the researchers let the caregivers speak for their children (Christensen & James, 2008). Since the
1990s increased attention has been paid to children’s own civil rights, in a discourse where
children are seen as competent and active social actors. These changes have led to new approaches
to children in research, where contemporary childhood researches claim to do research with
children, rather than on children. In line with this research tradition, the present study orients its
focus towards the children’s own images of child conception and other paths to parenthood.

In the following, we provide a short overview of international research on single mothers by
choice, and their children. This is followed by a short overview of previous studies on children’s
images of child conception.

Single mothers by choice, and their children

Some single women decide to parent on their own and turn to a fertility clinic for donor
insemination. In the research, they are generally labelled “single mothers by choice” or “solo
mothers” (Golombok, Zadeh, Imrie, Smith, & Freeman, 2016; Graham, 2012; Hertz, Rivas, &
Jociles, 2016). These are often well-educated women who become parents late in their fertility
span. Most of them, but not all, identify as heterosexual, and many report that they would have
preferred to share parenthood with a partner. Becoming a solo mother is an active choice, but
often not their most preferred option (Graham, 2012; Zadeh, Freeman & Golombok, 2013). For
some women, the decision to have a child on their own was preceded by a process of grieving
about not finding a partner to start a family with. However, because the social stigma of being an
unmarried mother has lessened, more women are deciding to have children on their own and
making that choice at a younger age (Hertz et al., 2016). Most often, a network of kin or friends
are closely involved in the everyday life of the single-mother family, allowing the single parent
with full child-caring and bread-winning responsibility to make ends meet.

Single mothers by choice share some common features with other single mothers, but differ
from this group in other respects (Brewaeys, 2010; Golombok & Badger, 2010; Graham, 2012).
They raise their children on their own, just like other single mothers do. While “single mothers by
circumstance” often have gone through a separation from the other parent, single mothers by
choice have not. Generally speaking, single mothers by choice have a financially stable situation
and are well educated, while other single women more often are financially vulnerable and low
educated. Single mothers by choice also share some common ground with lesbian parenting
couples, but differ from this group in some respects. Like most lesbian women, they have utilized
a fertility clinic to become pregnant, and they raise their children without a father. However, the
situation of single mothers by choice and that of lesbian couples are different, not least concerning
making ends meet in the everyday life. Lesbian mothers may also experience homophobia, while
single mothers seldom do. All in all, single mothers by choice constitute a unique group of
parents, which means their children live under unique childhood conditions.

Some studies have focused on the development and psychological outcome of children raised
by single mothers by choice (for an overview, see Brewaeys, 2010). Such studies generally report
only small differences between children raised by these mothers as compared to children of
heterosexual couples. Thus, children of single mothers by choice follow a typical developmental
trajectory, as they generally do well and benefit from a stable upbringing.
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Children’s images of child conception

Adults’ views about children’s access to knowledge about child conception have undergone major
changes throughout history, and have largely reflected views on childhood and sexuality
(Bergenheim, 1994; Fishman, 1982). Several researchers have come to the conclusion that children
have the right to learn about child conception, arguing that parents should be educated in how to
discuss this matter with their children (Longo, Brown, & Orcutt, 2002; Martinson, 1994; Robinson,
2013). At the same time, child conception is often tied to sexuality, which is a topic surrounded by
many taboos, and many adults and children consider sexuality a difficult subject to address
(Robinson, 2013).

Previous research on children’s images of child conception has largely focused on children’s
cognitive and biological knowledge about the topic. In the 1970s and 1980s, researchers approached
children’s knowledge about conception from a developmental psychological perspective, where
participants’ responses were interpreted in relation to Piaget’s developmental stages (Bernstein &
Cowan, 1975; Goldman & Goldman, 1982). More recent studies have focused on children’s
perceptions of genetics and biological origin, and have shown that children gradually adopt
a more nuanced understanding of these topics (Nguyen & Rosengren, 2004; Springer, 1996;
Terwogt, Stegge, & Rieffe, 2003; Williams & Smith, 2010). Here, we approach children’s images of
child conception from a different angle: their reflections and images are understood in relation to
their specific cultural and normative context, including the family form they are being raised in.

