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Introduction


 


Nothing has the ability to hit you where it hurts quite like being a parent.


There’s the unbridled joy of course, the moments of golden, glorious wonder when we are privileged to witness something so beautiful, so noble and so perfect that we can scarcely contain ourselves.


But it comes at a cost and that cost is caring. Caring about what happens to your children like you care about nothing else on earth.


This isn’t an intellectual decision to care either. It’s not something you choose to feel or have the ability to switch off. You can distract yourself from it, pretend you’ve beaten or becalmed it, but you haven’t. It’s always there.


Whether it’s a pet lip in the baby bath, a shunned hand of friendship in the playground or teenage troubles at home, we are, as parents, all utterly, horribly vulnerable to the challenges thrown up by trying to raise our children.


In a bid to try to avoid these emotional bear traps, the vast majority of parents go to extraordinary lengths to ensure that they do the very best for their offspring at all times.


From sleeping patterns and school places to obesity and overpraising, we seek out advice, check facts and pore over research, in the hope that it will enable us to make the best decisions and choices for our precious charges.


For generations the pool of knowledge from which parents could draw was a fairly localised one. Friends and family were by far our biggest influencers and so the way we raised our children tended to follow a similar pattern to how we had been brought up ourselves.


The world, though, has changed.


Just as what we eat, how we communicate and the entertainment we consume has gone global, so the way the rest of the world brings up their young has begun to enter our consciousness too – albeit in a rather piecemeal and disjointed fashion.


While the core issues may be the same for parents everywhere, how each country and culture tackle them can be astonishingly different, with age-old traditions and new thinking often coming together to produce an illuminating solution or approach.


What this book aims to do is gather together the best and most helpful of these nuggets of international information in one place to create the beginnings of a global support system for us all.


Among many other things, we’ll look at the ingenious way in which many Chinese parents tackle potty training, how the French buck the unhealthy eating trends prevalent among much of the world’s young, and exactly why Finland and South Korea are consistently found to have the world’s best education systems, despite having diametrically opposing approaches.


Much of what we’ll learn along the way will be inspiring, some will be surprising, some may even be shocking, but I hope that all the wisdom unearthed here will be helpful in doing the most important job any of us will ever have: raising our children in the best way we possibly can.


Welcome to Planet Parent.
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Fertility far and wide










Fertility


Hit and myth


 


 


It can be tempting in this day and age to be blinded by the science that surrounds issues like fertility and to marvel at the modernity of the potential solutions being developed by the white coat brigade.


There are more myths, rituals and beliefs from around the world concerning all aspects of how we procreate than you’ll find attached to almost anything else we hold dear as a species. It’s perhaps understandable that we can scoff somewhat at the basic homespun nature of what people used to believe – or in some cases still do – when we compare it with the super-scientific approach that has been dominant over the past couple of decades.


These beliefs don’t all consist of quirky old wives’ tales either; occasionally they are incredibly widespread, cast iron, nailed on truths about fertility and birth rates that sweep entire cultures. But even these can occasionally turn to mush on closer inspection.


Take the population explosion, a topic that Swedish statistician superstar (a more unlikely title it’s hard to imagine, I’ll grant you) Hans Rosling has shown to be one of the most misunderstood across the planet.


The widely held belief is that the increase in the number of our species is inexorable, a rise that can never be checked.


Not so, says Hans.


Half a century ago, the average world fertility rate was five babies born per woman on the planet. Today, despite most of us thinking the opposite, that key number has fallen to 2.5.1 That’s an astonishing shift and one driven by a potent mix of a lower infant mortality rate, access to contraception and, crucially, female education – put ‘the girl effect’ into a search engine of your choosing to find out why that’s such a powerful combination of factors.


This represents a huge global success story and one that goes hand in hand with another often misunderstood fact, namely that most of what’s termed the Third World is on a trajectory towards health and prosperity, with many countries doing it at twice the pace that the West managed.2


The demographic consequences of the drop in global fertility are profound, with figures showing that the number of children in the world today is the most there will be for a very long time indeed.


That’s right – according to many experts, as a species we are about to enter the era of ‘peak child’. In all likelihood it’ll take the best part of the rest of this century for the slowdown in population growth to turn into a full-blown halt, but that is what is being predicted3 and it flies in the face of accepted short-term wisdom.


Of course, away from the macro facts and myths about planetary procreation, there are, it must be said, some fantastically bizarre ones on the micro level too.


