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‘I have no qualms referring this book to patients. The reader can explore individually not only the medical side of infertility and its management, but also the expected and unexpected emotions and feelings that may overwhelm them’ Associate Professor McBride, head of general practice at the University of Notre Dame, Australia
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About the Book

Trying for a baby doesn’t always go to plan. Sometimes it can take months or years longer than anticipated; stress levels rise and hope can start to fade, making women – and their partners – feel completely powerless.

Empowered Fertility has been created to guide you through this part of life. Its clear, perceptive and incredibly helpful advice, crafted from years of experience and medical expertise, enables women to empower themselves to deal with infertility and navigate the often difficult and confusing path through fertility treatment.

CLAIRE HALL is a Sydney-based life coach and counsellor who has worked with hundreds of women. Over time she has learned what tools and techniques work best and she offers practical advice as well as warm support. This book also contains a guide to the experience of IVF from fertility expert DR DEVORA LIEBERMAN, making Empowered Fertility the best companion for this time of your life.
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Introduction

Infertility. What a loaded word. Unless you have been forced to add it to your personal vocabulary it is hard to even begin to understand its capacity to turn life upside down. But for those who have to confront it, infertility can signify a tumultuous emotional roller-coaster of pain and struggle, quietly masked behind the routines and expectations of everyday life.

Women today are able to control most aspects of their lives and make their own decisions around their personal and professional goals. And so, when faced with an infertility crisis, it often comes with an enormous shock and a feeling of your life spiralling out of control. With such a diagnosis comes feelings of anger, confusion and fear and expectations suddenly come crashing down.

Back in 2004, I was coming to the end of my studies in counselling, yet even as I received my graduate diploma, I felt something was missing. My heart had not yet fully connected to its true purpose. Then I discovered the art of lifecoaching. Coaching is about doing things in the present to change your future, whereas counselling requires less active participation and often focuses on the past. After completing my lifecoach training, I threw off the safety wheels and pedalled as fast as I could, passionately coaching one person after another. After many years of experience, I was approached by a company to write a self-coaching program for women undergoing IVF. And so my focus turned to helping women experiencing infertility.

Through the contacts I made within that company, the name Dr Devora Lieberman was frequently mentioned. Everyone praised her professionalism and integrity and insisted I needed to meet her. So I did. It was during our first lunch that the concept of a book to assist women and their partners through IVF was born. Devora identified a gap in her patients’ support process: some women simply didn’t resonate with counselling and were left wading through their emotions alone. I had also been touched by the impact IVF had on several of my closest friends and often felt like a helpless bystander, unable to offer valuable assistance.

By dessert there were pages of scribbles in my notebook and the goal of a book had been set. Within days, our intention grew to reach anyone diagnosed with infertility, not just those actively experiencing IVF. It seemed the more we opened our minds to the idea of assisting women, the more we realised the need for the book.

It has only been in the past few years that I have started to develop my own approach for IVF clients, using more of a ‘coachelling’ model: a hybrid between coaching and counselling. When I feel a client needs further insight, I offer a deeper perspective, which is more in line with counselling than coaching. This involves a subtle shift in questions from a future focus of ‘how do you want to handle this?’ to a more introspective focus such as ‘what happened in the past that may be affecting your thoughts?’. Once the ‘aha’ moment is achieved, we leap back into the action focus of coaching to bring about and hardwire the change. What this means is that this book is not one hundred per cent pure coaching – to exclude my counselling tools would feel like a disservice to you. I have kept one foot firmly planted in coaching, but occasionally dip a toe in counselling to ensure you get the best guidance possible.

It has been my privilege to coach women who have endured fertility treatment. Nothing can really prepare you for facing infertility – you cannot control its ups and downs, but you can learn to manage your reactions to it. It’s not how you feel, it’s how you think about how you feel at any given moment that is important. The positive results experienced by my clients fostered a need to write this book in the hope it will reach a broader audience and provide practical coaching tools to nurture self-empowerment during this taxing time. This book requires active participation to ensure the maximum results, or shifts, as I call them: a shift in perspective is all that is needed to change an experience. There are many exercises and questions throughout the book, which are designed to get you thinking differently. I suggest keeping a journal where thoughts and feelings can escape the confines of your head and begin to loosen their tight hold. It’s easier to change your thinking if you can see it in black and white.

