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I N T R O D U C T I O N
What happens when science’s creations grow up?  As a historian of science, medicine, 
and technology, this is a question I routinely ask my students to consider. By the end of Thank 
You For Coming, you’ll wonder why it isn’t asked all the time—especially when it applies to 
the ways that science is used to make and remake family. Several scientific innovations figure 
prominently in the film, namely sperm donation (put to use in human assisted reproductive 
therapy in the 1970s) and genetic genealogy (which made its debut in the 21st century). Like 
members of a family who only come to know each other in time, these innovations come 
from different generations. When they meet in the present, profound social and emotional 
transformations occur. Long buried secrets from the past—secrets with the power to remake 
families—demand reckoning. 

This is what happened to filmmaker Sara Lamm. She learned at the age of 29 that she was 
donor conceived, asked questions about her conception, and, with the recent advent of ge-
netic genealogy—a mode of investigation that uses both DNA and traditional paper sleuth-
ing—she got answers. 

At Yale, I teach medical students as well as undergraduates and doctoral students how to 
think about why we know what we know and how we came to know it. In particular, I ask them 
to consider how biotechnology has changed what it means to be human. We look at repro-
ductive science with an understanding that “biological” doesn’t just mean the DNA material 
that creates new life—it also includes the emotional systems that affect physical wellbeing 
and sustain important social connections. 

In the 1970s, fertility specialists hailed sperm donation as a miracle of science at the same 
time that they intuited its potential for social disruption; they discouraged parents from shar-
ing their biotechnological creation story with the children who sprang from it and sent them 
on their way—with very few resources for understanding the psychological impacts of what 
they had done. These physicians didn’t think far enough ahead to consider that when these 
donor-conceived babies grew up, like Pandora, they might have the desire and the ability to 
peer inside the black box of their origins.  

My students and their families are among those members of society who are buying and 
taking genetic tests. However, like the parents in the 1970s seeking fertility treatment, they 
are often left to wrestle with the meaning of their decision alone, without the benefit of pro-
fessional genetic counseling (which comes standard as a part of pre-natal testing, by the way.) 
My students want to know why and how this came to be. They learn that sometimes (and 

often with the help of other seekers they meet along the way) the mystery that led a test-taker 
to seek answers in DNA is solved—and sometimes that answer creates new mysteries. 

One person’s excited discovery of new relatives can upend the lives of others, especially if 
the new relatives do not want to be discovered. Relatives can even be unwitting sources of 
evidence in unsolved crimes, as in the recently publicized instance of a genetic genealogy 
database being used to arrest a serial killer hiding for decades. Indeed, the ability for genetic 
genealogy databases to be used for purposes unanticipated by those who contribute to them 
is not a side effect, but a central feature of their design. Again, asking the question of what 
happens when science’s creations mature, demonstrates that we need to consider innovation 
as something that unfolds over time. While it’s not possible to predict the future, we can’t 
afford to ignore or minimize the intimate consequences latent in our creations.

Who should be responsible for determining the appropriate use of these tests and the infor-
mation gleaned from them? How should users make sense of the results they receive? Who 
else, aside from the user, benefits from the genetic information generated by a test? Are the 
costs and benefits different when we consider them from the points of view of the individual 
versus the collective? These are questions that my students must learn how to ask, namely 
because they have social and emotional consequences. I want my students to reckon with the 
complexity, wrestle with it, because I believe they’ll need the capacity to think and feel deeply 
in order to best serve others in this brave new world.

Thank You For Coming, in foregrounding the emotional turbulence wrought by our biotech-
nological age, does not seek to decide what is right or wrong. Lamm does not privilege the 
perspectives of bioethecists or policy makers. Nor is her story necessarily representative of 
the thousands of others, from donor-conceived children to adoptees to those whose family 
ties were severed through the violence of slavery and warfare. What moves and inspires me 
is her attention to what it feels like to experience a challenge to one’s ideas of kinship and 
identity, and to do so as part of a multi-generational family. Lamm makes a radical argument 
that perhaps the most promising future for science is one that makes ample space for love. 
In this sense, she has created a remarkable resource for contemplating the new kinds of lives 
and ways of living made possible by our biotechnological age. 