For instance, if you need to give your chances of conception a wee boost and in vitro fertilisation (IVF) isn’t for you, allow me to offer some alternatives.


Top five fertility rituals from around the world


The Watering of the Girls, Holloko, Hungary


The reality of this ancient event lives up to its ever so slightly worrying name, as young men dressed in traditional Hungarian clothing throw buckets of water over girls to, well, make them wet. Held at Easter and harking back to the area’s pre-Christian past, it’s become quite the tourist attraction apparently. Take a brolly.


The Mên-an-Tol, Cornwall, United Kingdom


Known locally as the Mên-an-Tol – literally meaning ‘the hole stone’ in Cornish – it’s not hard to see why this Bronze Age monument was given fertility superpowers at some point during its 4,500-year history. Local legend claims that if a woman passes through the stone hole seven times backwards, at a full moon, she will either fall pregnant or fall over.


Kanamara Matsuri, Japan


When it comes to fertility rituals the Japanese don’t mess about – and you don’t have to go far to find an enormous phallus or two hundred thousand.


Held every year in March, Kanamara Matsuri is based around the story of a demon who dismembered a man as he got to know his wife on their wedding night. It features Shinto priests playing musical instruments, a colourful parade, all the sake you can put away and, of course, penises.


Lots of penises.


Candles, lollies, statues, floats, hats – everything goes totally phallus in the name of fertility and, nowadays, to raise money for HIV research.


The Weeping Column, Istanbul, Turkey


Again, it’s hard here to know which came first – the double entendre or the fertility ritual – but worshippers and tourists have been visiting the Weeping Column inside stunning Hagia Sophia for centuries. The column – also known as the Column of St Gregory – is said to weep holy water capable of curing everything from blindness to infertility.


Taken from the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, the column is made of white marble and now stands in the northern corner of the museum. Visitors place their thumb into a hole in the column and turn it 360 degrees. If their thumb comes out feeling damp, it is said their infertility problems are over.


Cerne Abbas Giant, Dorset, United Kingdom


Among the rolling, lush hills of rural Dorset in the south of England stands a 55 metre high chalk giant sporting what must be one of the biggest erections anywhere on the planet.


The facts surrounding the origins of the Cerne Abbas Giant are flaky to say the least, and despite claims that it is an ancient creation dating back thousands of years it can actually be traced back only to the late seventeenth century. Some believe it was a mockery of military and political leader Oliver Cromwell.


But no matter, with such enormous credentials on show, it stands to reason that local folklore would hold it up as being an aid to fertility, and it is said that any woman who sleeps on the figure will be blessed with children.


Fertility food


In between the folklore of old and the slick science of today, though, there sits a factor that can help us all become parents, no matter where we are or how much money we have – our diet.


The consensus among fertility experts like the UK’s Zita West is that food choices are one of the major factors for successful conception.4


Adequate protein from lean meat and fish, essential fats from fish, nuts and seeds, wholemeal carbohydrates and copious amounts of fruit and vegetables are the order of the day, with a three-month window of healthy eating needed to see an improvement in egg and sperm quality.


So a salad the night before you try just isn’t going to cut it.


For the man, the likes of oily fish for its omega-3 and omega-6 oils, garlic for its selenium and antioxidants, and avocados for vitamin E are key to aid sperm mobility and development.


For women, full-fat dairy is viewed as a must, as is chicken rather than red meat for protein. A Harvard University study5 found that women who eat at least one serving of full-fat dairy a day reduce their risk of infertility by more than 25% because it’s thought that the fat in dairy helps improve the function of the ovaries.


Consuming lots of orange-coloured fruit and veg in particular is said to be a good move because of their high levels of beta-carotene, which the body turns into vitamin A to aid ovulation – all washed down with lashings of water, which works wonders for egg follicles, womb lining and cervical fluid.


An interesting thing happens when you put the list of what modern thinking deems good to eat for fertility next to a rundown of food to which one part of the world or another has attributed aphrodisiacal powers at some point during the past 2,000 years or so.


Again, it’s tempting to scoff as you read down a list of what our forefathers considered a good thing to gird the loins. And it’s obvious that some of them were included for their aesthetic qualities, shall we say, rather than their powers to actually stimulate physiologically – but there’s often much more to what different territories have seen as aphrodisiacs than meets the eye.


