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× Donation: The act by which a person 

voluntarily transfers the title to 

something of which he is the owner, 

from himself to another, without any 

consideration, as a free gift. The                                                  

act of giving or bestowing.
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×Adoption: The act of adopting, or state of being 

adopted; voluntary acceptance of a child of 

other parents to be the same as one's own child. 

The choosing and making that to be                                 

one's own which originally was                                     

not so.
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¾Donation is used in the sense of 'giving a gift' and 
offers an emotional separation 

¾Fertility clinic donation programs receive 
donated embryos who are often given 
anonymously to whomever the clinic chooses 

¾For the donating couple it is a life -affirming way 
to resolve a the challenging dilemma of embryo 
disposition

¾Typically, donating parents tend to use the term 
'donation', while receiving or adopting couples 
tend to use the term 'adoption'. The basis for this 
is largely psychological.
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¾ For an adopting family, desiring to parent the 

children born from the donation, the term 'adoption' 

makes more emotional sense ðthe end result is a 

child

¾ It is the term that both legally and socially explains 

the transfer of parental rights associated with 

traditional adoption

¾ Adoption also helps to describe and explain to their 

child the way in which they became a family, since 

children are 'adopted' rather than ôdonatedõ

¾ Proven processes of adoption offer protection to all 

the parties involved
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¾ In the United States embryos are governed by 
contract law

¾Ownership of the embryos is given to the 
adopting family by the donating family by 
contract

¾The embryos are owned by the adopting family 
before they are transferred into the adopting 
motherõs womb

¾The donating family has relinquished their rights 

¾The adopting mother is legally the childõs mother 
at birth, and her legal husband is the father
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× In 2004 the RAND Corporation 

completed a study which indicated 

there were 400,000 embryos in storage

× Now, in 2010, it is estimated that well 

over 500,000 embryos exist in storage 

at clinics and cryo -banks throughout the 

United States1
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1July-December 2009 survey by Embryo Adoption Awareness Center of 

U.S. fertility clinics estimates over 500,000 embryos in frozen storage



× The potential donor family has several 

options for embryos they do not plan to use

×Keep them frozen indefinitely

×Discard them 

×Donate them for scientific research 

(destroys the embryo)

×Donate them to another couple for family 

building
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¾Modern science has taken human 

reproduction to a different level

¾In the past, an infertile couple turned to 

adoption 

¾First ôtest tubeõ baby, Louise Brown, was 

born in 1978 via in vitro fertilization (IVF) 
[in vitro = ôin glassõ  an artificial environment outside the 

living organism; "an egg fertilized in vitro"]

9



¾Now many couples turn to medical 

technology rather than adoption first

¾Frequently when embryos are created via 

IVF, the couple is not thinking about the 

potential of remaining embryos

¾This has resulted in the accumulation of 

embryos
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× Short-term storage

ÅIf the couple who created the embryos 

is not done with their family building 

the embryos are usually kept on -hand 

at the clinic
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× Long-term storage

ÅSometimes embryos remain at the 

clinic

ÅToday there are companies 

specializing in long -term storage and 

clinics are increasingly choosing to 

move frozen embryos to these 

facilities
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× The embryos are generally one to six 

days old

× Embryos are contained within special 

indelibly labeled plastic vials, or straws, 

that are sealed prior to freezing, 1 to 3 

per straw 
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× Controlled freezing techniques are used 

to  slowly cool embryos in 

cryoprotectant fluid ("anti -freeze" 

solution) from body temperature down 

to -196°C

× Embryos are stored in containers   

of liquid of nitrogen called dewars
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× Embryos are thawed out at room 

temperature, which takes about one to 

two minutes

× Careful dilution of the cryoprotectant 

fluid to return the embryo to its favored 

culture medium is critical to                             

successful thawing 
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× Various clinic survival rates for thawing 

range from 50 ð75%

× Clinics are generally very protective of 

their embryo creation, transfer, storage 

and thawing methods
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× Human embryos are the beginning of life

× Human embryos are alive
"Almost all higher animals start their lives from a single cell, the 

fertilized ovum (zygote)... The time of fertilization represents the 

starting point in the life history, or ontogeny, of the individual."
[Carlson, Bruce M. Patten's Foundations of Embryology. 6th edition. New York: McGraw -Hill, 1996, p. 3]

× Donating and adopting families are loving 

and raising children whom they first knew as 

embryos 
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× Great emotional and psychological 

stress frequently accompanies a familyõs 

decision regarding the disposition of 

remaining embryos.

× Embryo adoption allows the adopting 

mother to experience pregnancy and 

give birth to her adopted child
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Embryos can be donated several ways:

×Privately

×Through a fertility clinicõs donation program

×Through an adoption agency with an 

embryo donation program
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× Donor  chooses a specific person, clinic 
or an agency

× Donor may determine the desired level 
of involvement with the recipient family
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× Choose a service provider that matches your desire:

ÅClinics usually operate anonymous programs; 
after you donate, you are done.
ÅExperienced agencies will allow you to choose 

your level of involvement but will facilitate your 
donation using the familiar safeguarding 
measures of standard adoption procedures.

ÅBy choosing a direct or matching service option 
you are responsible for creating the legal and 
social safeguards for your embryos.
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