Joanna Radin, Associate Professor History of Medicine, Yale School of Medicine
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F R O M  T H E  F I L M M A K E R

I was 29 years old when my dad delivered the belated and rather shocking news that he was 
not my biological father. Or, rather, his exact words, still relatively unfathomable, were that he 
“may” not be my biological father.

The facts as he unspooled them that strange evening are as follows: in the early 1970s, having 
been diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Disease, he 
embarked on a course of chemotherapy and 
radiation, the cumulative effects of which 
rendered him, at least temporarily, infertile. 
My parents consulted the local experts in 
North Carolina where they lived and were 
quickly presented with a solution -- artifi-
cial insemination with donor sperm. In Fall 
of 1973, my mother visited the clinic at the 
University of North Carolina Memorial Hos-
pital. By August of 1974, she held me in her 
arms.

My father seemed to remember that the 
donor was a medical student, hand-picked 
by the doctor in charge, that he was sup-
posedly of the same height and build of my 
dad, that he had been screened for major 
genetic conditions. And here is the weird 
part, although I have since learned that it 
was not an unusual practice at the time—the 
doctor mixed the sperm of the donor with 
the sperm of my father before inserting it 
into the body of my mother. Whether this was scientific practice or psychological gesture the 
doctor didn’t say. What the doctor did say though was this:

No one ever needs to know about the donor. Do not tell your family. Do not tell your friends. 
Do not ever tell the child.

But 14 years ago, my father did tell me. After the first furious dash into research--getting my 
mother’s medical records, tracking down class pictures of the medical students, joining the 
online database DonorSiblingRegistry.org (The DSR, as we ‘donor conceived’ call it) -- I hit a 
wall. Any record of the donor had been destroyed, or so the hospital claimed. I didn’t seem 
to have the time or energy to do any more.

Enter Jennifer Kasprzycki. In Spring 2014, 
Jennifer contacted me through the DSR. 
She too had been conceived via sperm 
donor at UNC Hospitals. We had both just 
turned 40—she was born three months 
before I was, and, it turned out, we were 
both almost 6 feet tall, had similar color-
ing, and suffered the same kind of seasonal 
allergies. Jennifer asked me if I’d be will-
ing to take a DNA test—maybe we were 
half-sisters? And so I began my investiga-
tion anew, this time with the intention of 
documenting it all in a film.

The movie gave me an excuse to seek out 
the edges of my family story. What I haven’t 
mention yet is that I am an only child, my 
parents separated when I was 11 months 
old, and my mother died of breast cancer 
when I was 10; at some point “Looking For 
The Donor” began to bump insistently into 
other issues—What happened between my 

mother and father? What does ‘being a family’ mean in the age of divorce? Am I hoping that 
finding the donor will heal the grief left by my mother’s death?

And P.S., what’s so important about biological relationships anyway? I ask all these questions 
with my two kids hovering…somehow they make the answers seem all the more important.
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This film captures my psychological terrain and Jennifer’s exhaustive research. She spends 
hours every day on the computer, toggling back and forth between online DNA databases 
and genealogy websites, in the hope of finding her (possibly our) donor. Her relentless de-
tective work, using what’s called “DNA Adoption Methodology,” involves matching genomes 
with far-flung cousins, finding 
DNA sequences in common using 
chromosome browsers, building 
these cousins’ family trees with 
public records and comparing 
these trees to one another—slow-
ly but surely building a paternal 
ancestry line.

I’ll skip the spoilers, but add that 
it gives me great pleasure the way 
that Jennifer’s story and mine have 
been woven together—from the 
fact that our mothers walked the 
same hospital halls on their way to 
conceive us, to the fact that she 
became my fearless guide and in-
spiration as I muddled through a 
wild family adventure.