Take the avocado, known as the ‘testicle tree’ by the Aztecs because its pendulous fruit hangs in pairs. But, as we saw earlier, they are also chock full of vitamin E, a key nutrient in sperm development. If the man with the 11 children in your village ate a lot of the green things that hung down like a couple of you-know-whats, that would surely have been enough to give avocados a reputation as the fertility fruit, would it not?


Bananas? Obviously as phallic as it gets, and long thought of as an aphrodisiac, but we also now know that they’re rich in potassium and B vitamins, which are said to be necessary for sex hormone production.


Carrots? Ditto on the phallic front and they’ve been associated with sex for centuries – early Middle Eastern royalty were particularly partial. But aside from its shape, modern nutritionists now know that its high levels of beta-carotene are converted into vitamin A and give ovulation a boost.


Garlic? Tibetan monks were not allowed to enter the monastery if they had been eating garlic, not because their breath was likely to shock a brother or two out of his vow of silence but because of its reputation for stirring up passions. Garlic has now been proven to increase circulation – and we all know what more blood flow can lead to, don’t we?


Likewise with sweet basil. For centuries it was believed that the herb stimulated the sex drive and increased fertility. The very scent of it was said to drive men wild – so much so that women would dust their breasts with the stuff. Hey presto (or should that be pesto?), basil has a growing reputation as a circulatory booster too.


Oysters, which have been put in the folder marked ‘aesthetic aphrodisiac’ because someone somewhere once thought they looked like female genitalia, actually turn out to be high in zinc, a mineral that has been associated with improving sexual potency in men.


Humble liquorice, once a favourite of the Chinese to spark love and lust, has fallen out of favour and is viewed as nothing more than a child’s confection these days. That was until a study carried out at the fantastically named Smell and Taste Treatment and Research Foundation in Chicago6 discovered that the smell of black liquorice increased blood flow to the penis by a sizable 13% – so it looks like the ancients were on to something once again.


It’s also worth noting, though, that in the same study the number jumped to 32% when the liquorice smell was combined with that of doughnuts!


Which goes to show that it really does take all sorts.


But perhaps the most intriguing of all the fertility foods at the moment is one of the key ingredients in sea cucumber and huai shan congee, a dish recommended by many traditional Chinese medicine practitioners as being an aid to fertility. You might be forgiven for thinking, if your mind has already been contaminated with all this talk of phallic-shaped aphrodisiacs, that the cucumber is the crucial part of this porridge when it comes to baby making. While it is indeed a nutritious beast, it is actually the huai shan (or dried yam) that is the most interesting part.


Some 7,000 miles away in south-western Nigeria in a town called Igbo-Ora, a long-occurring phenomenon has been catching the eye of fertility experts. Namely, that 40.2 out of every 1,000 deliveries in the area result in twins – that’s more than four times higher than the global average.


Igbo-Ora and its surrounding region is the twin capital of the world. But why?


Yams. That’s why.


It turns out that the yam is the absolute staple of the local diet and it has long been thought locally that the root contains a chemical property that stimulates ovulation and can often result in the natural release of two eggs in a single cycle.7


Then, of course, there’s also the belief in many cultures that certain foods (not to mention colours, positions and timings) can also dictate the gender of the baby too.


Hey boy, hey girl


There was a time not that long ago when trying to predetermine the gender of your unborn baby was a bit of fun.


If you wanted a boy, it was said you should get to it at night-time, preferably when there was a quarter moon in the sky and on an odd rather than an even day of the month.


Likewise, if at all possible, the head of the lady (always a lady) should be pointing north, with the pleasure of the man being of paramount concern. After you’re done, the best sleeping position for a boy baby to occur is man to the right, woman – sorry, lady – to the left.


Got all that? Good. If it’s a girl you’re after, do all that in reverse – if that’s anatomically possible, not to mention legal.


The first time much of this appeared in print was in a fifteenth-century French collection of popular beliefs called The Distaff Gospels. The book centres on a gathering of women swapping truths about life as they spin yarn – a distaff being a spinning implement.


Among the fantastic gems imparted are that ‘when a woman sleeps with her husband and wants to have a boy rather than a girl, she must hold her hands closed while her husband has intercourse with her’.


Also, ‘When a pregnant woman carries her child more on her right side, and she enjoys hearing about tournaments and jousts, you should know for certain that she will have a son.’


If she’d rather chat about dances and music, congratulations – it’s a girl!


