Eggs and Embryos for Research
Summary and Update

Background

In the Canadian context, there are both strict regulations about how the donation of embryos to
research can take place and limited information about the factors that contribute to embryo dis-
position decision-making. Clinicians, researchers, and policymakers are left without clear guid-
ance about what patients want, and how they think about the donation of their embryos to re-
search.

Research summary

What was the goal of the research?

This research aimed to identify assisted human reproduction patients’ views about the donation of
embryos for scientific and clinical research. These interviews gave us new information about how
Canadian women and couples make decisions about what to do with their embryos in storage, and the
acceptability of using these embryos for scientific and clinical research.

What did the researchers do?

The researchers interviewed 45 patients from three different clinic sites, Halifax, Montreal, and Otta-
wa. People were interviewed either one-on-one or in couples in person, by telephone or over Skype
following participating in a demographic questionnaire. The interview questions focused on partici-
pants’ perceptions, views, and understandings in relation to the donation of embryos to research.

What did participants decide to do with their surplus embryos?

Number of Number of
Interviews* Participants

Renew (keep in storage) 16 21
Used all embryos 5 6

Donate to a third party

Retain permanently
Discard

Use for research and/or
clinical training

Totals

*number of interviews is less than number of participants as some couples
were interviewed together




What did the researchers find?

Publications and Presentations

This research aimed to answer two important
questions...

What are the views of women and couples
in Canadian IVF programs donating their
in vitro embryos for research?

Most people interviewed by the research team
had not yet decided what to do with their embry-
os in storage, or were planning to use them at
some point in the future. Among people who did
decide to donate their embryos to research,
there were three key ideas that they discussed:
wanting to “give back” in some way, wanting to
contribute to scientific progress, and to avoid
“wasting” their embryos. Women and couples
who chose research as a disposition option often
described a combination of these ideas as con-
tributing to decision-making.

What are the beliefs and values that un-
derlie these perceptions, views and un-
derstandings?

The people who chose to donate their embryos
to research often expressed positive feelings
about the clinic and about IVF more generally.
Like most participants in the study, they had a
child (or children) via IVF. Several of these peo-
ple also expressed positive feelings about sci-
ence or medical research, either because of
their own experience, or because they believed
in the potential for their embryos to contribute to
new developments, particularly in reproductive
medicine.
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