The ostensible plot of Thank You 
For Coming is driven by the ques-
tion “Can I Find The Donor”—it’s a treasure hunt of sorts; but the deeper question that drives 
the project is more like “What Can Be Known About That Which (Maybe) Cannot Be Known?” 
I set out with the idea that I’d either find my biological father or I wouldn’t—but somehow 
the search itself would be healing. And, because of the film, I’ve connected with multiple on-
line and real life communities of people in my same donor-conceived boat. We support one 

another in ways I couldn’t have predicted when I began. The movie isn’t a political statement 
against anonymous donors, although there are some in these communities who wish the 
practice would be disavowed; still, my hope is that the film allows viewers to consider more 
concretely that the donor-conceived child grows into a donor-conceived adult with very real 

thoughts and feelings. 

At any rate, it’s a decidedly per-
sonal story—a journey into layers 
of the past in an attempt to find 
meaning within my own complex 
family system, which includes not 
just the donor parentage but the 
effects of divorce, death, and se-
crets. It all sounds rather serious 
when written here—grief, loss, 
and loneliness as major themes—
but there’s also, in major doses: 
hope, friendship, honesty, the 
pleasure of detective work, and a 
hearty appreciation of the strange 
twists and turns that occur in each 
and every mysterious human life. 
In the end, I think I’ve managed to 
replace the void left by the phrase 
‘anonymous donor’ with some-
thing else—swapping communi-

cation for silence and relationships for absence—now there’s a film where before was only a 
Great Big Genetic Question Mark.

Sara Lamm, Director Thank You For Coming
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The first documented pregnancy via donor sperm is said to have occurred at Jeffer-
son Medical College in Philadelphia in 1884. According to reports that later appeared in 
the American journal ‘Medical World’, Dr. William 
Pancoast, presented with an “azoospermic” husband 
and his eager wife, anesthetized the woman under the 
guise of performing a routine examination and instead 
inseminated her with the sperm of the medical student 
deemed “most attractive” by his peers. This procedure 
was performed without the husband or wife knowing 
about it and only upon news of the woman’s pregnan-
cy did the doctor reveal his methods to the father-to-
be. The husband, by all accounts, was quite pleased, 
and asked that the physician never tell his wife by what 
manner she became pregnant. 

And so it began.  News of the historic insemination, 
when it was finally reported some 25 years later, pro-
voked heated debate, and for nearly 60 years after, 
whenever artificial insemination was publicized in med-
ical journals, the public outrage was definitive; religious 
institutions, world parliaments and courts throughout 
the United States decried the procedure, citing the “il-
legitimacy” of a donor-conceived child, who was clear-
ly born, they said, out of wedlock.

The laws began to change, though, in the mid-1960s, 
and by the time Sara Lamm was conceived at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina in 1973, many (but not all) 
states stipulated that if a “wife was artificially insemi-
nated with donor semen under a physician’s supervi-
sion, and with her husband’s consent, the law would 
treat the husband as if he were the natural father of 
the DI child.” The statutes passed also made it clear that the donor who provided a doctor 
or clinic with sperm would “not be considered the legal father of any child conceived by that 

sperm.” The door was open. Sara’s parents were some of the first people to walk through.

It was the beginning of the modern fertility industry—
and in many ways it felt like the Wild West: sperm was 
still delivered fresh, not frozen; no one kept track of 
how many children were born from each donor; and 
genetic screenings were minimal. In the 1970s, most 
parents simply placed their trust in the pioneering, 
often charismatic, doctors, who selected the ‘best do-
nors’ for their clients and prescribed, “Do not ever tell 
the children.” 