It’s worth noting, though, that the gospels also go on to warn that when you see a cat sitting in the sun in a window, licking her behind and not rubbing her ear with her leg, you can be sure that it will rain that very day.


Food for thought for us all, I’m sure you will agree.


Talking of which, there are also the things that diet can tell us, both before and during pregnancy. If you’re hoping for a girl, drink lots of milk and water, eat cheese and yoghurt, and go easy on the meat and potatoes.


For a boy, your menu should consist of copious vegetables, with the exception of cress, lettuce, raw cabbage, spinach and cauliflower – which are such obvious exclusions that they barely warrant mentioning really.


Or if you’d rather not tweak what you eat to determine your baby’s gender, why not simply put a wooden spoon under your bed and a pink ribbon under your pillow to bring the pitter-patter of female feet – which is second only to shouting out of the window ‘I WANT A GIRL’ on the Ronseal scale.


It’s worth sparing a thought for some Hispanic mothers-to-be, who can be blasted with a triple whammy on the food for thought front. First, if they suffer heartburn while carrying their baby – which many do, of course – their baby will be hairy. Very, very hairy.


Eating fruit, something that as a pregnant woman you’d be forgiven for thinking would be risk free, is also said to come at a cost – ‘dirty’ babies. Then, to top it all, cheese and dairy are to be avoided too, lest you want your newborn to be struck down with chronic cradle cap.


In the 1960s and 1970s things got a little more scientific, with two theories from the USA that seemed to make a bit more sense at least.


First, there was the Shettles Method. This stated that sperm bearing a Y chromosome (for boys) move faster but don’t live as long as sperm that carry X chromosomes (for girls). So if you want a boy, the Shettles Method contends, you should have sex as close as possible to ovulation. If you want a girl, you should have sex two to four days before you ovulate.


Then we have the Whelan Method, which handily contradicts everything about the Shettles Method and advises you to have sex four to six days before the lady’s basal body temperature spikes if you want to conceive a boy, and two to three days before you ovulate if you want a girl.


What all of the above rather gloriously have in common, no matter where they originate, no matter how plausible or otherwise they may sound, is that they are all a load of old rubbish.


Charming? Perhaps. In any way useful? No.


But never fear! As is the way of things, science has stepped in to fill the folklore void with high-tech gender selection.


Procedures such as preimplantation genetic diagnosis were originally developed to help couples who have gone through genetic testing and know they are carriers of serious gender-linked disorders. Often termed ‘family balancing’, this is now being used in conjunction with IVF to determine the sex of an embryo for those with the burning desire – and mountains of cash – to do it.


Of course, only embryos of the desired sex will be implanted in the uterus, which is why most fertility centres discourage it if there is no real medical reason to select gender.


All of which makes the wooden spoon under the bed seem a somehow more attractive proposition, even if it does result in the fifty–fifty status quo.


Where fertility is concerned, it really does seem that, as science makes advances, we not only lose a global perspective but also see generations of tradition tossed aside in an instant.


When clinicians get involved, they tend to make things very clinical.










The fertility franchise


 


If there’s a more intense, anxious or emotionally charged place to be than the waiting room of an IVF clinic, I’m all for giving it a miss.


Having experienced the IVF world, more correctly termed assisted reproductive technology (ART), I now look on in awe and admiration at those who spend years at the conception coalface.


As we’ll see, the financial toll that assisted fertility treatment takes varies from country to country, but no matter where you are it’s never cheap. Where the most damage is done, though, is undoubtedly on the physical and emotional front, as increasing numbers of women the world over put themselves through hell for the baby they crave. The self-injecting, hormonal onslaught, constant fear of failure and all-consuming despair that comes if things don’t work out combine to represent a display of our fundamental desire to procreate – so determined and strong that it genuinely takes the breath away to witness it at close quarters.


Is this rise in fertility issues and the treatment of them a global phenomenon? And is it handled the same way everywhere? Has the fertility business industrialised conception in the West for good?


Let’s find out.


The rise and rise of IVF


People often glibly tell you that having a baby is a blessing.


They are right, of course, but occasionally in the first year or so, normally at 3.56a.m., you’ll find yourself walking around your living room with a wide awake and windy little bundle and raise an eyebrow, if you can muster the energy, in the direction of that sentiment.


But the moment someone tells you that your ability to have a child is in doubt, the yearning begins, and it’s that which is written on the faces of each and every person you meet during the IVF journey – and you meet a staggering number of them.


