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The stressor of subfertility

• Stressor

• Stress

Multidimensional stressor



Emotional response to subfertility

• Anxiety:
• Th t f th t t t
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• Threat of the treatment
• Uncertaincy about treatment outcome

• Depression:
• Outcome is uncontrollable
• Loss of ideals, dreams, expectations for the future

Verhaak UMC St Radboud  27-03-2009

Pre treatment psychosocial adjustment

publication measurement result

Volgsten et al. 2008 (Sw) General complaints ++

Fekkes et al. 2003 (NL) General complaints +/‐

Salvatore et al. 2001 (IT) Anxiety depression +       +/‐

Verhaak et al. 2001 (NL) Anxiety depression +/‐ +/‐

Mori et al. 1997 (JA) Anxiety +

Slade et al. 1997 (UK) Anxiety depression +       +/‐

Beaurepaire et al. 1994 
(AUS)

Anxiety depression +       +/‐

Edelmann et al. 1994 (UK) Anxiety depression +/‐ +/‐

Visser et al. 1994 (NL) Anxiety +

Hearn et al. 1987 (Ca) Anxiety depression +/‐ +/‐



•Emotional impact during one 
treatment cycle

Psychosocial adjustment during treatment cycle

publication measures Results

Kolonoff‐Cohen 2001 (US) Pre tr before ET PT<ET

Yong 2000 (UK) Pre tr before ET before
pregn test

PT<ET=PT

Ardenti 1999 (It) Before OP at ET OP>ET

Boivin & Takefman 1995 
(Can)

Daily during cycle OP high PT high

Merari 1992 (Isr) At OP at ET before pregn
test

OP>ET<PT

Course of emotional response during cycle (Boivin et al. 
1998; HR)



Stressors from Ovum Pick Up to Embryo transfer

• Ovum pick up: pain
• Sedation: dizzy, feeling sick
• How many oocytes will be retrevable?
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• Will there be fertilization?
• What’s the quality of the embryo’s?

Most intensive part of the treatment

• Control seems considerable: many actions

• But: uncertaincy remains highy g

• Embryo transfer: just a pregnancy

The number of page-views per week after a patient-couples' first visit to the website

Copyright restrictions may apply.

Tuil, W.S. et al. Hum. Reprod. 2006 21:2955-2959; doi:10.1093/humrep/del214



Course anxiety from pre treatment to 6 months FU (N=400)

20% clinical 
problems

Course depression from pre treatment to 6 months FU

25% clinical 
problems

Conclusions emotional adjustment to IVF

• Unsuccessful IVF provokes grief and mourning
• Considerable part severe adjustment problems p j p
• No recovary 6 months after treatment



Coping and social support as mediating factor

Psychological
outcome IVF 
Q lit f lif

CopingPsychological
factors

Quality of life

psychosocial
adjustment

social support

Predictors of emotional response

• Personality characteristics: neuroticism, optimism, 
extraversion• Coping

• Social support
• G l t it l l ti hi l l ti hi
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• General support, marital relationship, sexual relationship

Meaning of fertility problems: 

Helplessness
• My infertility makes me feel 

helpless
• My infertility limits me in 

everything that is important to 

Acceptance
• I can accept my infertility well
• I can cope effectively with my 

infertility
• I’ve learned to live with my 

me
• My infertility controls my life
• Because of my infertility I miss 

things I like to do most
• My infertility makes me feel 

useless at times 

infertility
• I can handle the problems 

related to my infertility
• I’ve learned to accept the 

limitations imposed by my 
infertility



Who is at risk?

• Pre treatment distress
• Helplessness regarding fertility problems
• Less acceptance of possible childlessnessLess acceptance of possible childlessness
• Lack of social support

Verhaak et al. Hum Reprod 2005; J Behav Med 2005

Last treatment cycle
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• Retrospectively determined
• Difficult to define end of treatment

Course of anxiety after end of treatment
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Course of depression after end of treatment
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Adjustment to childlessness

• Actively continuing attempts to get pregnant 12%
• Passively longing for a child 38%
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y g g
• Adoption 13%
• Facing new goals 33%

Anxiety and depression by modes of adjustment 3-5 years after IVF



Conclusions

• Facing new goals important in adjustment to 
childlessness

• Adoption is way to positively adjust to childlessness
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Course of treatment two years after start (N=400)  Smeenk et al. 2005 Fertil Steril

Drop out treatment between IVF cycles

• Considerable part couples stops treatment after one 
or two unsuccessful cycles (when 3 cycles are free)

Smeenk et al. 2004 Fertil Steril Olivius et al. 2004 Fertil Steril

• Emotional burden of IVF reason for dropout in half of• Emotional burden of IVF reason for dropout in half of 
the couples

Smeenk et al. 2004 Fertil Steril



Psychological factors and psychosocial outcome of IVF: 
quality of life

Psychological
outcome IVF

Quality of life

factors
y

Psychosocial adjustment

Psychological factors and costs effectiveness

Biological
factors

outcome IVF 

Psychological
factors

Costs
effectiveness

• Treatment cycle reveals 33 hours sick leafe: 
productivityloss 596 euro per cycle 

• Patients with high distress:  50% more sick leafe
Bouwman et al. Acta Obstet Gyn Scand 2008



Psychological factors and quality of care

Psychological outcome IVFPatientPsychological
factors

outcome IVF 
Quality of care

Patient
satisfaction

Patient satisfaction as mediating factor

• Patient reported weaknesses in IVF care

• Lack of continuity in care: 66% of the patientsy p

• Lack of attention to emotional aspects of 
treatment: 65% of the patients

Van Empel et al. 2009 submitted

psychological interventions

• Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and psycho education 
most effective on reducing distress 

Boivin 2003 Soc Sci Med

• Psychological interventions improve treatment• Psychological interventions improve treatment 
adherence

Haynes et al. 2002 Cochrane D Syst Rev; Rollnick et al. 1999

• Discussing psychosocial issues improves adherence 
and patient satisfaction

Ong et al. 2000 J Clin Onc; Zandbelt et al. 2005 Soc Sci Med



Pilot study pre treatment assessment

• 45 patients; 27 patients participated

• 7 identified as at risk

• All of them participated in an online psychological 
intervention

Online tailored CBT intervention

• On stress management• Relaxation
• Symptom recognition• Palliation/ distraction

• Challenging cognitions regarding infertility•• Identifying helping and not helping cognitions
• Relationship between thinking, feeling, behaviour• Changing meaning of infertility

• Improving social support
• Setting limits• Communication with partner
• Communication with familiy and collegues• Communication with medical staff



Availability of psychosocial care in IVF clinics

• Example of the Netherlands:
• Investigation in 32 fertility centers
• Referring patients for psychosocial care varies from g p p y

0% to 100%
• Psychosocial professional part of the team: 20% of 

the clinics

Conclusion psychosocial care in IVF

• Depends on chance

• Not based on evidence or clear guidelinesg



Screening patients on psychosocial adjsutment

• Screening identifies patients with 4 fold higher risk for 
maladjustment

• Active policy for patients at risk: futher diagnostics 
and possibility of psychological treatment

• Passive policy for other patients: psychosocial 
support on request

Psychosocial Triage 

Severe adjsutment
problems: 10%

S djSome adjustment
problems: 20%

Good psychosocial
adjustment: 70%

Triage

Physician and nurse

Social counselor

Psychologist



Conclusion

• Comprehensive IVF care addresses biological and 
psychosocial issues

• Screening patients on psychosocial adjustment 
facilitates biopsychosocial care

• Biopsychosocial IVF care improves outcome of IVF 


