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Praise for Your Fertile Years

‘Essential reading for every woman.’

– Professor Kypros Nicolaides

‘So many women lack knowledge about how their body functions. Joyce Harper’s book fills an important gap to help understanding.’

– Professor Robert Winston

‘From the onset of periods to the menopause, women’s bodies are the contested theatre of a biological, psychological and social drama. This book, by an eminent reproductive scientist who has personal experience of fertility treatment, provides a unique window into understanding these years. Written in clear language with a factual yet upbeat tone, it manages to be both informative and inspirational. Recommended reading, and not just for women.’

– Professor Raj Mathur, Chair of the British Fertility Society

‘This is a superbly crafted and up-to-date “must read”, for anyone who wishes to understand the complexity of the female reproductive cycle in a straight-forward, evidence based manner. Professor Harper demystifies misconceptions about your reproductive choices, whether you are trying to conceive or trying to avoid pregnancy. It is written for a broad audience seeking good information when making important decisions.’

– Professor Catherine Racowsky, Harvard Medical School, former chair of the American Society of Reproductive Medicine

‘Professor Harper is a shining light in an all too often murky fertility landscape. Having experienced years of infertility myself, Joyce was one of the first people I told when I fell pregnant against the odds. Her knowledge of embryology, biology and psychology make her best placed to offer a reality check and clarity for any woman struggling with her changing body and the hormonal balance that we all endure. I was never taught about infertility or menopause at school. I wholeheartedly support Joyce’s brilliant campaign for fertility education. Moreover, had this book been available to me in my 30s I would have lapped it up. Thank goodness I’ll have it in my 40s to better understand the next phase in my fertile life.’

– Hannah Vaughan-Jones, Emmy-nominated journalist, broadcaster, writer and CNN news anchor

‘If you want to know anything about female fertility and women’s health, just ask Joyce Harper! A force of nature, role model to women everywhere and a complete inspiration to me.’

– Jessica Hepburn, founder of Fertility Fest, author of 21 Miles and The Pursuit of Motherhood, and first woman to do the pond to peak challenge

‘Professor Joyce Harper, a world leader in reproduction and fertility, is the ideal person to write this book due to her work and personal experience of IVF. She has educated women all over the world, alerting them to the problems they may face when it comes to their own fertility. It’s surprising how many women have little, if any idea of how their bodies work. Joyce is always completely honest in her outlook and never shies away from the truth. A woman with an authentic voice, never afraid to tell people how it is, Joyce has all the ingredients to make this a much needed read in 2020 and beyond, whether you want children or not. There have been plenty of books written about women and reproduction, but none will be as informative as this one, with schools and education at the forefront of Joyce’s curriculum.’

– Shelley Silas, playwright

‘Joyce’s charisma, energy and great passion for her subject make her the ideal person to address so much misinformation about fertility. Her blend of kindness and no nonsense straight talking allow her to engage with many varied audiences. This work is so important and I can think of no-one better suited to ensure that we are all equipped to make more informed choices about our fertility, than Joyce. I only wish that I had met her years ago!’

– Sarah Esdaile, theatre and television director
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I dedicate this book to my three sons. It took me seven years of fertility treatment until you arrived, and through this book my aim is to turn my experience around to help others. Aidan, Brendan and Connall, thank you for all of the love and support you have given me throughout your lives to allow me to continue to work, do research, lecture around the world, teach and write this book.

And to everyone who has had a fertility journey.
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Preface

Before you read this book, there are two things I want you to know: my fertility journey and how we do science.


About me

I always wanted to have a family with at least two children and I knew that female fertility starts to decline in a woman’s early thirties. I experienced seven years of fertility treatment and am incredibly lucky to have three IVF children. I want to tell you about my fertility journey so you can understand why I wanted to write this book.

I was in a long-term relationship in my twenties, and as I approached 30 my partner and I started to talk about having children, but he was not ready. This is a difficult position, and one that many women find themselves in. What do you do? I started to tell people that I did not want children. I almost convinced myself. But deep down I knew this was not true, and subconsciously I started to destroy the relationship. We split when I was 32.

As I will explain in this book, age 32 is a critical age for women who are trying to have a child. Straight away I should have looked for the right person to start a family with. Instead, I went out with someone who was much younger than me and was definitely not ready to start a family; this was a mistake.

Finding myself single again at 35, I realized that time was rapidly running out and I went on a serious hunt for the father of my future children. When we met, I talked about having children on the very first date and we never used contraception. But my greatest fears became a reality when each month I got another period. It was so stressful as each month we were unsuccessful.

The fertility tests started, cycles of timed intercourse started, fertility drugs started, and fertility treatment started. I have lost count of how much treatment I had and how much money it cost. I was incredibly lucky to get all of my treatment free (a perk of the job), but I estimate my bill would have been between £30,000 and £40,000, something I could not have afforded on an academic’s wage. I strongly believe that IVF should be funded by the health service for at least three cycles, to give everyone a chance of having a family.

Experiencing infertility is one of the most painful things anyone can go through. I felt my body had failed me. I had no idea if I would ever have children. For seven years of my life, I went through almost daily pain and anguish.