Swedish children of today have sex education in school, as did the parental generation when they
were in school (Martinson, 1994). Parents who have had positive experiences of sex education tend to
have positive attitudes towards discussing sex and reproduction with their children (Byers, Sears, &
Weaver, 2008), and parents generally consider themselves to be an important source of information
about reproduction (Nguyen & Rosengren, 2004). However, compared to other existential issues, such
as ageing and death, parents are less comfortable with discussing reproduction. Besides discussing
child conception with their parents or in school, children also have access to information sources such
as books, media, and the Internet (Longo et al., 2002).

Some attention has been paid to howparents talk to children about conceptionwhendonated gametes
have been used (Golombok, 2015; Poveda, Moscoso, & Jociles, 2018; Zadeh, Freeman, & Golombok,
2017a).Heterosexual couples have often been reluctant to disclose the donor conception to their children,
even though it is known that children often benefit from learning about this at a young age (Golombok,
2017). In comparison to children of heterosexual couples, children of singlemothers aremore likely to be
told about their donor conception, most often when they are quite young (Beeson, Jennings, & Kramer,
2011; Zadeh et al., 2017a). Single mothers by choice may consider it important to provide their children
with an honest narrative about their origin, and to prepare them for answering questions about the
absence of a father in their family (Graham, 2012; Poveda et al., 2018; Zadeh et al., 2017a). Therefore,
knowledge about conception is tied to a broader understanding of and identity formation regarding their
non-conventional family. Childrenwho learn about donor conception early still tend to have quite vague
understandings of their conception at age 4–7, but are able to give a clear picture of it at age 10 (Blake,
Casey, Jadva, &Golombok, 2013; Blake, Casey, Readings, Jadva, &Golombok, 2010; Zadeh et al., 2017a).
It has been shown that children are often provided with a “child version” of their conception, which is
later developed as the child matures. Zadeh et al. (2017b) showed that, in children aged 7–13, secure
attachment to the mother correlates with more positive thoughts about and images of the donor,
a finding the authors interpreted as indicating the “importance of situating children’s ideas about the
donor within family contexts” (Zadeh et al., 2017b, p. 868).

The present study

The present study draws on interdisciplinary childhood studies. As previously mentioned, in this
tradition, children are regarded as social and competent agents, who should be heard in their own
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right (Bäck-Wiklund, 2009; Brembeck, Johansson, & Kampmann, 2004; Hunleth, 2011; Kellett,
2010; Woodhead and Faulker, 2008).

The present study’s focus on children of single mothers by choice highlights the unique
experiences of this group of children. While most previous research on this family form has
focused on the experiences of the mothers, or the psychological outcome of the children, less
attention has been paid to the children’s images and thoughts, which motivates the focus of the
present study. Increased knowledge on this group will primarily benefit these children, but the
present study will also be beneficial for other children, as it contributes to our understanding of
norms and ideals concerning families and child conception on the whole. Ideas about child
conception and paths to parenthood are closely related to ideas and ideals about families.
A narrative about their own conception can provide children with an understanding of their
own family—how they became a family, and how their family differs from others’. An increased
variation among Swedish family forms calls attention to an increased knowledge on how children
from different family forms understand their family. Research focusing on children’s reflections
on their lives and experiences contributes important knowledge, not least for professionals
working with children.

The present work set out to analyse how Swedish children of single mothers by choice, and
children of heterosexual couples, reflect on child conception and other paths to parenthood. The
study aims to explore the norms and ideals on families and child conception that are present in
these children’s talk. Three research questions guide the analysis: What paths to parenthood are
mentioned by participants from each group of children? How do they depict the paths to
parenthood they mention? How can the participants’ talk about paths to parenthood be under-
stood in relation to norms and ideals on families and child conception?

Method

The present work draws on an interview study in which 22 children from 14 families participated.
The children were between 3 and 9 years of age. Half of the participants (11 children in eight
families) were children of single mothers, who had been conceived through assisted reproduction.
Because all of the children had been conceived before Swedish fertility clinics allowed treatment of
single women, their mothers had received donor insemination or donor IVF abroad, most often in
Denmark. The remaining half (11 children in six families) were children of different-sex couples,
who had been conceived through sexual intercourse. Children of heterosexual couples were
included in the study because their family form and the way they were conceived reflect the
prevailing social norms. This inclusion allows a comparison between the narratives of children in
both groups.