A combination of factors led by the fact that women are having children later in the West – and even increasingly in burgeoning economies like China – has seen the spread of IVF clinics rival even the charge of the coffee and burger chains when it comes to geographical spread.


It’s an astonishing story of a branch of medicine that simply didn’t exist 35 years ago. In fact, research into the field began in the USA as early as the 1930s, when scientists at Harvard attempted in vitro fertilisation on rabbits – as if they needed any help in that direction.


In the 1940s, unsuccessful assisted reproductive techniques were attempted using human eggs – and again in the mid-1960s researchers at Johns Hopkins University tried to fertilise in vitro (which comes from the Latin for ‘in glass’).


But it wasn’t until Louise Brown’s momentous birth in the English town of Oldham on 25 July 1978 that IVF as we know it today came into being.


The world’s media may have immediately termed the 5 pound 12 ounce (2.608kg) little girl as the ‘test tube baby’, but her conception, like the astonishing 5 million IVF babies it is estimated have followed her, actually took place in a petri dish.


It was a while, though, before the trickle turned into a flood, and a slow stream of similar scientific triumphs in Australia in 1980, the USA in 1981 and Sweden and France in 1982 followed before momentum gathered, expertise began to spread and the IVF revolution really kicked off in earnest.


In the early days, those wanting to go down the IVF route were required to spend two to three weeks in hospital and had to keep all of their urine during the treatment for analysis because it was the only way doctors could keep track of hormone levels. Of course, it’s easily forgotten now just how intense the media interest was in this new-fangled baby-making technique back then. Women undergoing treatment were routinely warned not to talk to the media, to be wary of phone enquiries and to avoid mentioning the names of women they’d met at the clinic.


With success rates in the early years averaging at around 10%, the overwhelming chances were that all the effort would turn out to be in vain, but that didn’t deter couples from around the world signing up and driving the innovation and research that turned assisted fertility into the multi-billion-pound industry it is today.


There may be no constant urine collection for those undergoing ART nowadays, and no journalists desperate to know the details, but while assisted conception numbers continue to increase from continent to continent, it remains far from being a straightforward undertaking to have a baby via artificial means. Each clinic differs, of course, but women are now treated as day patients pretty much across the board. The trade-off is that they are required to self-administer their own ovarian stimulation drugs.


And by administer I mean inject. To watch your partner stab herself with not insubstantial sized needles three times a day so you can both have a baby is a sobering experience indeed.


And the numbers of women putting themselves through it are staggering. The World Health Organization estimates that there are between 120 million and 160 million couples struggling with infertility worldwide.


Although one wide-ranging report8 has suggested that levels of infertility were similar in 2010 to those a decade earlier in 1990, it’s estimated that one in six couples across the planet experience some form of infertility problem at least once during their reproductive lifetime. Around 20% to 30% of infertility cases are explained by physiological causes in men, 20% to 35% by physiological causes in women, and 25% to 40% of cases are because of a problem in both partners. In 10% to 20%, a diagnosis of ‘unexplained infertility’ is given.


While links have been made between infertility and lifestyle factors such as smoking, body weight and stress, by far the single most referenced reason for the general rise in infertility across the globe is the increasing age of the female partner, with the vast majority of assisted fertility treatments carried out worldwide taking place in women aged between 30 and 39.


In the UK and Germany, the average age of the first-time mother has tipped over 30 for the first time, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),9 with a swathe of other countries about to follow suit. That represents an astonishing social shift given that just a generation or so ago there were many, many more new mothers below 25 than there were above it.


While this change arguably brings with it many socio-economic and gender equality benefits, there’s no doubt that it is also fuelling an assisted fertility revolution. In 2010, the year for which the latest figures are available, 147,260 IVF cycles were carried out in the US, 61,774 across Australia and New Zealand, 79,427 in France, 74,672 in Germany and around 59,000 in each of Italy, Spain and the UK.10


Away from the raw numbers, and in terms of cycles per head of population, the Nordic and Low Countries are setting the pace with more than 3% of all babies born conceived via artificial means. Conspicuous by its absence in many of the official IVF figures is China, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a burgeoning IVF industry in the world’s fastest-growing economy – far from it, in fact.


Given the extreme measures China has famously taken to slow its population growth, this might surprise some, but after China’s first IVF baby was born in 1988 the Beijing government was supportive of IVF. By the mid-1990s there was a subtle but very real shift from every family being able to have only one child to every family being given the chance to have one child.


