
Cronicon
O P E N  A C C E S S EC GYNAECOLOGYEC GYNAECOLOGY

Case Report

Parenthood Aspirations and Sexual Orientation in Sub-Saharan Africa

Citation: VM Lema. “Parenthood Aspirations and Sexual Orientation in Sub-Saharan Africa”. EC Gynaecology 12.4 (2023): 64-70.

VM Lema*

Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Vice President of ECSACOG, Nairobi, Kenya

*Corresponding Author: VM Lema, Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Vice President of ECSACOG, Nairobi, Kenya.

Abstract

There is a belief that same-sex couples such as lesbians, by nature of their sexual orientation, do not desire or intend to have 
children of their own. However, parenthood is a very much cherished life goal, and the aspirations thereto transcends ones sexual 
orientation.

The proportions of lesbians out of total female populations have increased across all races globally over the recent past due to 
societal transformations among other factors. Many of the lesbians are young, fertile and some have parenthood aspirations. There 
are numerous reports and publications on lesbians intending to have or with children mainly from developed countries.

There is a yawning paucity of published data about parenthood aspirations among lesbians/lesbian families, considered as one of 
the “new family forms”, from Sub-Saharan Africa.

This paper reviews the literature on parenthood aspirations among lesbians in discussing two cases of lesbian couples desiring/
intending to have children, managed by the author in his private clinic in a major cosmopolitan city in East Africa. It discusses the 
various approaches to achieving the goal, challenges thereto, and highlights the role of health care professionals in the care of such 
individuals in our context. 
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Introduction

Parenthood is for the majority of mankind a strongly desired life goal and a fulfilling experience, a core human issue and something 
that majority of people will consider at some point in their adult lives. The motivation to become a parent, begins quite early and develops 
over one’s life course [1]. While the desire and motivation may be modulated by a number of factors as one grows, it is independent of an 
individual’s sexual orientation [2]. Regardless of sexual orientation or other individual circumstances, parenthood is regarded as a con-
tinuation, fulfillment and transition to a different level of any relationship between two people as well as one’s life. 

Sexual orientation is often an enduring pattern of emotional, romantic and/or sexual attraction between two individuals. The number 
of women who either exclusively or partially seek emotional, sexual or erotic attraction and/or satisfaction with another woman, i.e. 
lesbians, and lesbian-families have increased significantly in the last four or so decades [3]. They are found among all sub-populations of 
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women, are as diverse as the general population of adult women and are represented in all racial and ethnic groups, all socioeconomic 
strata, and all age groups. The actual prevalence of lesbians or lesbian-families in any community or society is not known. It is thought to 
vary from among countries influenced by prevailing local social, cultural factors, political and legal statutes. Countries which have liberal 
legal provisions on same-sex relationships and/or unions report a higher prevalence. Using data from the NLLFS, the longest running 
survey (since 1996), and large prospective investigation of lesbian-mothers and their children in the USA, Gartrell., et al. (2006), noted 
that lesbians made up between 5-10% of the general adult female population [4]. Rahman., et al. (2018), in their study assessing the 
prevalence of women’s and men’s sexuality in 28 nations using data from 191,088 participants from a 2005 BBC Internet survey, reported 
that women who labeled themselves as “heterosexual” included a substantial number of individuals who also reported being moderately 
or predominantly attracted to their own sex. Whereas 90.7% identified themselves as heterosexual, only 66.2% were predominantly not 
attracted to women, while 27.3% reported to be moderately and 6.5% predominantly attracted to women, (2.1%) reported a homosexual 
identity, and (7.2%) reported a bisexual identity [5]. A global survey with a sample of 19,069 of women aged 16 - 74 from 27 countries, 
revealed that 5% of them were only attracted to women. Seventy percent (70%) were only attracted to the opposite sex [6], implying that 
a good proportion of women are attracted to other women. 

Many of the lesbians are young and fertile and desire or intend to have children. Majority have had previous consensual heterosexual 
liaisons from which they may have conceived and delivered children [7], while others are nulliparous at the time of initiating a lesbian 
relationship. Both categories may desire to have children while in their new unions, forming lesbian-families, considered a “new family 
form” [8]. Women who identify themselves as lesbians are known to also have heterosexual relationships either consensual or otherwise 
[9] from which they may conceive.