All families resided in southern or central Sweden. All single-mother families lived in urban
areas, most of them in, or near, large cities and a few in middle-sized towns. The heterosexual
couple families had more diverse places of residence, with most living in, or near, middle-sized
towns, a few near large cities, and a few in the countryside. All but one of the single mothers held
university degrees, whereas about half of the heterosexual parents had a university degree and half
a college education.

The broad aim of the interviews was to capture the children’s reflections on what a family is,
how families differ, how children are conceived, and other pathways to parenthood. In the present
article, we limit our focus to the children’s reflections on child conception and paths to parent-
hood. The present analysis is based on interviews with participants 6–9 years of age. The seven
youngest participants (3–5 years) gave short and vague responses to questions concerning these
topics; based on these responses, it is difficult or impossible to capture what specific conception
method they were talking about, if indeed this was the topic of their statements. The remaining 15
participants (aged 6–9 years) gave more nuanced responses that included a description of one or
more different pathways to parenthood. The present analysis included 15 participants: six girls
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and nine boys. Nine of them were children of seven single mothers, and six of them were children
of five heterosexual couples.

Families with singlemothers were recruited through advertising. An adwith a short presentation of
the study was posted on relevant social forums where single mothers by choice interact. These
included relevant groups on Facebook and the Swedish parent network Familjeliv (Family life), as
well as the intranet of the organization Femmis. Femmis is a social and political organization working
for the interests of singlemothers by choice. Most of the single mothers whose children participated in
the study had found the study through Femmis. Families with heterosexual couples were recruited
through the researchers’ social networks. Our acquaintances were encouraged to ask their acquain-
tances if they might be interested in participating.

The researchers thereafter spoke with the parents over the telephone, and gave them more
information about the study and an option to ask any questions before deciding on participation.
All parents approached expressed positive attitudes regarding their children’s participation. They
were sent written information about the study, including information on the study aim, the
interview procedure; they were told they could withdraw from the study at any time if they or
their children no longer wished to participate. The families were also sent a letter that presented
the study to the children using age-appropriate language, and the parents were encouraged to read
this letter together with their children and ask if the children were interested in participating. One
child decided not to participate after receiving this written information, and an additional two
interviews were cancelled because the children became ill. The families with heterosexual couples
were recruited after the single-mother families, which enabled us to match the participants based
on age.

The interviews were conducted in 2014 by four psychology students working on their Master’s
theses (Bergcrona & Krantz, 2014; Björck & Hägg, 2014).1 The interviewers had been trained as
clinical child psychologists and were supervised by two researchers (Anna Malmquist and Eva
Hammar Chiriac). Each interviewer conducted a pilot interview prior to the present work.
Informed consent was given by the children’s legal guardians. In addition, the children themselves
were encouraged to make use of their right to refuse participation before the interviews started.
Moreover, during the interviews, the children were also reminded that they were free to continue
or terminate the interview. The interviewers expressed these as concrete options. All interviews
were conducted in the participants’ homes and were video-recorded. In order to increase the
children’s control over the interview situation, they were invited to manipulate the camera and
were taught how to switch the camera off and on.

All interviews followed a semi-structured interview guide, which included two parts. The first
part of the interview covered the children’s images of families, such as what a family is and how
families differ. The second part of the interview covered child conception and pathways to
parenthood. In two interviews, this topic was brought up spontaneously by the children. In the
remaining interviews, when introducing the topic, the interviewer showed the child a picture of
“Bonnie”. Bonnie is a drawn, fictive character created for this interview guide. The character was
named and drawn with the purpose of appearing gender-neutral to the Swedish children. While
showing the picture, the interviewer said to the participant: “This is Bonnie. Bonnie would really
like to have a baby, but doesn’t know how to do it. Imagine that Bonnie asked you for help and
said ‘what does one do?’, what would you say then?” When the children responded, the inter-
viewer encouraged them to explore the topic further, the goal being to get a picture of how the
children understood child conception. Further, most children were asked whether they could
think of any additional options for Bonnie, and some children were also asked whether they could
explain how they themselves had been conceived. The interviewers did not explicitly suggest any
pathways to parenthood, but rather explored what pathways the children brought up. In accor-
dance with the semi-structured interview method, each interview differed somewhat in how the
questions were formulated. Rather than strictly following the interview guide, the interviewers
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made an effort to adjust the questions to suit the specific participant, her/his verbal ability, and
mood expressions (e.g. tiredness/restlessness versus enthusiasm/interest).