In 2001, there were five private ART centres in mainland China, a figure that has now risen to well over 200 and looks set to grow further. The strength of the Chinese government’s backing of assisted reproduction was demonstrated in 2008 when treatment was offered to the parents of the 7,000 children who lost their lives in the devastating earthquake that struck the country.


Perhaps understandably there’s much media debate in China about the propensity of ART to produce multiple births and its use as a way of circumventing the one-child policy. If that’s the case it’s an expensive solution, because in China – as in almost every other country in the world – assisted fertility treatment remains hugely expensive relative to average incomes.


In fact, such are the costs involved that one leading fertility expert, Lord Robert Winston, a pioneer in the field who has served as a scientific adviser to the World Health Organization’s programme in human reproduction, has brought into question not just some of the claims made by private clinics about their success rates, but also the amount of money being charged by many of them, going as far as labelling some in the sector as exploitative.11


As a result of these cost issues, assisted fertility treatment tourism has become very big business – an estimated 20,000 to 25,000 couples go abroad each year to take advantage of assisted reproductive technology services.12


Those choosing to take flight in a bid to keep costs down are increasingly looking east or to emerging nations. Travelling with a US dollar, pound or euro in your pocket to places such as India, South Korea, Thailand, Spain and Turkey, which offer high-quality treatment for often a fraction of the cost they would pay at home, is fast becoming a go-to option for couples either priced out of the market or whose unsuccessful attempts in their native countries have cleaned out their savings.


As more and more cities market themselves as ART destinations, complete with shiny websites offering the full five-star fluffy towel service, what’s emerging is that people’s ability to traverse the complicated international latticework of ART regulations is also becoming a major driver in who goes where and why – as well as cost.


For a mixture of religious, moral and cultural reasons, ART remains a controversial and morally divisive medical practice and individual questions around issues such as the use of donor eggs or the freezing of spare embryos for future use have created sizable regulatory disparities between states.


Perhaps the most geographically variable issue of all is the number of embryos allowed to be transferred back into the woman in each territory. Although it’s true to say that there is a consistent global trend towards fewer embryos than in previous decades – the worldwide average is estimated to stand currently at 1.75 embryos per transfer – it is still a deeply contentious question that sees thousands travelling across the globe to access what they see as a game-changing advantage.


In Europe, figures from 2010 show that the multiple delivery rate per embryo transfer has declined steadily since 2000 from 26.9% to 19.2%, whereas in the US, where legislation has been at its most lax, the multiple delivery rate is significantly higher at 33%.


Take a traditionally Catholic country like Poland and you see how these issues begin to become not just morally problematic but governmentally troublesome too.


It’s not that ART is illegal – in fact, thousands of Polish couples have paid for treatment across the country’s 50 or so clinics – but the entire branch of artificial reproductive medicine is in many ways unrecognised and therefore unregulated. And that means there’s little or no oversight of the disposal of unused embryos.


This in turn has led to Poland’s powerful bishops consistently and vociferously opposing bills that have been tabled to bring IVF under some sort of state regulatory umbrella. The bishops have called IVF treatment the ‘younger sister of eugenics’ and one archbishop even went as far as to say that MPs who supported any of the bills that did not ban IVF outright would be excommunicated.


At the other end of the spectrum, Israel is one of the leading fertility tourism destinations and has the highest number of fertility clinics per capita on the planet. The aforementioned liberal legislative approach in many US states also drives strong European traffic across the Atlantic, with those wanting to play the numbers game and put back multiple embryos tempted to make the journey and pay the money.


And, wherever you are, it is big money. But does it need to be?


The future of IVF?


Calculating the cost of an IVF cycle is not a straightforward business. While the core costs are often stated up front, the variable blood tests, scans and often huge drug costs can all be added in to make for a truly frightening overall total.


What’s more, not only is the difference in cost across different territories vast, but there’s no simple way of making informed financial decisions about where to go for treatment – short of researching each and every clinic in each and every country on a case-by-case basis, that is. What may cost you £15,000 in the USA, Hong Kong or the UK, may set you back only £3,000 in the Czech Republic, South Korea or India.


For something so emotionally charged and important to those going through it, the lack of internationally coordinated regulation around pricing as well as technique is a problem that feels like it will get much worse before it gets better.


At least in the area of charges, though, there could be a white knight on the horizon in the form of some pioneering and blissfully simple work done by a team from the Genk Institute for Fertility Technology.
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