After one failed cycle I started crying and ran out of the fertility clinic. The embryologist, who was one of my friends, ran after me and said, ‘Why are you crying? You are such a strong woman.’ I replied, ‘But I am also human.’ Going through fertility treatment is brutal; emotionally and physically.

I was incredibly lucky to finally deliver my first son just before my 40th birthday. He is my miracle. And after another two years of treatment, I finally delivered twin boys at age 42, from frozen embryos. But these years of infertility have left their mark on me – you might call it trauma. Even though I was lucky enough to have children, the pain of my infertile years will never go away. It still makes me cry.

I started writing this book in 1987 when I had finished my PhD at King’s College London and started my first job as a clinical embryologist. I realized that many of my friends did not understand their menstrual cycle and fertility, and I wanted to write a book to explain this to them and other women. But time goes quickly, and I realized that, even in 2017, most women still had not been taught about their reproductive years, and I was given a sabbatical to write this book. I want men and women to understand the science behind the fertile years, and if they want children, I want them to be able to have them, ideally without visiting a fertility clinic. I do not want anyone to go through years of fertility treatment as I did.



The science

There are many books about fertility and IVF, but, to my knowledge, none are written by a scientist who has experienced infertility. In this book I want to teach you about the scientific studies that have been done on fertility so you can make an informed decision that is right for you. This book is not going to provide you with medical advice, but is going to provide you with the latest research.

I think it is important for women to be fertility aware. Understanding how your body is working, especially your menstrual cycle, and identifying whether something is wrong, will help identify issues sooner rather than later. This is important whether you want children or not.

But there is so much information in the public domain which makes advice about your fertile years really confusing. There are many tests and procedures marketed to women that have no, or little, scientific basis.

Science is always changing. Scientists should question everything, keep an open mind and be ready to change their mind when new studies are published. Studies we do one year may be shown to be incorrect the next year. And not all studies that are published in scientific journals are of high quality. The first thing I teach my Masters students is to not believe every scientific paper they read, even if it is in a top-quality journal.

There are many different types of scientific studies and they are always limited by the methods used and the sample they study. Studies can be high or low quality.

Let’s first look at the different types of studies. There are: case studies, which examine a particular case; observation studies, which observe a group of people for a fixed time and where the investigator does not intervene; cohort studies, which follow a particular group of people for a period of time to examine the effect of a specific outcome; randomized controlled trials, where subjects are split into a control group and a treatment group and one outcome is measured over time, such as whether a particular treatment increases live birth rates; and finally systematic reviews (meta-analyses), where data from several randomized controlled trials are statistically analysed to see what a larger data set shows.

One of the key groups that undertake meta-analyses are Cochrane and throughout this book I will refer to the Cochrane Reviews as these are high-quality in-depth analyses of randomized controlled trials.

If the study group is too small, it can be biased. Ideally, we want to do studies on as large a group of patients as we can. Even then, doing the same study on a different group of patients may have very different results. For example, study A may have been on women with an average age of 25 but study B may have been on women with an average age of 40. If we are looking at live birth rates, the two studies will have very different results.

Statistics tells us whether the results are significant or not. Unfortunately, some studies published in the scientific literature are of low quality as they are on small numbers, do not have a proper control group, the primary outcome is not appropriate, the results are not significant, or the study is poorly designed.

In this book I will refer to some of the key international societies and groups that look at the scientific data and produce position statements or guidance. This includes the World Health Organization (WHO), the UK’s National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), the American Society of Reproductive Medicine (ASRM), the European Society of Human Reproduction and Embryology (ESHRE), the UK’s Royal College of Obstetrics and Gynaecology (RCOG), the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) and the British Fertility Society (BFS). The papers published by these societies and organizations are high-quality, evidence-based reports. I have served on the boards or various committees in the ESHRE, BFS and HFEA. If you would like to do further reading, the reference section at the end of the book is a good starting point.

What really concerns me is that there are many people who are in denial that female fertility decline is real, and this is not helped by social media. I am a scientist, and throughout my career I have been obsessive about evidence-based medicine as there are too many examples of situations where this is not practised. I want people to be fully informed so they can decide what works for them.

There is a growing list of non-evidence-based fertility tests and treatments that are sold, sometimes very convincingly and by medical professionals, to men and women. I have met so many infertile people who are totally confused about what they should do, as every doctor or health professional tells them something different. In this book I will give you my interpretation of the scientific evidence to explain the key information about the reproductive years. I hope you find this useful. Take from it what you wish and make an individual decision on your reproductive health. We are all individuals and should do what is right for us.

Finally in this preface I also want to explain who exactly I have written this book for. I am often asked about fertility education for trans men and women, and I feel that, to do this topic justice, I would need to write a separate book. There is a lot of debate about when and how to use the term ‘woman’, and I seriously considered whether I should use the term ‘person who menstruates’, or ‘person with a uterus’ instead. In the end, I decided to use the word ‘woman’ throughout, but this book is for every person who wants to understand the fertile years, regardless of their sex or gender identity. Men should read it, too.
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