All interviews were transcribed verbatim, and some non-verbal expressions were noted. Names
of participants were replaced with pseudonyms. The original Swedish had been translated to
English, except for the word “snippa” which is kept in Swedish. “Snippa” was introduced broadly
in the early 2000s with the aim of providing a name for female genitals, suitable for children
(Yllner, 2006). Previous generations of Swedish children often lacked an accurate word for the
female genitals.

As a next step, the interviewers coded the data. The coding process was inclusive and remained
close to the data, as the material was coded line by line (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thereafter, all
codes were collected and themes were construed based on the codes. Linn Bergcrona and Maja
Krantz focused on the parts of the data that concerned participants’ narratives on what a family is
and how families differ, and a complete overview of their continuous thematization and the results
are presented in their joint Master’s thesis (Bergcrona & Krantz, 2014). Data concerning the
participants’ narratives on child conception, and pathways to parenthood, were further analysed
by Therese Björnstam and Amanda Thunholm and are presented as five themes (child conception
and paths to parenthood, desire for children, giving birth, learning about child conception, and
talking about child conception) with a total of 18 subthemes in their joint Master’s thesis (Björck
& Hägg, 2014).

Given the limited format of a research article, only one of the initial themes (child conception
and paths to parenthood) was selected for a focused analysis. At this point, Anna Malmquist
returned to the interview data and conducted a selective coding and latent thematization of the
parts concerning child conception and paths to parenthood. A latent thematic analysis allows
underlying ideas and conceptualizations to be examined (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As pointed out
by Braun and Clarke (2006), a latent thematic analysis is related to discourse analysis, given the
interest in how statements are formulated. Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that such an analysis
could also be seen as a “thematic discourse analysis”. In accordance with the childhood studies
tradition, such an analysis embraces a social constructionist perspective (Burr, 2003; Halldén,
2007; Malmquist, 2015). The study was approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board at
Linköping University.

How are different paths to parenthood depicted in the interviews?

All in all, three different pathways to parenthood were mentioned among the 15 children:
heterosexual intimacy, assisted reproduction, and adoption. The suggestions for Bonnie and the
mentioned pathways to parenthood differed between the children of single mothers and the
children of heterosexual couples. Among the children of single mothers, all but one talked
about assisted reproduction, most described heterosexual intimacy, and one child suggested
adoption. Among the children of heterosexual couples, all referred to heterosexual intimacy,
and half mentioned adoption, but none talked about assisted reproduction. The boys often
assumed Bonnie was male (e.g. referred to Bonnie as “he”, or as a person with sperm), and the
girls often assumed Bonnie was female (e.g. referred to Bonnie as “she”, or as a person who could
become pregnant). In some interviews, it is impossible to determine whether the child assumed
Bonnie was male, female, or had no such assumptions. What pathways to parenthood the children
brought up differed somewhat in relation to what gender Bonnie was assigned. Adoption was
mentioned only by children who assumed Bonnie was male and when Bonnie’s assumed gender
was unclear, but not by the children who explicitly assumed Bonnie was female. Heterosexual
intimacy and assisted reproduction were brought up regardless of Bonnie’s assigned gender, but in
the cases where Bonnie was assumed to be male, the child explained that only women can have
children through assisted reproduction, or talked about assisted reproduction in response to
questions concerning how they had been conceived, and not as an option for Bonnie.
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The participants did not only differ regarding what paths to parenthood they mentioned,
but also regarding how they talked about these different ways of having children. After
examining their reflections in detail, we construed three latent themes: heterosexual inti-
macy as a necessity, assisted reproduction and adoption as secondary solutions, and assisted
reproduction and adoption as optimal for singles.

Heterosexual intimacy as a necessity

Most children of heterosexual couples, and a few children of a single mother, depicted
heterosexual intimacy as the only or the most obvious pathway to parenthood. The
necessity of heterosexual intimacy was often marked with the word “måste” (“must” or
“have to”) in the children’s accounts. When talking about heterosexual intimacy, most
children highlighted two central aspects of this pathway: finding a partner and having
sexual intercourse. Olle assumed that Bonnie was male, and suggested that he should find
a girl.

