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10 ways TO nurture your relationship during infertility treatment
By Dr. Irena Milentijevic
Psychologist

Infertility and its treatment can be very stressful, causing tension and   
strain in even the strongest relationships. Although the stress due to Infertility effects both men and women, they tend to experience it differently which can often lead to conflict.

 Intense emotions such as anger, resentment, guilt or shame caused by infertility often cause couples to disagree and can lead to conflict.  This breakdown in communication can be detrimental and can be counterproductive to couples’ efforts to conceive. 

If you find that often when you talk about your fertility problem with your partner it leads to an argument, here some things you may find helpful: 

1. Remember That Infertility and Infertility Treatment Is a Couple’s Journey

Infertility is a medical condition. It’s nobody’s fault.    Blaming yourself, or your partner, consciously or unconsciously, is destructive and pushes you further apart from each other.

Make sure you both stay involved in the infertility treatment process - avoid going through this alone.  Avoid the “participant female” role and the”observer” male role.  Go through this crisis and treatment period together as a team. Arrange to attend infertility appointments together and talk about your experiences and feelings regularly.

 If you work together you can support each other through this stressful process.     

2. Respect Your Differences In Coping Styles

Take time to understand how you each respond when you are overwhelmed emotionally.  What do you do? What does your partner do?  Do you like to talk or do you tend to withdraw?  If you need to talk it out, but your partner doesn’t have the same needs, can accept that?

 First, you need to recognize your own coping style and than your partner’s.  Second, you need to accept that both of your styles of coping need to be respected and honored.  By acknowledging one another’s different coping styles it will be easier to give each other permission and space to cope in your own unique way.  There is no right way to deal with the frustrations and grief of infertility.  

3. Learn to Communicate Effectively 

When you talk to each other It’s important to understand one another and also to feel understood.

Use “I” statements to share your feelings or your concerns.  For instance, instead of blaming your partner by saying, “You don’t care about having a baby,’ you may say,” I feel lonely and worried that I am the only one who seems to want to have a baby.”

 Share with your partner your experience of infertility and your hopes and fears.  Don’t tell ask.  Ask your partner how he or she thinks and feels about the infertility treatment and how it has been for him or her. Be specific and ask how you would like to be supported and what you need. 

If you understand your partner’s needs and feelings you can help each other cope.  Understanding is your strongest tool to maintain closeness and avoid distancing. 

Remember it may take time to understand and negotiate each other’s needs and goals. Be patient with one another during this stressful time and make sure you take time to show your love for one another.

4. Make an Effort to Understand Each Other’s Perspective
Try to see yourself from the outside and your partner from the inside.
To better understand your partner and to identify differences between yours and your partner’s perception of infertility, each of you can write down a list of what has been difficult for you.  Then each of you can write down another list of the difficulties that you think your partner is experiencing.   Compare these lists and see how similar or dissimilar they are. 

 If you are able to understand your partner’s perspective and how infertility has influenced him/her you may be able to improve your communication and avoid conflict.  

5. Designate Time For Discussing The Infertility and The Treatments

Infertility can easily dominate every conversation in a relationship.   One of you may have a greater need to talk while the other may need a break from the topic.   Because of your differing needs, this can lead to frustration and conflict. 

To avoid conflict about this, designate a set amount of time every day (e.g.10-20 minutes) for “infertility talk.”  Take turns sharing your thoughts, desires and feelings during this time. 
Take turns speaking. One partner talks while the other partner listens without interruption.

 Be an active listener.  When listening to your partner put aside your own beliefs, and accept what you hear without judging or disapproving.  Show your partner that you understand what he or she said even if you disagree with it or have a different experience.

Even a brief amount of time of active listening can be more effective than a longer, scattered conversation.  When your partner is really focused on what you have to say you will feel that he or she is more emotionally available to you.  This leads to greater relationship satisfaction. You feel closer and have more harmony between you.

6. Allow Each Other  Personal Space 
  Your relationship is influenced by numerous internal and external factors.  As a result, it is constantly changing.  Infertility treatment and its intrusion on privacy significantly affects every couple.   Each of you will respond differently, based on your personality and previous life experience.

Allow breathing room for each other.
Allow each other alone time and permission to have different needs and desires.   Acknowledge that you may be at different places during treatment and you may be differently affected by it.    Allowing each other to have your individual experiences, will help you grow closer.

7. Charge Your Relationship Battery and Make Time For Each Other
Spend romantic time together.

Infertility can easily take over your relationship to the point where you forget to simply enjoy being together.   It is common for couples to become consumed by infertility treatment to the point where they spend all of their time together only dealing with the infertility treatment  If you  “water ”  your relationship” it will be more tree to blossom.

Take a break from the day-to-day burden of infertility.

When did you last spend a weekend together just having fun?

Spend time together that has nothing to do with having a baby.  Have fun together.  Schedule events that you will look forward to: (e.g. dates, movies or vacation time.)   Take “time off” from “baby making” and focus on your partner.    

8. Don’t Neglect Your Physical Intimacy and Your Sex Life
 During infertility treatment, sexual intimacy that used to be fun can now become a project with a goal of achieving pregnancy.  Sex can easily become a task and lose its pleasure.  

When you approach physical intimacy with the goal of becoming pregnant, you may feel pressured and forget to enjoy your experience together.

Take control in the bedroom and have  “non baby-making sex”. Be physically intimate as a way to re-connect with your partner.     Make love in a different place during non-fertile times.   
9. Build Bridges With Friends and Family

Expand  your support network with family and friends. 

Infertility  can be very stressful and can  stir up intense emotions. Your partner may not be able to take care of all your emotional needs  If you rely only on you partner for support, you will likely put too much  pressure on the relationship. Find friends for yourself that will listen to you and support you through this challenging time.  

Join an infertility support group.  If you need to talk about infertility you might find it helpful to talk with other infertile people who will understand what you are going through.   Having a support of other infertile people may reduce the stress in your relationship and strengthen it.  

 Having a friend who can listen to you can even save your marriage.
10. Get Professional Help and Avoid Infertility Burn Out
If you are finding hard to manage as a couple,  counseling may help you keep your relationship together.  Getting through this very difficult period of infertility may require a trained and skilled person who knows how to help you predict and navigate the common stressors of infertility more quickly.

Don’t let the emotional burden of infertility distance you from each other  or cause you to drop out from treatment!

 Studies show that infertile couples who experience high marital distress require higher number of treatment cycles than low stressed couples.  

Counseling can help  save you time and money  spent on medical procedures by decreasing stress related to depression, anxiety and marital stress 

Therapy may even improve your odds of conceiving.  Research shows that couples who participate in counseling may be more likely to get pregnant than those who did not. 

If you feel unsupported and alone and your partner does not want to come to counseling, go by yourself.  Whether you attend counseling alone or together seeking the expertise of a professional can help you cope.   Get the support you need to positively influence your relationship. And who knows? It may even increase your chances of conceiving.
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