Book review of Surrogate Motherhood Families – Olga B.A. Van Den Akker: Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology

This is an extremely informative publication that covers, in detail, the research, theory, policy and practice contexts of surrogacy. The book is divided up into three parts each covering a different aspect of the surrogate process and situational viewpoint. Part one considers the history of surrogacy, the theoretical and social context and exactly what the (various) arrangements of surrogacy involve.  Part two takes an individual perspective enabling the reader to reflect upon the psychosocial perspectives of surrogacy, from the view point of mothers, commissioning parents and the resulting child/children. The final part of the book contemplates the legal and ethical context from a human right and moral perspectives including commercialisation of surrogacy.  In each chapter there is an element of repetition of the circumstances in which surrogacy occurs. There is also reference to previously stated observations regarding the phenomenon of surrogacy, however, as the publication is designed as a monograph, each chapter can be used as an independent reference and this repetition of information would remind and re-establish the context in which surrogacy occurs.  

Having a background in child and public health I found this publication extremely interesting and informative. The discussion, debate, research literature and evidence presented encouraged me to question the stigma associated with surrogacy and my own values in relation to the phenomenon, and explore unconscious bias I had previously held in relation to the surrogate mother, commissioning parents and the impact for the resulting offspring’s wellbeing.  As a woman and a mother of naturally conceived daughters, I had not fully appreciated the psychological viewpoint of the surrogate mother. The book informed my understanding and enabled me to consider the range of perspectives associated with the phenomenon. Surrogate motherhood provides the woman with a wealth of positive (and potentially protective) recognition. These perspectives include the physicality of pregnancy, altruistic nature of ‘giving’, empowerment in knowledge base, as opposed to the practice for simply fiscal reward. I was also fascinated by the extent to which these perspectives further inform a unique attachment processes for the surrogate mother towards the commissioning parents as opposed to the developing baby.
The information and evidence in this book fills a gap in the knowledge base in relation to surrogacy and the long term impact of the practice on those involved. The debate, discussion and evidence presented encourage the reader to look at surrogacy through a different lens. This is a very readable piece of literature and of particularly significance to those studying and working in health and social care.
Dr Wendy Wigley 