Excerpt 1. Olle, 9 years, child of a heterosexual couple

Interviewer: If Bonnie asked you like this: “What do you do if you want a baby?”
Olle: Yeah.

Interviewer: What would you answer?
Olle: Then I’d say, first of all you have to find a girl.

Interviewer: Okay, right.
Olle: Who you think seems nice.

Olle’s response shows that the path to parenthood follows a fixed route, where the first step is
to find a partner of the opposite sex. The necessity of this route is shown with the expression “first
of all” and the words “have to”. Olle further specified that the matter is not about finding any
random girl, but a girl who Bonnie “think(s) seems nice”. By making this claim, Olle added
a relational and emotional aspect to the theme. Olle later added that the couple “must have sex of
course” in order to have a child, thus he acknowledged a second step after finding a partner. Some
children described intercourse in more detail. Mattias was one of them.

Excerpt 2. Mattias, 6 years, child of a heterosexual couple

Mattias: He [Bonnie] has to somehow. What’s it called again? Those things he has (points at
the drawing) that have to get across to the girl so she can have a baby in her tummy.
I’ve forgotten what they’re called.

Interviewer: Okay. What are those things?
Mattias: The things in your balls.

Interviewer: Okay. So they, they have to get across to . . .?
Mattias: Yeah.

Interviewer: The mum.
Mattias: Right.

Interviewer: Yes. Or the woman. And, and where do they go? Where do they go across?
Mattias: It happens when, he has to stick his willy in her snippa, so they go in, go out.

Interviewer: Okay. Go out from his . . .?
Mattias: Willy.

Interviewer: And go into . . .?
Mattias: Her snippa.

Mattias described how the sperm, “the things in your balls”, are transferred between the
parents through sexual intercourse, “it happens when, he has to stick his willy in her snippa”.
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He depicted intercourse as a necessity, as he repeated the words “has to”, which is typical of how
the children of heterosexual couples depicted child conception. While Mattias’s account described
intercourse explicitly and in detail, some children referred to intercourse indirectly. Agnes was
one of them. She assumed that Bonnie was female.

Excerpt 3. Agnes, 7 years, child of a heterosexual couple

Agnes: First she has to, you know, well find a guy
Interviewer: Okay

Agnes: And when you’ve found the guy humhumhum (shakes her head and hums), maybe
I shouldn’t say it because it’s a disgusting word.

A taboo surrounding sex is seen in some of the interviews, in Agnes’s case she navigated
around the topic by referring to a word being too “disgusting” to say out loud. However, she still
drew on the theme of heterosexual intimacy as a necessity when she said that Bonnie “has to” find
a guy. Hans, who assumed that Bonnie was male, found another way to avoid mentioning sexual
intimacy:

Excerpt 4. Hans, 8 years, child of a single mother

Interviewer: Bonnie really wants to have a baby but doesn’t know how to do it.
Hans: (laughs).

Interviewer: If Bonnie asked you how to do it.
Hans: Uh huh.

Interviewer: What would you say?
Hans: Uh ... that he should ... find a girl he likes.

/. . ./
Interviewer: Okay. Well ... what happens then?

Hans: Uh ... (giggles). Hard to explain.
/. . ./

Hans: If he finds a girl maybe she knows?
Interviewer: You mean the girl knows?

Hans: Yeah.

Hans’s laugher and giggling, together with his suggestion that Bonnie should “find a girl he
likes”, shows that Hans was aware that children can be produced in heterosexual relations and
knew that the subject is taboo. In the interview, he avoided explicitly mentioning intercourse by
suggesting that Bonnie could ask the girl if she knows how to do it.

Assisted reproduction and adoption as secondary solutions

Most participants talked about more than one pathway to parenthood. Most children of single
mothers mentioned both assisted reproduction and heterosexual intimacy (and one mentioned
adoption and assisted reproduction), while half of the children of heterosexual couples mentioned
adoption and heterosexual intimacy (while none mentioned assisted reproduction). When assisted
reproduction or adoption was brought up, this was often presented as a secondary solution,
available to those who cannot have children within a heterosexual relationship. Sara, who assumed
that Bonnie was female, depicted assisted reproduction as a secondary solution available for
singles.

