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hope
on Ice

Is egg-freezIng the perfect
decIsIon-delayIng solutIon for
thIrtysomethIng sIngle women?
hannah James InvestIgates

quality will have diminished. I see egg-freezing as a good way
of keeping my options open for the future.” As yet she’s escaped any
awkward explanations, as she’s only dating casually. But, “I have told
friends and two ex-boyfriends – everyone’s been positive. And I still
hope I’ll meet someone. But I now feel more prepared and calm in case
I don’t, and more prepared even if I do – at my current age, even if
I meet someone, I doubt we’d consider kids for at least a year or two,
so we’d likely want to use these frozen eggs for IVF.”
The ability to delay motherhood wouldn’t only be a blessing for the
chronically indecisive or unlucky in love. Arguably, later parenthood
is better both for the individual and for society. On a personal level,
advance further in your career and not only will your higher salary
help cover the costs of parenthood, your increased clout will also
assist you in negotiating parental leave and flexible hours. Socially,
women further up the career ladder solve the problem of the vanishing
professional woman – those who can’t or won’t balance career and
motherhood and choose full-time parenting.
“We’ve got a society that doesn’t manage parental leave very well,
that doesn’t manage child care very well,” says Associate Prof. Mark
Bowman, medical director of fertility clinic Genea and president of
the Fertility Society of Australia. “We see women juggling a whole
lot of really tough issues.”
But are those tough issues self-imposed? Is our desire to delay
motherhood symptomatic of Generation Me, determined to have it
all? “Expectations of what a good life is have changed,” says Prof.
Lupton. “Younger generations are so used to a sense of entitlement
that they should be able to run their lives the way they want to. It’s
going to be a huge challenge when this generation – used to travelling,
independence and autonomy – are confronted with the fact that
having children will really tie them down.”
Asked the same question, Prof. Bowman replies: “I’m happy
for women to have that sense of entitlement, but we’re still limited
by really fundamental issues of human biology.”
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t was what 12-step programs would call a moment
of clarity. Only in my case, my addiction wasn’t
drugs or alcohol – but delaying decisions.
At 17, I was diagnosed with a hormonal
condition that may make it difficult to fall
pregnant. On that moment-of-clarity day, my
endocrinologist told me during a routine check-up
that I had two more years at most to have children. I was 29.
Despite my fear of decisions, I’ve made a few big ones: I chucked in
law school at age 21 to travel the world, then become a journalist; I left
a great job in London to move to Australia five years later; and last
year took off solo to South America for six months to climb glaciers,
ride horses and have travel romances with Chilean cowboys. Yet
motherhood really is the big one – one of the few true game-changers,
carrying no consoling possibility of changing your mind. I’ve had
boyfriends I’ve loved very much, yet I’ve still never managed to decide
that this was the man and this was the moment to make a baby.
And despite that moment of understanding that my fertility is an
ever-narrowing window, those two years have ticked by and I’m no
more ready to decide – and no closer to meeting Mr Right – than
I was that day.
Enter egg-freezing: the great hope for the single-and-panicking
thirtysomething. With the new vitrification (flash-freezing) method
better able to preserve genetic material than slower, older technology,
and IVF enjoying success rates of around 40 to 45 per cent, increasing
numbers of women are turning to this technique to keep that window
open a little longer.
Associate Professor Peter Illingworth, medical director of IVF
Australia, a fertility clinic that carries out about 10 per cent of
all Australian IVF procedures, says, “Egg-freezing is really starting
to take off, mainly for single women. I think it will grow. We are in
an era where women are increasingly delaying their families, not
because they choose to but because they haven’t met the right man.”
“The number of women in their 40s having babies is slowly going
up,” agrees Sydney University’s Prof. Deborah Lupton, author of
The Social Worlds of the Unborn. “It’s due to IVF but also due to women
delaying conceiving naturally.”
Kayla is a 38-year-old PhD student who’s already undergone one
cycle of egg-freezing and is prepping for her second. (Her mother
is paying the $17,700 total cost.) “I was someone who always just
assumed motherhood would happen,” she says. “Even as I got older
without a relationship appearing, I figured I still had time.” But, of
course, she doesn’t. “As a full-time student finishing a PhD, with a
very low income, I’m not in a position to have a child at the moment
– I won’t be for probably two years. Then I’ll be 40 and my egg
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Ah, so it’s not really as simple as putting a dozen eggs on ice,
taking your time to meet the right guy and boom! Baby! Certainly
not, say the experts. Like any promised paradise, eternal fertility
is a tantalising yet ever-receding mirage. “The technology is pretty
good,” says Prof. Bowman. “But the hard reality is, egg-freezing
has only a minority chance of leading to a baby. The number
of eggs you get is finite and gives you limited throws of the dice.
“If a 34-year-old had one cycle and 12 eggs were collected and
frozen, the chances of that woman having a baby from those eggs is
well less than 50 per cent; probably not more than 10 per cent once
she’s getting towards 40. But say she meets someone at age 36 and
starts trying for a baby. The chances of getting pregnant each month
are about 10 to 15 per cent. It takes only three or four months of sex
for that number to surpass what you’ll achieve from egg-freezing.”
And surprise, sex is cheaper than egg-freezing: costs for one
cycle, including tests, drugs and the egg-collecting procedure, ring
up at between $10,000 and $14,000. Add in the cost of your spot in
the freezer ($400 to $700 per year) and the cost of fertilisation and
implantation ($2000 to $3000), and you’re looking at a sizable
investment with potentially zero returns. Also, there’s no Medicare
rebate (“Medicare is for people with a medical problem,” reminds
Prof. Bowman. “Being 38 and single is not a medical problem”) or
programs you can join to mitigate the cost, so barring contributions
from generous, grandbaby-greedy parents, you’re on your own.
And don’t underestimate the physical toll. The process involves
two weeks of daily injections to stimulate egg growth, then an
operation to collect those eggs. Jenny* described the hormones
involved as sending her “off-the-scale mental”. She says, “I was
so emotional – I didn’t recognise myself. That was far worse
than actually injecting myself.”

