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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 disposition decision-making. Clinicians, researchers, and policymakers are left without clear guidance about what patients want, and how they think about the donation of their embryos to research.

Research summary
W hat was the go al o f th e res earch?
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.

W hat did th e res earchers d o?
The researchers interviewed 45 patients from three different clinic sites, Halifax, Montreal, and Ottawa. 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 participants’ perceptions, views, and understandings in relation to the donation of embryos to research.

What did participants decide to do with their surplus embryos?
N um ber o f
In tervi ews*

N um ber o f
Parti cipa nts

16

21

U sed all emb ryo s

5

6

D on ate to a th ird party

0

0

R etain pe rm anen tly

1

2

D is card

3

3

U se for res earch an d/or
cli nical train in g

11

13

To tals

36

45

R enew (keep in s torag e)

*number of interviews is less than number of participants as some couples
were interviewed together
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What did the researchers find?

Sel ected Pu bli catio ns

This research aimed to answer two important
questions…

Snow D., Baylis F. & Downie J. (2015). Why the
Government of Canada won’t regulate assisted
human reproduction: A modern mystery. Under
review with the McGill Journal of Law and Health.

W hat are th e v iews of wom en and co up les
in C anad ian IV F p rog rams do na ting th eir
in vitro emb ryo s fo r research ?

Doyle A. & Cattapan A. Patient preferences in embryo disposition. Submitted to Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology Canada, January 2015.

Most people interviewed by the research team
had not yet decided what to do with their embryos 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 contributing to decision-making.

Baylis F., Downie J. & Snow D. (2014) Fake it till
you make it: Policymaking and assisted human reproduction in Canada. Journal of Obstetrics &
Gynaecology Canada 36 (6); 510-512.
McLeod C. & Botterell A. (2014) Raising Expectations about IVF but not Adoption. Impact Ethics.
Baylis F. & Downie J. (2013) The tale of Assisted
Human Reproduction Canada: A tragedy in five
acts. Canadian Journal of Women and the Law
25(2): 183-201.

W hat are th e bel iefs an d v alu es th at un de rl ie th es e percep tio ns , v iews an d un de rs tan din gs ?

Sel ected Pres entati on s
Reproductive biobanking for research (Workshop),
Dalhousie University, December 2014.

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 people also expressed positive feelings about science 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.

Patients’ decision-making on the disposition of
frozen surplus embryos. OBGYN Journal Club
Presentation. IWK Health Centre, November 2014.
Cryopreserved embryos in Canada: Implications
for future research. CFAS Annual Meeting, Quebec
City, September 2014.
Should your tax dollars pay for IVF? Café
Scientifique, Halifax, NS. May 13, 2014.
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Working in association with Canadian IVF clinics
Funded by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research
F or mo re inf ormat io n visit: ww w. dal. ca/site s/no velte ch eth ic s/pro jects/ egg s-an d -em bryo s.h tml
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