Excerpt 5. Sara, 6 years old, child of a single mother
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Interviewer: If Bonnie asked you, “what do you do if you want a baby?” What would you tell
Bonnie?

Sara: Mmm . . . You have to find somebody you’re in love with or go to some, some,
somebody at the hospital, somewhere you can take the baby out. You have to take the
baby out so you have to go to the hospital to take the baby out.

Interviewer: Hum.
Sara: So if you want one you have to fall in love with somebody or, well ... mmm ... or you

can, well, go to another country, like I think my mum did to get some sperm. And
then you can have kids.

Interviewer: Okay.
Sara: If you don’t want to fall in love.

Sara described two different pathways to parenthood, either to find someone to “fall in love with”,
or to travel to “another country [. . .] to get some sperm”. Finding a partner was presented as the first
option, and Sara utilized the expression “have to” when she described this path to parenthood. Here,
assisted reproduction was presented as the second option, “or you can, well”, that is available for
singles, “if you don’t want to fall in love”. With such rhetoric, heterosexual intimacy is depicted as the
norm and assisted reproduction as secondary. Likewise, some children of heterosexual couples
presented adoption as a secondary solution.

Excerpt 6. Emelie, 9 years, child of a heterosexual couple

Interviewer: Okay. But are there any other ways than that to have babies?
Emelie: Yes. If you don’t have any children and can’t have them, like, you can (pause) go to

an orphanage.
Interviewer: Okay.

Emelie: And like buy a baby.
Interviewer: Right, so you go to an orphanage and buy a baby. But where does the baby come

from?
Emelie: Maybe from another country. But they come from their real parents. The same way

but they’ve been left at an orphanage.
Interviewer: Okay, so they live at the orphanage for a while and then somebody can come and.

Emelie: Yeah.
Interviewer: And pick them up.

Emelie: Yeah, maybe, or they get new parents.

When asked what Bonnie could do to have a child, Emelie initially depicted
a heterosexual relationship where the partners engaged in sexual intercourse, drawing on
the theme of heterosexual intimacy being a necessity. Adoption was brought up later as
a response to the interviewer’s question regarding other paths to parenthood. Emelie
explained that you may “go to an orphanage” to “buy a baby”. Here, adoption was depicted
as the secondary solution for those who “don’t have any children and can’t have them”. In
her account, the biological parents were described as “real parents”, and the child was said
to have been conceived in the “same way” as other children, thus she returns to the notion
that heterosexual intimacy must precede an adoption.

Assisted reproduction and adoption as optimal for singles

Within the above-presented themes, heterosexual intimacy was construed as the only or
optimal pathway to parenthood, while adoption and assisted reproduction were depicted as
secondary solutions when they were brought up. In contrast, some children presented assisted
reproduction or adoption as the preferable pathway to parenthood. Bella was one of them. She
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assumed that Bonnie was female, and suggested two forms of assisted reproduction before
describing heterosexual intimacy.

Excerpt 7. Bella, 7 years, child of a single mother

Bella: I would answer that you find a man, and then ask the man if you can get daddy seeds
from him.

Interviewer: Ah ha.
Bella: And then you can, and then you can go to the hospital. And then they take out some

of the daddy seeds (demonstrates with her hands).
Interviewer: Mm.

Bella: Out of the guy.
Interviewer: Ah ha.

Bella: And then . . . and then they put the daddy seeds in her snippa.
[. . .]

Interviewer: Is there anything else Bonnie can do to have a baby?
Bella: She can go to the hospital and get baby seeds there.

Interviewer: Mm.
Bella: Or she can marry a man.

Interviewer: Ah ha.
Bella: And then they sleep with each other. And then, and then they kiss and at the same

time the baby seeds go into her snippa.

Bella initially suggested the option of assisted reproduction with a known donor/father. Only
when she was asked for other pathways to parenthood did she suggest assisted reproduction with
an unknown donor, and as a third alternative heterosexual marriage with sexual intercourse. Here,
assisted reproduction was framed as the primary choice; this is Bella’s spontaneous suggestion for
Bonnie. Bella’s responses are in sharp contrast to the above-presented theme, where assisted
reproduction was depicted as a secondary solution for those who are unwilling or unable to find
a partner. Bella was conceived through assisted reproduction, and thus her suggestion for Bonnie
reflects her own conception narrative. About half of the interviewed children of single mothers
suggested assisted reproduction as the first or only choice for Bonnie. A few children, from both
groups, suggested adoption as the optimal path to parenthood, presenting it before other options.

