
      
         
            
         
      

   


‘If you want to increase your chance of conceiving a healthy baby, give yourself the strength to stay in treatment and improve your quality of life as you do so, it is vital for you to learn specific skills and strategies. In this book Ann Bracken has compiled what you need to know in an easily accessible, friendly and compassionate format.’

Dr Alice D Domar, Associate Professor in Obstetrics, Gynaecology and Reproductive Biology, Harvard Medical School and Executive Director of the Domar Center for Mind/Body Health.



‘All too often the management of reproductive health is seen through the narrow prism of a particular clinician or clinic. This book provides the perfect balance outlining the integrative

mind and body approach and provides an essential complement to the medical aspects of the fertility journey.’

Dr James Nicopoullos, Consultant Gynaecologist and Sub-specialist in Reproductive Medicine, The Lister Hospital, Chelsea, London.



‘Ann Bracken expertly shows readers how to weave mindfulness into their lives to help them take care of their well-being as they live through a challenging process. Her book includes a great deal else besides, but I was impressed by how she makes mindfulness so readily accessible.’

Padraig O’Morain, Mindfulness teacher and Psychotherapist, author of Mindfulness on the Go, Mindfulness for Worriers and Light Mind.
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Foreword by Alice D Domar, PhD

Humans have been asking themselves for years – what comes first, the chicken or the egg? And reproductive healthcare professionals have been asking a similar question for decades – does infertility cause stress or does stress cause infertility?

I consider myself to be a relatively intelligent, well-educated person and have been researching the stress/infertility question for almost 30 years, but the answer has just occurred to me. The answer to both questions is: why does it matter? Who cares? Why do we need to know if the chicken came first? Is it going to impact your enjoyment of scrambled eggs or roast chicken? I think not. For women and couples struggling with infertility who wonder about the impact of stress, is the direction of the causation vital information?

My answer is no. If you accept the premise that infertility causes stress, that should be motive enough to do something about it. As a psychologist, my main goal is to decrease emotional suffering. I have always said that pregnancy is a delightful side effect in women who have learned new stress-management skills. The main focus should be on improving the quality of life of our patients. If they subsequently get pregnant, that is truly awesome. But if they don’t get pregnant, it is vital that each one has the coping skills and support to keep herself emotionally healthy.

Infertility is stressful. There is data which shows that women who are experiencing infertility have equivalent levels of anxiety and depression to women with cancer, heart disease and HIV+ status. Procreation is a strong instinct and thus being denied the possibility of becoming pregnant and having a baby can cause severe distress. That is a normal reaction to infertility. It is entirely normal to feel badly about one’s body, to struggle to communicate with your partner, to want to avoid siblings and friends who conceive easily, to resent the time that infertility takes away from your job, to worry about the cost of treatment, and even to wonder why God isn’t answering your prayers to have a healthy baby. It can impact every area of your life, and yet well-meaning family and friends tend to make suggestions and comments which suggest it’s your fault: ‘Just relax’, ‘You’re trying too hard’, ‘Just adopt’, ’Go on vacation’. Each comment implies that if you would simply do something differently, you would conceive. So if you find yourself feeling anxious, sad, irritable or lonely, it means one thing: you are having an entirely normal reaction to infertility. Staying emotionally healthy during infertility can be a true challenge.

This also means that you need to pay attention to the data which suggests that stress might contribute to infertility. Women who are highly stressed take longer to get pregnant and some research shows that women who are the most depressed and/or anxious also may have lower pregnancy rates from IVF. But here is the where the chicken/egg question arises. Women who know they have a good prognosis before starting a cycle are likely to be less anxious and sad. So if they get pregnant, is it because they were less stressed or because they were a good candidate for IVF? Women who know they have a poor prognosis before starting a cycle are far more likely to feel really worried about the outcome. So if they don’t get pregnant, was it because of their stress or because of egg quality? We can’t tease apart these factors. What we do know, however, is that women who are struggling with infertility who learn coping skills, specifically relaxation and stress management, do have higher pregnancy rates. We don’t know exactly why – I personally don’t care; as long as it works, why worry about why it works? – but the most recent research shows that women who learn how to decrease their stress levels have significantly higher pregnancy rates and lower levels of psychological symptoms than women who don’t learn these techniques.