Today no one knows exactly how many US children 
are born each year with the aid of donor sperm, but 
the New York Times estimates between 30-60,000, 
and concedes that, because there are no mandatory 
reporting systems in place, the number could be much 
higher. The cryobanks are thriving; they cite growing 
infertility among straight couples, increasing ranks of 
“Single Mothers By Choice,” and legal gay marriage as 
the reasons why. Log on to their websites and it’s “just 
like Zappos,” as one California Cryobank representa-
tive said. A prospective parent can pick her donor’s 
height, hair color, eye color, college major and religion; 
she can pay extra money for a donor willing to be con-
tacted when the child turns 18; and she can even shop 
via a different metric—choosing her donor based on 
what celebrity he most resembles. Parents read essays 
written by the donor and see a full medical history from 
several generations of his family. And, since the mental 
health experts now recommend that donor conceived 
children be told early, with as much detail as possible, 

about their unique parentage, all of this comes as part of a dossier that will eventually pass 
into the hands of the offspring themselves. 

S O M E  H I S T O R Y
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Meanwhile, in recent years, there have been news programs, films, and radio shows about 
the lives of these children as they grow into young adults. All of them testify to the fact that 
these stories capture the public imagination and that the family dramas, ethical dilemmas, 
and identity questions they raise are in our culture to stay. This documentary looks at these 
issues from the point of view of someone conceived in what might be called the “second part 
of the first wave.”  

Along the way, it connects two distinct historical periods—the early days of an important 

medical practice that has now become widespread, and the mindboggling technological 
advances the donor conceived have at their disposal today. No one could have predicted 
in 1974 that forty years later, home paternity tests would be on the shelves of every corner 
drug store and half-siblings would be able to find each other--then Facetime--via their laptop 
computers. Even more astounding is that websites like 23andme and ancestryDNA.com have 
completely changed the game; the larger the DNA databases grow, the more likely that ge-
netic genealogy will render the concept of an “anonymous” donation obsolete.

Sara Lamm and her father (2017) Thank You For ComingSara Lamm and her mother (1975) Thank You For Coming
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S
1. What images/impressions/memorable moments are you left with—just describe what you saw.

2. What were some of the emotions that you witnessed the characters experience in the film?  

What was happening?

3. What emotions did you experience as you watched the film? During which parts?

4. How would these emotions be different if Sara’s biological father/sperm donor had refused con-

tact with her or was no longer living? What if he had a serious genetic disease or mental illness?

5. In the film, Sara asks, “What makes someone family?” Do you think she found an answer to that 

question?  Did you find yourself reflecting on the definition of family in a new way?

6. What examples of friendship and human connection did you notice throughout the film?

7. Sara says “Sometimes I think about the boundaries of things—where does something start 

and where does it stop?”  Where would you say the film “starts”? Where does the story it tells 

“stop?”

8. Name the people in Sara’s family. How has each been affected by donor conception? How has 

each been affected by the DNA testing? 

9. Project yourself 100 years into the future—what might donor conception look like then? What 

might DNA testing look like? How does this make you feel? If you feel excited or optimistic, why? 

If you feel anxious, what is it that you are concerned about? Are there things we could/should be 

doing now to prevent what concerns you? What would the first steps be?

10. Do you think that it’s a donors right to remain anonymous? Or a child’s right to know their bio-

logical origins? Are these in conflict with one another?

11. Do you think about your genetic origins? Are the stories of your ancestors and more recent 

family members important to you? Why or why not? Is an ancestor still an ancestor if they are not 

related biologically? 

12. Are you left thinking about anything in your own community/family life? Do you know anyone 

who can relate to any aspect of Sara’s story? 

13. Joanna Radin writes in her introduction to this discussion guide that “Thank You For Coming” 

makes a radical argument that perhaps the most promising future for science is one that makes 

ample space for love.”  Do you agree with her? If so, where in the film do you have a sense of 

that love? What does “love” mean in the context of “science?”
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R E S O U R C E S

Websites

Donor Sibling Registry 
donorsiblingregistry.com
The DSR has partnered with researchers at many universities and has a 
number of peer reviewed/published research papers on donor conception. 
A summary of those, as well as a downloadable Research Tree Booklet, is 
available here: www.donorsiblingregistry.com/library/dsr-research

The Genetic Genealogist
thegeneticgenealogist.com
Blaine Bettinger Ph.D., J.D. is a professional genealogist specializing in 
DNA evidence. He is the author of the long-running blog The Genetic 
Genealogist, and frequently gives presentations and webinars to educate 
others about the use of DNA to explore their ancestry.

