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• Co-parenting: parental path by which a man and a 
woman who are not a couple decide to have a child 
that they will raise separately, possibly with their 
respective partners

• Increasingly a family-building option in itself 
(Ravelingien, Provoost & Pennings 2016;

Jadva et al. 2015) 



• Usually pursued to provide a child with a mother and a 
father involved in their life

• Different from known donation where the role of the 
sperm donor is marginal 

• In co-parenting arrangements, both biological parents 
are usually the legal parents

• Very diverse: 2 to 4 adults involved, different genders 
and sexual orientations (Erera and Segal-Engelchin 2014; 
Herbrand 2017) 

• Much leeway to negotiate and experiment new 
parental roles and arrangements 



• A number of empirical studies on lesbian using 
donor conception (Donovan, 2000; Dunne, 2000; Haimes and 
Weiner, 2000; Almack, 2006; Mamo, 2007; Donovan and Wilson, 2008; Luce, 
2010; Nordqvist, 2011)

• But little data and social science studies on        
co-parenting itself (Jadva et al. 2015; Herbrand 2017; Erera
and Segal-Engelchin 2014; Lewin, 2009; Segal-Engelchin, Erera, and 
Cwikel 2012) 

• Need to understand their particular parental 
experiences, biological fathers’ situations as well as 
the roles and legal needs of the respective partners



Methods
• Qualitative research on multi-parenthood in Belgium

• Purposive sample, snowball sampling

• In-depth interviews with 26 co-parents: 11 
women/15 men; 28-52y; French speaking

• 9 distinct co-parenting cases including a total of 11 
children

• Separate nterviews with each co-parent involved

• Follow-up study about to start
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Motivations

1) A biological descent:

‘If need be, I don’t exclude adoption but I would first like 
to have a child who comes from myself, who really 
comes from my flesh, from my family lineage with all 
my background…. So, as far as I’m concerned, fulfilling 
the need I have to create life and to perpetuate my own 
lineage, well, adoption is not going to be the answer.’ 
(biological father)



Motivations
2) The experience of pregnancy and breastfeeding:

She [her partner] wanted to see me pregnant, she wanted 
us to have a child because she said: “Why wouldn’t you be 
pregnant while heterosexuals are? Anybody can adopt 
unhappy children”. (Jessica, biological parent)

Because it just was … a visceral feeling. Yes, it is mine, it is 
really mine. He also belongs to John [the biological father], but 
I really felt this need as I’ve always said, I had this animalistic 
need, a basic need as mammals have, to feel a child inside my 
tummy. (Marta, biological mother)



Motivations
3) To know the child’s background:

‘I couldn’t picture myself saying to my child that it was with an 
unknown donor if he asked who his dad was. Would I have had the 
necessary elements to answer his question? The answer was no.… 
He would miss a piece of the puzzle. I would have missed a piece of 
the puzzle. There are 5,000 pieces. If you only have 4,999, you will 
miss a piece of the puzzle that would enable you to say: this face, 
it’s your father’s.’ (Anne, biological mother)

‘You don’t know what is being concocted behind the scenes. You 
don’t know where the sperm comes from, who gives it… there are 
too many unknown factors, it’s too much.’



Motivations
4) To provide the child with a mother and a father:

‘It might have to do with the conservative aspect of my personality but 
I still think that a child needs a dad and a mom. So, it might be very 
backward…. Also with experience, I find that it is necessary. The child is 
bound to ask himself questions anyway. He sees “mum and dad” 
around him and therefore, he wants to know who dad is and who mum 
is and I couldn’t picture myself raising a child with my partner without 
the mum.’ (Tom, biological father)

‘A mother and a father, I think it’s not essential, but whenever possible, 
it makes it easier for the child.… Especially with regard to the outside 
world, it gives a somewhat more traditional picture and it enables the 
child to avoid problems he would otherwise encounter outside with 
regard to other children at school, or to neighbours, or things like that.’ 
(Brian, partner of a biological parent)



Some unexpected advantages

• In most cases, the child lived with their mother 
during the week and every other weekend with their 
father

• In one case, housing shared equally

• Advantages of sharing the child’s upbringing and 
residency: 
– Spare time
– Flexible housing arrangements
– Intensive parenting centred around the child
– Personalised parental roles 



The primacy of the maternal connection

A child, in the beginning, he needs more his mum than his dad, 
for the feeding, the night… He comes out of his mummy’s tummy, 
it’s not to end up on someone else’s body, on someone who has 
no breast. (Steve, biological father)

I didn’t want to go further in a project where my child could be 
taken away from me. This really worried me, so I was trying to 
test the water. [...] Then, when we met, the first thing I said 
was: ‘Listen, you have to know that for me, there is no 
question about it, there won’t be shared custody. It will be […] 
every other weekend and Wednesdays afternoons’. As for him, 
he was being offered a dream on a silver plate. (Deborah, 
single straight mother) 



The primacy of the maternal connection

Question: And now, are you still a little apprehensive about the situation?

No, no. On the contrary, I think it is fine because, in retrospect, I realise 
that it is important for a child to be with his mother in the beginning. 
Whether it is a boy or a girl, it’s important. Let’s be honest about that, the 
link is really strong with the mum from the beginning. And frankly, I 
believe it is a good arrangement. (Marc, biological father)

When I became pregnant, I felt that I needed to be just with Charlotte 
at our place. I suddenly wondered about what I had done. They [the 
gay couple] were there and I wanted them to disappear.  […] I was 
thinking: ‘I am going to have to give my child, to share her. How am I 
going to do this? (Sabine, biological mother)



Conclusions
• An unusual family route rooted in conventional family ideals
• Facilitates the achievement of a number of family ideals and parental 

expectations
-> an attractive family route in the future?

• Restrained by traditional gender norms
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