Which brings me to the reason for writing this foreword: to introduce you to Mind Body Baby. If you want to increase your chance of conceiving a healthy baby, give yourself the strength to stay in treatment and improve your quality of life as you do so, it is vital for you to learn specific skills and strategies. In this book Ann Bracken has compiled what you need to know in an easily accessible, friendly and compassionate format.

I have treated thousands of individuals and couples who are experiencing infertility. I know all too well how challenging a process it can be. I also know how hard it can be to take care of yourself, especially during times of crisis. But in this case, it is absolutely necessary. If you care about your emotional health in addition to your physical health, keep on reading . . .



Dr Alice D Domar, Associate Professor in Obstetrics,

Gynaecology and Reproductive Biology, Harvard 

Medical School and Executive Director of the

Domar Center for Mind/Body Health





Introduction

Taking an Integrative Approach to Your Fertility Health

I have spread my dreams under your feet;

Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.

WB Yeats

Hospital visits, calendar watching, ongoing test results and scheduled sex can make trying for a baby a stressful experience, and the strain it puts on couples and individuals struggling with fertility problems can impact hugely. With an approach that puts well-being at the heart of fertility, Mind Body Baby offers a proven successful alternative to formal counselling, providing help and guidance on how to enhance and improve your outcome.

As a Fertility Counsellor and Cognitive Behavioural Psychotherapist, I have worked with many individuals and couples over the years, and have seen the proven benefits for those who invest in their psychological, emotional and physical health on their fertility journey. Mind Body Baby explains how to integrate evidence-based psychological and physical treatment approaches to enhance fertility using medical and natural healthcare. For some readers, this will involve taking a natural healthcare approach, while others will need to seek assisted reproductive care, and many will benefit from a combination of both. By committing to taking an integrative approach to your health, you are embracing an active role in your fertility care and well-being for mind and body.

This book is specifically written with fertility in mind and incorporates mindfulness-based stress reduction for fertility, cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), nutrition, relationship enhancing skills and journaling to heal. It also pays attention to your physical health and stress reduction by including restorative yoga and mindful movement with complementary health and lifestyle guidance. Women’s health expert, Dr Marilyn Glenville, contributes an excellent chapter on how to boost fertility with nutrition, a pre-conception plan and supplements. Each chapter also includes skills to reduce stress and optimize your fertility journey – whether natural or assisted.

Mind Body Baby includes a practical guide to assisted reproductive treatment options, who they are recommended for and their implications, as well as the latest research regarding the relationship between fertility and stress. This chapter contains everything you need to know to engage with your consultant and fertility choices in an informed and empowered way, putting you and your partner at the centre of your treatment process.

It is natural when you are facing fertility problems that you experience emotional symptoms that can feel overwhelming and difficult to manage. The exercises on mindful awareness will increase your ability to be aware and present to difficult feelings or sensations without being pulled out of your emotional centre, while the mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques have been scientifically proven to help overcome the stress and anxiety associated with fertility problems. The section on CBT will support you to positively change negative fertility thoughts to more self-accepting and compassionate ones. Mindfulness and CBT are proven therapeutic approaches that help individuals to manage stress-inducing conditions and overcome feelings of low mood or anxiety. It makes sense that a healthy mind benefits your body and a healthy body benefits your mind. Each chapter will provide helpful tools to enable you to improve your mind and body health and to support your fertility in a hands-on and effective way.

Managing fertility issues affects your mind, body and relationships and so ensuring that you take care of these areas maximizes your experience. Whether you need some reflective and decision-­making time with journaling before deciding on a treatment approach, or you need to bring more intimacy and loving feelings back into your relationship, Mind Body Baby will show you how to invest in yourself and each other in addition to your treatment. The book aims to help you and your partner more easily manage the challenges relating to fertility and improve your mind–body health and relationship connections. Ultimately it is my hope that you will become a kind and generous friend to yourself and each other and not get lost in the fertility process.