DNA Detectives
thednadetectives.com
CeCe Moore is the DNA expert on “Finding Your Roots with Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr.” She appears frequently on national television on a variety of 
shows and news networks and has been quoted on the subject of DNA 
in the Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, People Magazine, Harper’s 
Magazine, Business Insider, ABC News, Live Science, Huffington Post, The 
Root, and The Washington Times.

Articles

DSR Founder Wendy Kramer’s articles on Huffington Post
www.huffingtonpost.com/author/wendy-545

44 Siblings and Counting
www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/health/44-donor-siblings-and-
counting

The Overlooked Emotions of Sperm Donors
www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/07/sperm-donations-emotion-
al-consequences/564587

Sperm Donor, Life Partner
www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/12/sperm-donor-life-part-
ner/383421

On The Importance of Family Stories
www.nytimes.com/2013/03/17/fashion/the-family-stories-that-bind-us-this-
life.html

Family Narratives Lab
www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-stories-our-lives/201611/the-do-
you-know-20-questions-about-family-stories
Food for thought: How might these questions be adapted for use with 
people in donor conception and adoption families?

http://donorsiblingregistry.com 
http://thegeneticgenealogist.com
http://thednadetectives.com
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/wendy-545 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/wendy-545 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/wendy-545 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/wendy-545 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/wendy-545 
http://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/07/sperm-donations-emotional-consequences/564587/ 
http://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/07/sperm-donations-emotional-consequences/564587/ 
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/12/sperm-donor-life-partner/383421/
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/12/sperm-donor-life-partner/383421/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/17/fashion/the-family-stories-that-bind-us-this-life.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/17/fashion/the-family-stories-that-bind-us-this-life.html
http://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-stories-our-lives/201611/the-do-you-know-20-questions-about-family-stories
http://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-stories-our-lives/201611/the-do-you-know-20-questions-about-family-stories


T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  C O M I N G  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E  |  10T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  C O M I N G  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E  |  10

Books

Almeling, Rene. Sex Cells: The Medical Market for Eggs and Sperm. University of California Press, 2011.

Cahn, Naomi R. The New Kinship: Constructing Donor-Conceived Families. New York University Press, 2016.

“Consuming DNA: The Good Citizen in the Age of Precision Medicine.” Annual Review of Anthropology, by Donald Lawrence Brenneis and Karen B. Strier, 

Annual Reviews, 2017.

Franklin, Sarah. Biological Relatives: IVF, Stem Cells, and the Future of Kinship. Duke University Press, 2013.

Herman, Ellen. Kinship by Design: a History of Adoption in the Modern United States. University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Kramer, Wendy, and Naomi R. Cahn. Finding Our Families: a First-of-Its-Kind Book for Donor-Conceived People and Their Families. Avery Trade, 2013.

Nash, Catherine. Genetic Geographies: the Trouble with Ancestry. University of Minnesota Press, 2015.

Nelson, Alondra. The Social Life of DNA: Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation after the Genome. Beacon Press, 2016.

Strathern, Marilyn. Kinship, Law and the Unexpected: Relatives Are Always a Surprise. Cambridge University Press, 2010.

TallBear, Kimberly. Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of Genetic Science. University of Minnesota Press, 2013.

Zerubavel, Eviatar. Ancestors and Relatives - Genealogy, Identity, and Community. Oxford University Press Inc, 2013.

Zimmer, Carl. She Has Her Mother’s Laugh: The Powers, Perversions, and Potential of Heredity. Penguin Publishing Group, 2018.



T H A N K  Y O U  F O R  C O M I N G  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E  |  11

Thank You For Coming
w w w . t h a n k y o u f o r c o m i n g m o v i e . c o m

http://www.thankyouforcomingmovie.com