In addition to offering a coaching perspective I am privileged to have the wisdom and insight of one of Australia’s leading fertility specialists, Dr Devora Lieberman. Through her vast experience she came to recognise the need for fertility coaching for many of her patients. Not only has Devora supported the development of this book, she has also referred hundreds of her patients to my office for coachelling support. Dr Lieberman weaves enormous compassion and empathy into her medical approach; she provides insight through the eyes of a fertility doctor of the emotional and physical impacts of infertility in ‘The IVF Cycle Handbook’ toward the end of this book.

Infertility may be holding you back from participating fully in your life, be it your relationships, career or any other area. The aim of this book is to help you uncover a path forward and women who have struggled at any point with trying to conceive will benefit from using the following steps.
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Before you begin

Understanding the road ahead

No two journeys are ever the same. While some women are naturally wired to take the highs and lows of infertility in their stride, many others find it traumatic and defeating. We all face things differently, so it’s important not to judge, condone or ignore the way you are feeling. Not only are your thoughts important and real, they are actually your guide, and can help you understand and safely navigate this difficult road. Sometimes it is easy to identify the clues before a crisis strikes and you can then create the necessary change. At other times, life takes matters into its own hands and creates the change for you. Infertility is such a crisis and in my coaching experience, it is often the tipping point for years of emotional baggage, unaddressed and gathering dust, to suddenly come tumbling down. Infertility can make you feel like there is nowhere left to hide. But infertility is like any other of life’s challenges – it calls us to attention and tells us to take action.

This guide is not about ‘destination: baby’ – it will not get you pregnant – but its goal is to assist you to become the person you need to be to live a full, happy and complete life – as a mother or not. Whether you are a seasoned IVF patient or just starting out on the journey, I want to equip you with the tools and resources to ride this roller-coaster and be able to step off feeling whole, connected and strong. I also want you to have a resource to share this experience with those around you – to give your partner something that will help them understand this experience from their own perspective, and also to find tools to help family and friends who want to support you but just don’t know how.

So why coaching?

Coaching is about assisting an individual to create and live their best life possible. The process sets goals, follows strategies, clears out limited beliefs and uses positive psychology tools to help you create a stronger and happier version of yourself.

As a coaching topic, infertility is a challenging one. Science and human biology stand outside the laws of positive thinking, and goal setting is not enough to manifest a baby. But the focus here is about you the individual, not the goal at hand. Despite the growing research linking stress management to increased IVF success rates, my intention with this guide is not to make false and unethical promises to improve your chances. Instead, I am offering a helping hand to find the strength and resilience that is inside you, to sustain you through this experience. You may be feeling a plethora of negative emotions right now, but no matter what else is achieved, this life crisis is an opportunity to understand yourself on a deeper, more intimate level. And once this occurs, peace of mind can be found.

Gather your tools

This book is designed to help you ask questions that will unshackle you from any negative emotions you might have, such as stress, guilt, shame, regret or frustration. It will also challenge you to uncover the roots of these thoughts, which will in turn allow you to move forward more freely. The twelve steps have been framed around four key stages: the now; the roadblocks; the overcoming, and the future. No matter what point you are starting from, you can utilise the tools and exercises when you need them most.

Before we get started, though, you will need five things to help you get the most out of the journey ahead:

1.Somewhere to record your insights, like a journal (can be paper or digital)

2.Privacy

3.Time

4.The willpower to turn off all distractions, such as mobile phones

5.A commitment to be kind to and non-judgemental of yourself.
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Pregnancy is supposed to be one of the most natural and rewarding experiences in a woman’s life. Your mother did it, your grandmothers did it, and everyone around you may seem to be doing it too. And, of course, when you decided to get in on the action and start your own family, you never considered for a second that infertility would be a factor. But now here you are, another month gone by and still empty-handed, wondering what the heck is going on. Maybe you want to have a baby but it just hasn’t happened yet and you are not sure you are ready to venture down the path of medical investigations. Maybe you are already a mother, but would love to have another child. Or maybe you have been through a few rounds of unsuccessful in vitro fertilisation (IVF) or alternative therapy and now need a new approach to build the resilience and motivation to keep trying. Whatever the reason you find yourself here, I welcome you and invite you to travel this road as a complete and satisfied person no matter what the future holds.

There may be specific reasons why you find yourself with a diagnosis of infertility, including:

1.You met your partner later in life.

2.You didn’t meet a partner at all (known as social infertility).

3.Stuff happened such as caring for family or a personal crisis.

4.Work took priority.

5.You have changed your mind, having thought you didn’t want children.
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