Mind Body Baby provides you with step-by-step guidance to focus on optimizing your chances of conception by gaining the insights needed to help you choose and integrate the best natural and medical treatment approaches available. The practical information and guidance in this book will help you to make confident choices and effectively navigate your fertility journey in a way that is right for you, individually and as a couple. May you travel well.





Chapter 1

Managing the Psychological and Emotional Impact of Fertility Problems

Hope is a waking dream.

Aristotle

It is estimated that 72.4 million women globally experience fertility problems1 and their impact is far-reaching. Fertility problems impinge on an individual’s physical health and their relationships with others while also adding pressure on work and social situations. Infertility is classified as an inability to conceive after 12 months of unprotected sexual intercourse. For some couples, it may mean achieving a successful pregnancy but experiencing repeated miscarriage, while for others their experience of infertility is ‘secondary infertility’ – where they have had a child in the past but are unable to conceive a subsequent child. Infertility problems affect 1 in 6 couples worldwide,2 although for the individual and couple coping with infertility problems, it can feel like an isolating and lonely experience.

It is generally recommended that couples seek help via their GP after 12 months of trying to conceive. However, if the woman is over 35, they should visit their GP after six months of trying without success, as there may be many contributing factors that need assessment.

It is difficult to gain perspective in a world filled with temperature gauging, possible injections and timed sexual intercourse. A client I worked with recently likened it to being like Alice in Alice and Wonderland except that, in her situation, she had fallen down a hole into the world of infertility where nobody understood how she felt or what she was going through, and that this world became bigger and bigger



	•	57 per cent expressed that their attention and concentration were impaired by thoughts of infertility.


	•	46 per cent described feeling ‘completely’ or ‘to a great extent’ ‘drained or worn out because of fertility problems’.


	•	83 per cent expressed that they fluctuate between hope and despair very often due to their fertility problems.


	•	80 per cent stated that they experience symptoms of grief.







	•	To support you in reclaiming your self-confidence and help you to feel more empowered when going through the fertility treatment process and beyond.


	•	To give you dedicated time and space to nurture and enhance your relationship with yourself and your partner.


	•	To learn effective coping skills, for example for the two-week wait and awaiting test results.


	•	To support you in decreasing or overcoming difficult feelings associated with fertility, for example stress, anxiety, jealousy, low mood or fatigue.


	•	To support your physical health – a healthy mind supports a healthy body. For example, depressed individuals find it more difficult to engage with health-promoting activities.


	•	To work with you on your expectations regarding treatment and treatment outcomes as you consider your options.


	•	To integrate skills aimed at increasing feelings of self-­compassion and kindness.


	•	To explore the implications of certain treatments and discuss the gains and losses in the shorter and longer term before making your decisions.


	•	To help you with managing or overcoming psychosexual problems. Depending on the length of time and severity of the symptoms, this may require that you attend a psychosexual therapist.


	•	To support a healthy attitude towards your treatment choices. For example, a positive attitude towards disclosure regarding genetic origins with a child has been shown to correlate with increased positive interactions between mothers and their child born from egg donation.8 It would be reasonable to assume that experiencing feelings of acceptance towards yourself, your partner and your treatment decisions will increase positive feelings if you have a child from the process.


	•	To work on changing any unhelpful beliefs (either towards yourself or others) into more positive and helpful ones.


	•	To help you to manage the emotional impact of treatment.


	•	To help you to develop coping strategies for dealing with other people’s pregnancies and also learn how to work with the reactions of families, friends or work colleagues.


	•	To help change unhelpful thinking styles into more self-­accepting ones that support rather than hinder you through the process. Some thoughts actually maintain sadness, guilt, anxiety or low mood, for example, ‘nothing good ever happens to us’.


	•	To provide psycho-educational material and lifestyle information support to enhance your experience during treatment and beyond.






















	•	the loss of a hoped-for child if a treatment hasn’t worked;


	•	loss as you discover that a positive pregnancy test has actually been a ‘chemical pregnancy’; or


	•	loss following a miscarriage in the early or late stages of pregnancy.
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