Available information on parenthood aspirations amongst lesbians is from studies conducted in developed countries which have legal-
ized same-sex relationships including marriage, such as North America and Europe [2,10-13]. With regards to childbearing among lesbi-
ans, estimates indicate that a significant proportion of them either have or intend to have children of their own and that this is increasing 
[14]. A study in the USA, reported that 35% of lesbians had biological or adopted children and only 14% of them did not desire to be 
parents [15]. Bos., et al. (2008), reported that there were an estimated 14 million children by lesbian mothers within the USA and the EU 
[16]. In a more recent study using nationally representative data on births over a ten year period (2006 - 2015) from the USA, Everett., 
et al. (2019), estimated that 1% of them were by lesbians [17]. Goldberg., et al. (2014), reported that 31% of self-identified lesbians and 
59% of self-identified bisexual women had given birth [18]. Baiocco., et al. (2013) found that 60.7% of lesbians in Italy, intended to be 
parents [19]. Turcan., et al. (2020), in their study, comparing two groups (2009 - 2013 with 2013 - 2017), in the Czech Republic, showed 
the proportions of lesbians who desired to or had children increased from 77.5% (2009 - 2013) to 84.4% between 2013 and 201 [20].

Despite the high desire and motivation to have children lesbians face many obstacles and unique dilemmas during each phase of the 
childbearing process [2]. Some of these dilemmas include how to conceive, i.e. how to get the sperm donor, who, access to requisite re-
productive health services or responsive and friendly health care provider, and how to break the news to close relatives and friends and 
enlist their support. Other dilemmas common to all women are where to give birth and how to assimilate new roles of motherhood into 
their life and work, cost implications of childbearing and rearing [2,12].

There is no published data on childbearing or parenthood aspirations amongst lesbians in Africa, mainly because the sexual orienta-
tion is prohibited and/or illegal in most parts and thereof it would be difficult to conduct research and publish data therefrom. Sexual 
orientation and gender identity are also not taught in our health professions’ curricula.

This paper discusses two cases of lesbian couples desiring/intending to have children, managed by the author in his private clinic in 
a major cosmopolitan city in East Africa between 2019 and 2020 and reviews the English literature on parenthood aspirations among 
lesbians. It discusses the various approaches to achieving that goal, highlights the challenges thereto, and the role of health care profes-
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sionals in the care of such individuals in our context in spite of and cognizant of the prevailing legal/political and social challenges for 
them to realize their goal. 

Case Reports

Case 1: MN, a 25 year old and her partner, JKO, 31 years old, presented at my clinic at 8 weeks gestation for antenatal clinic. They are from 
two different countries of East Africa, and had been together as lovers for about three years, having met when MN attended one of the 
universities in the home town of JKO. They had discussed the issue of parenthood for some time as MN wanted to have children. They had 
settled on the option of MN using her ex-boyfriend to achieve that. She then discussed the issue with him and the agreement was that once 
she conceived they would end the liaisons. He would not be involved in the life of the child. Soon after confirming she had conceived she 
rejoined her partner with whom she was living, though not legally married. 

They both were very economical with details of their respective families or past histories. They had had heterosexual relationships 
before they met, but were both nulliparous. MN was from a single-parent family (a mother) and had a younger sister. She did not have any 
family history of major illnesses, nor did she have any herself. Both she and her partner did not smoke or use drugs. MN was a teetotaler, 
while JKO was a moderate alcohol drinker, mainly wine. They were graduates. JKO did not want to talk about her family.

Upon examination MN was in a good general health. With normal vital signs. Investigations done then revealed a normal antenatal 
profile and an ultrasound scan showed a live intrauterine pregnancy at 8 weeks. She was followed up routinely for antenatal care and the 
pregnancy progressed well until 39 weeks of gestation when she went into spontaneous labour. She delivered a live healthy baby boy in 
good general condition, with no gross abnormalities. She was discharged home with her baby on the third day, and was given an appoint-
ment for postnatal care visit after two weeks, but never came. I never saw her again. 

Case 2: JS, a 28 year old graduate working with an international NGO, as a program officer, presented to my private clinic one afternoon 
seeking advice on conception. She was nulliparous and in a “committed lesbian relationship” with a 30 year old woman, whom she met 
through a mutual friend. They had been together for two years and were quite happy as a “couple”, living together, though not officially 
married. Both had had heterosexual relationships before they met.

They wanted to start a family of their own and had discussed at length and agreed that she’d the “biological mother”. Their concern was 
how to achieve that. They did not want her to have sexual intercourse with a man, for fear that he would demand paternity later on. She 
wanted to be the egg donor in any of the proposed options. She opted for IVF after explanation of the technology. I explained the various 
available options locally. I referred her to one of the fertility centres in the city, to which I usually refer my patients requiring ART with a 
specific note as is the norm.

She came back three days later and informed me that the clinic I had referred her to had turned her away when she disclosed she was 
in a lesbian relationship. They told her the centre doesn’t serve such individuals or single women. I referred her to another one hoping she 
would be assisted. She did not come back to me, so I am not sure what happened. I had also mentioned that if that also turns her down, 
they could consider any of the other options I had discussed with her, e.g. AI or rescinding their earlier aversion to her having sexual in-
tercourse with a man. I am still waiting for her to come back. It’s been two years now.