Excerpt 8. Frank, 9 years, child of a single mother

Interviewer: What if Bonnie asked you for help and said “how do you get a baby?” What would
your answer be?

Frank: Hum . . . I don’t really know.
Interviewer: No . . .

Frank: Maybe adopt one.
Interviewer: Oh, so people can adopt, Bonnie could adopt a child?

Frank: (nods)
Interviewer: Well, is there any, any other way?

Frank: Don’t know.
Interviewer: Can you think of anything?

Frank: Nope.
Interviewer: No. Do you know how you were made?

Frank: I’m from [name of clinic].

Frank had only one suggestion for Bonnie, and that was to adopt a child. Although asked twice
whether he had any other suggestions, he did not add any alternatives. When the interviewer
asked how Frank himself was conceived, he responded by giving the name of the fertility clinic his
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mother attended. Visiting a fertility clinic, however, was not highlighted as a solution for Bonnie.
Later in the interview, Frank described how a baby grows in its mother’s belly, thus showing that
he did know of paths to parenthood other than adoption. It is not clear from the interview
whether Frank made any assumption about Bonnie’s gender, but a possible interpretation is that
he (like most boys) assumed Bonnie was male, and therefore did not suggest pregnancy.

Discussion

As shown above, three different pathways to parenthood were mentioned in interviews with
Swedish 6- to 9-year-olds: heterosexual intimacy, assisted reproduction, and adoption. The
present work is based on a small, explorative study, drawing on interviews with 15 children.
Therefore, generalizations could not be made. Still, the findings might contribute to a discussion
on Swedish children’s reflections on, and knowledge about, child conception.

All children of heterosexual couples and most of the single mothers’ children talked about
heterosexual intimacy as a pathway to parenthood. This shows that the children were informed
about, and understood, that babies could be conceived through sexual intercourse between adults
of different sex. This is perhaps unsurprising, given that sex education has been mandatory in
Swedish schools since 1956 (Martinsson, 1994), thus including the time period in which both the
participants and their parents went to school. Remaining taboos around sex were seen in some
interviews, where children claimed that the subject of child conception is “disgusting”. Even
though these children avoided talking about sexual intercourse, we could assume that they did
have knowledge about this conception method, given their explicit statements about the subject
being unspeakable.

When child conception was depicted as a result of heterosexual intimacy, the participants did
not only talk about the physical intercourse, rather their talk was incorporated in a larger cultural
story about a committed relationship between the prospective parents. The children referred to
the partners liking each other, or getting married, and this relationship aspect was generally
brought up before sexual intercourse was mentioned. With these accounts, the participants
reproduced a heteronormative ideal, where the heterosexual nuclear family is construed as natural
and desirable (Malmquist, 2015). For the children of heterosexual couples, the narrative of “two
different-sex adults falling in love and making babies through intercourse” might reflect what they
have learned about their own conception, thus it is possible to interpret their talk as being part of
their personal family narrative. While most of the children of single mothers mentioned hetero-
sexual intimacy, none of the children of heterosexual parents talked about assisted reproduction.
This further shows the predominance of the heteronormative discourse, as children of hetero-
sexual couples do not necessarily need to learn about any other paths to parenthood than that
taken by their own family.