In her blog, eggfd.blogspot.com, Kayla recorded symptoms
of pain, cramping, bloating, constipation – as well as a heaping dose
of self-questioning. Egg-freezing, for her, “brings up a lot of personal
questions about relationships, families and yourself. It puts into stark
relief things about my life that have disappointed me.”
Timing, too, is tricky. Professors Bowman and Illingworth – who
both advise women to consult a specialist for tests and personalised
guidance – seem to believe that at 32, I have a few more years.
“There are a lot of dilemmas around all this,” says Prof. Illingworth.
“The earlier you freeze the eggs, the better – a woman in her twenties
is ideal. But the earlier you freeze them, the less likely you are to ever
need them. The vast majority of women are in healthy long-term
relationships and having kids by the time they’re in their thirties.”
Women must also contend with the powerfully prescriptive social
narrative around motherhood. “There’s still quite a stigma against
older mothers, and particularly those who use assisted conception
techniques,” says Prof. Lupton. “There’s a lot of social condemnation
of women who are seen to leave it too late – it all goes back to our
society’s notion of what a good mother is.”
Yet for many women, motherhood stands at the intersection
between adulthood and womanhood – a crucial turning point in
their life stories. And for those, any chance at motherhood is better
than none. “Although the science is improving all the time, [eggfreezing] is not a guarantee,” Kayla admits. But still, “it’s a chance.”
My conclusion? Not only am I sure I’ll meet someone in the next
few years, but the cost of egg-freezing is more than I can afford (not
to mention my ambivalence about becoming a mother at all – I hear
babies don’t like backpacking). But true to form, I believe this is still
a decision I can delay. Just.
Follow hannah on TwiTTer @hfjames_
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