Discussion 

The increase in the prevalence of lesbians and lesbian-families in the recent past has been attributed to an increase in awareness and 
expanded access to available options and services, higher female educational attainment associated with better financial resources and 
female empowerment. The two presented cases could be regarded as belonging to the category of empowered women, highly educated 
and financially secure. Lesbians, either single, in long-term committed relationships or married, have several options to form their own 
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families if they so wish. These can be classified as pregnancy, which can be conception by one or both women or use of a surrogate. This 
can be achieved through sexual intercourse with a man such as an old acquaintance, IVF-ET or IUI using an egg from one of them or a 
donor, and sperms from a known or anonymous donor [24-27]. The other option is non-pregnancy which include adoption/fostering, or 
co-parenting of children of one or both from previous relationships/marriages [28].

Decision-making on childbearing/or parenthood among lesbians is much more complex and difficult than in heterosexual relation-
ships [20,28]. They take more time discussing their desire and intentions, who should carry the pregnancy, how to achieve their desire, 
the implications of their decision and related challenges among other considerations. It is not clear how long the presented two cases had 
taken to make the decision, but both couples had discussed and agreed on who would be the biological mother as well as how to achieve 
their goal of parenthood. One of the major challenges lesbians face is the source of the male gamete (sperm). Whether to use a known or 
anonymous donor and the process thereto have been central questions cognizant of inherent challenges, such as the health of the donor, 
his role in the future life of the child if any, claim for paternity, among others [27,30]. Other concerns include difficulties in accessing fertil-
ity clinics for those opting for this strategy, i.e. IVF-ET, IUI, either for financial reasons, legal or policy restrictions for lesbians, as most of 
these are designed for heterosexual couples, or institutional and/or professional biases towards lesbians/ same-sex couples [2,12,22,31], 
as it happened in our second presented case, who wanted to have IVF-ET, using their own eggs, and an anonymous sperm donor but was 
denied services despite being financial able to, because the centre does not serve same-sex couples. The first opted for sexual intercourse 
with an old boyfriend because the couple considered it affordable and were comfortable with it. Only the future will tell if he will want 
to be involved in the child’s life. Other challenges include matching the donor to the social-mother, the role of the social- non-biological 
mother in parenting of the offspring, fear of stigmatization of the parents and child/ren [2,13,11,16,20,32], lack of social support from 
family and friends [12,32] and level of commitment parenting imposes on ones life [33]. 

Knowledge of the factors influencing the desire and intentions for parenthood amongst lesbians is limited. Majority of lesbians see 
children as a source of personal satisfaction, a major emotional investment and life fulfillment an enriching factors in ones life [17,34,35]. 
They are also viewed as a source of support later in life, and necessary for continuation of family line [34,36]. Some, especially in areas 
where same-sex relationships or unions are not only shunned upon but legally prohibited or restricted as in most countries in Africa, 
where the two couples come from and live, having children may be a way of conforming to societal expectations and mask ones sexual 
orientation. The age of the woman is important as younger lesbians tend to want to have children as opposed to older ones [10,16] as 
well as educational level with higher educational attainment and household income being positively associated with high desire to have 
children [12,37].

The fact that lesbianism is prohibited in most African countries does not mean it does not exist. There have been numerous publica-
tions in main stream and social media as well as scientific literature on same-sex relationships in the region for a number of years. Most of 
the publications have originated from South Africa, where same-sex relationships are legal. Zaidi., et al. (2016) published the first article 
on same-sex relations in Kenya [9]. I see a number of individuals in same-sex relationships, both males and females (more of the latter) 
single and married, who come for counselling on sexual health matters in my private clinic. A good number have expressed their wish to 
bear children and ask for available options. Some have children from previous relationships. I have only encountered very few who have 
not had previous heterosexual relationships. Child-bearing and/or parenting amongst them has not been studied or documented. The 
only officially documented pregnancy is the recent report in the social media by the South African athlete, whose spouse was expecting 
their first child in late 2022. It is very possible that there are many more undocumented lesbians or lesbian-couples with children who 
may masquerade as single-parents for fear of potential repercussions.

 Conclusion

Cognisant of the rising numbers of lesbians and lesbian-couples and the proportion amongst them who desire and or intend to have 
children across the globe, and that the path to achieving their dream is often more challenging compared with that of heterosexual women 
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[28] healthcare professionals, even though one might have different opinion and belief, should be aware of the fact that as individuals 
lesbians have basic human rights. Similar to a heterosexual woman, a lesbian has a right to conceive and give birth to a child, the right to 
professional and supportive care in the course of fulfilling her desire. 

Same-sex relationships and unions as well as parenting may appear to be unimportant today, but will become a significant social and 
health-care issue in the near future. We need to be more supportive, non-biased as well as non-judgemental when they seek healthcare. 
We also need to conduct locally representative studies on family formations in diverse situations such as single women, same-sex couples, 
and their reproductive health needs, so as to inform the public, the authorities, the health fraternity, as well as be able to advocate for ap-
propriate, quality and evidence-based health care. 
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