Only children of single mothers talked about assisted reproduction. Just as with the descrip-
tions of sexual intercourse, the accounts of assisted reproduction were incorporated into a social
narrative. The children depicted assisted reproduction as dependent on the prospective mother’s
relationship status, where the fertility clinic was presented as an option for those who had not
found a partner or did not wish to marry. While there are many different reasons for adults to
desire assisted reproduction (e.g. being in a same-sex relationship, or having a medically based
fertility problem), these children brought up assisted reproduction only in relation to the social
situation for single women. This is likely because these children knew how they had been
conceived, and presented an option for Bonnie similar to the one their own mothers had chosen.
Thus, the children of single mothers seemed to have accessed their own conception history, rather
than a broad understanding of assisted reproduction. In that sense, the present study is in line
with previous research showing that children of single mothers by choice are generally told about
their conception at a young age (Beeson et al., 2011; Zadeh et al., 2017a), and that their under-
standing of the topic develops gradually (Blake et al., 2010, 2013; Zadeh et al., 2017b).
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Children in both groups seemed to have knowledge about the pathway to parenthood their
own parents had utilized. It has been claimed before that children benefit from learning about
their conception at a young age (Golombok, 2017). It is possible that such conception narratives
have different functions for children of single mothers, compared to children of heterosexual
couples. It is likely that children of single mothers have faced and themselves raised questions
about the absence of a father in their family from a young age, and that the narrative of how their
mothers had them has become important to their understanding of their non-normative family
form (Björck & Hägg, 2014; Poveda et al., 2018; Zadeh et al., 2017a). For a child growing up with
both of her/his biological parents, questions about child conception may be raised as well, but the
family form itself may not call attention to such topics.

Some of the children of single mothers depicted assisted reproduction as a secondary solution,
while they depicted heterosexual intimacy as the preferable path to parenthood. These construc-
tions of heterosexual intimacy as the primary option could be understood in relation to
a heteronormative discourse, where raising children in a different-sex relationship is idealized.
Previous studies on single mothers by choice have shown that turning to the fertility clinic has
been a secondary solution for many of these women; they would have preferred having children in
a partner relationship, if only the proper partner had appeared at the proper time (Golombok
et al., 2016; Graham, 2012). Thus, the idea of assisted reproduction as a secondary solution may be
part of the participants’ mothers’ personal narrative, and part of how the mothers have presented
the conception story for their children. Single mothers by choice differ in this respect from
another group, who also utilize fertility clinics to achieve pregnancy, namely lesbian couples.
Swedish lesbian couples generally depict assisted reproduction as the optimal path to parenthood,
chosen over other available options (e.g. sharing parenthood with a male friend) (Malmquist,
2016). In an interview study with children (5–8 years) of lesbian parents, the participants generally
presented assisted reproduction as the primary or only path to parenthood (Möllerstrand &
Wiklund, 2011). Assisted reproduction was not depicted as a secondary solution in these chil-
dren’s accounts, possibly reflecting the fact that it had not been presented as a secondary solution
by their lesbian mothers.

Like the children of lesbian couples, some of the children of single mothers also depicted
assisted reproduction as the only or optimal path to parenthood. These accounts show that
assisted reproduction is not necessarily incorporated into the heteronormative discourse and its
idealization of committed relationships between different-sex spouses. Rather, assisted reproduc-
tion may be construed as a desirable or obvious path to parenthood.

Some children in both groups highlighted adoption as an option for Bonnie. Just like assisted
reproduction, some children presented adoption as a secondary solution, available to those who
cannot have children in a heterosexual relationship. Again, this shows the predominance of the
heteronormative discourse, and the ideal of committed partners conceiving on their own. A few
participants, however, depicted adoption as the only or optimal path to parenthood for Bonnie.
None of the participants in the study had been adopted; they were all being raised by the mothers
who had given birth to them. Thus, when presenting their suggestion, these children did not start
from their own conception story or from a normative ideal. Some of them explicitly assumed that
Bonnie was male, while for some it was unclear what, if anything, they assumed about Bonnies
gender. The suggestion of adoption as the only or optimal solution for Bonnie could be under-
stood as the children’s suggestion for a single man. However, some of the other participants also
assumed that Bonnie was male and single, and claimed that Bonnie must find a woman to partner
with. The children who suggested adoption or assisted reproduction as a primary solution showed
that, despite cultural heteronormative ideals, finding a partner is not necessarily considered the
primary or obvious option, neither by children of heterosexual couples nor by children of single
mothers.

The children of single mothers in the present study differ from those of the heterosexual
parents in relation to both their social family situation (having one or two parents) and their
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parents’ utilized conception method (assisted reproduction or sexual intercourse). As
a suggestion for further research, it would also be interesting to conduct a similar study on
children of heterosexual couples who have utilized assisted reproduction, as such children
share the social situation of the children of heterosexual couples in the present study, but
share method of conception with the children of single mothers.

Note

1. Therese Björnstam was previously named Therese Björck and Amanda Thunholm was previously named
Amanda Hägg.
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