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Pregnancy & Infant Loss Support

LETS DISCUSS:
The Grief experienced in
Fertility Treatment

Infertility is defined as the inability to conceive after one year of
unprotected intercourse, or the inability to carry a pregnancy to term.
For woman over the age of 35, the definition of infertility changes to the inability to
conceive after six months.

To not carry a child to term creates many layered losses that are both tangible and intangible in nature.
Starting with the obvious loss of the inability to conceive or successfully carry a pregnancy to term, the

experience of infertility is felt personally, socially and for many, economically and spiritually.

For a female wanting to carry a baby, this inability is often seen as a crucial loss of identity. For couples
who are having difficulty in having biological children, the losses can often extend through to their
friends and family members who cannot comprehend the depth of their pain and struggle, and who

readily move on in their own lives with the child that they have conceived without difficulty.

The experience of conceiving and pregnancy loss is often hidden from public view. There is no apparent
‘death” and individuals and couples who are in the midst of fertility treatment outwardly look normal.
Close friends and family members who are not informed of the additional treatment often do not
understand the complexities involved or the intense and invasive nature of the procedures. Females

are often told by well-meaning others that they will conceive if they relax (which is unproven) and other
well-meaning pieces of advice that often lead to couples isolating in their grief due to the loss of their

existing supports, who are just unable to tolerate the intensity of the experiences.

The grief related to pregnancy loss and IVF is largely invisible and unrecognised. The close monitoring,
imagery and medical procedures in infertility treatment allow couples to be highly involved and invested
in a pregnancy prior to conception. During this time, a great deal of energy is devoted to continue
through the rigors of the treatment cycle which can create an attachment and emotional bonding to a
potential pregnancy during the treatment that is hard to verbalise to those around them.

A pregnancy that does not move forward past the treatment stage becomes more than just the chronic
loss of the ongoing fertility, it is the identification with a dream of being a parent and the loss of the
children that were conceived in the petri dish that disappeared after they were transferred. It is the

loss of potential life in the ovarian follicles they saw upon the ultrasound screen during the treatment
monitoring. The grief that couples carry in fertility treatment is real and often compounding, even
though there is no apparent “death”.
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When conception does not occur, the would-be parent can be come confronted with what can

be called, boundary ambiguity, the much desired baby is very much present psychologically but is
physically absent, leaving the pre-parents uncertain of how to define their family identity. There is no
baby to hold or with whom experiences have been shared and while those outside of the treatment
process may voice feelings of disappointment, they will rarely understand that a significant loss has
occurred for the couple. The grief associated is therefore disenfranchised, as there is often little
social recognition and public acknowledgement of the depth of feelings that are associated with the

pregnancy that did not progress.

Many couples are left with feelings of powerlessness, helplessness and loss of control, which can
often have an impact on their decision-making, relationships and self-trust. Couples, particularly

the one carrying the baby, who may have previously felt a sense of confidence in their abilities and
resourcefulness often find that they are not prepared for the assault to their self-identity or loss of the

sense of agency that can result from unsuccessful attempts and pregnancy loss.

When treatment success does not have the wanted and desired outcomes it is important for those
supporting to not just acknowledge the loss of a biological child but all the other losses that are present

- how daily life, hopes and dreams and views of oneself have also been affected.

Fertility treatment and pregnancy loss is a life altering experience for many who are unable to conceive
or carry a biological child to term. The impact of the losses associated with infertility and its treatment

are both complex and profound for those who are involuntarily childless and therefore recognising the
multiple layers of losses associated and being able to name them validates a very painful experience

that is mostly hidden from sight.

(summarised from: D.Harris (2017). Grief and Loss in Infertility. The Australian Journal of Grief and

Bereavement. Vol 20: 2
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