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Learning sensitivity toward the infertile couple
By Shulamis Landesman

At a recent social event, I heard these comments: 

“Do you know of a carpool for my daughter to get to school in the morning?"

“Wasn’t the caterpillar theme at Moshe’s birthday party a cute idea?”

“It’s so hard to find a good babysitter!”

Innocuous bantering, right? Yes, but not in the presence of someone without children. Group conversations dominated by such talk are tortuous for infertile people like me and my husband. We feel excluded and ignored. Attempts to steer the conversation to other topics succeed only momentarily.

Infertility is not unusual.  It is a condition that affects one out of six couples. (Reproductive Medicine Associates of NY)  Allow me to explain the trials and feelings of Jewish couples who suffer from it, and how to relate to them with sensitivity. These are my personal views; I do not represent the infertile population.

First, let us learn some facts:

Contrary to popular assumption about what causes infertility, 35% of infertility is due to male factor; 35% is due to female factor; and 30% is due to both female and male factors or to unknown causes. (RMA NY)  Aside from gender, a multitude of factors cause infertility, and hence various treatments exist.

Infertility is more prevalent and complex than you might have thought. Therefore, consider carefully what you say to and how you relate to an infertile couple.

When a couple moves to a community, one of the first questions they are asked is:  “How many kids do you have?” or “Where do you send your kids to school?” Though an innocent “getting to know you” sort of question, it makes those without children feel uncomfortable at best and aggravates their heartache over their predicament at worst. (Incidentally, the wife faces those questions more often than the husband.) It is normal to want to know if a person has children, as relationships are built on commonalities. In my opinion then, it is appropriate to ask, “Do you have kids?” While the question might create a few seconds of discomfort for both parties, it is far better than questions based on the assumption that the couple has kids.

Understanding the particular sensitivities of a couple together with proper planning is essential when inviting them for a Shabbos meal. Find out in advance whether they mind being at a table where there are young children.

You might say: “I’d like to invite you for a Shabbos meal on either Friday night or Shabbos.  By the way, Mimi and David Fein will also be joining us Friday night, and the Schwartz family is coming for lunch.” The couple can decide which situation will be most comfortable. If it turns out that they can’t make either meal, you can tentatively invite them for another week and offer the same option.

If this strategy feels awkward, ask the couple directly about their comfortability around children or consult with their close friend. Alternatively, you can invite singles and/or people with grown children along with the couple, or choose a night when the kids are already in bed.

Thinking ahead will also help you speak with sensitivity to a couple and prevent well-intended yet hurtful remarks, such as:

1)“I know someone who didn’t have children for many years and then adopted, and would you believe, a year later she gave birth…” The phenomenon of birth following soon after adoption is uncommon and often coincidental. In certain cases, however, there may be a correlation.  For example, the positive energy resulting from adopting may have been the boost needed to make a fertility treatment work. Notwithstanding, factors unrelated to the adoption may have also improved the odds, e.g. the combination of drugs used in a particular treatment cycle. In any event, it is unfair to raise a couple’s hopes based on anecdotal evidence.

2)“Just relax, and you’ll get pregnant.” Psychological stress is likely a result of infertility than the cause, according to Resolve, an organization specializing in infertility. (Fouad & Fahje 1997) While relaxation techniques can increase fertility, comments like these have the reverse effect of putting additional stress on the couple, because they internalize a feeling of self-blame.

3)“Passover cleaning is so difficult with little kids dropping Cheerios all over the house.” Infertile couples would relish that hardship. Unless you are certain they don’t mind, do not complain to them about your children.

Certainly do not bemoan school tuitions or tell the couple how lucky they are to be able to vacation kids-free. You may be trying to present a positive side of childlessness, but couples often spend more than the price of a tuition on fertility related costs in a given year. Moreover, they find small comfort in their supposed freedom to travel on a whim, which rarely happens due to the erratic timing of fertility treatments.   

Other issues to be aware of are:

1)Impact of birth announcements. While objectively these are cause for communal rejoicing, for infertile couples they are painful reminders. Therefore, do not feel personally obliged to notify them about the latest birth.  Certainly do not ask them if they will be attending a shalom zachor. 

2)Artificial empathy. It is tempting when talking to a couple to claim you relate to their pain, but unless you have been infertile for an extended period of time, you cannot relate. Imagine the emotional rollercoaster a couple experiences when you tell them “I know exactly what you’re going through; we couldn’t have kids right away either” only to discover that you became a parent before your second anniversary.  Contrived empathy makes the person feel misunderstood, let down, and frustrated. 

3)Sensitivity needed in relaying segulas. Before informing a couple about a segula (mystical remedy/charm) or urging them to ask a Kabbalist for a blessing, please consider that they have probably tried these venues or they prefer to pursue alternative spiritual options.

On the topic of segulas, a popular myth is the kvatter “segula.” There is NO SOURCE for this segula.  No authoritative source claims that if a childless couple is kvatter at a brit mila, i.e., they are honored with the task of passing the baby to the mohel, they will be blessed with a child.

The kvatter myth has been perpetuated for so long that it is assumed to be valid. Many infertile couples are unaware of its fallacy and face the painful dilemma of accepting the honor at the risk of drawing attention and pity, or turning it down but worrying they forfeited a “chance” to conceive.

After reading all these “don’ts” you might wonder what you can say to an infertile person. You also might fear ever mentioning  kids. Nonetheless, you can and should be real with the person. He/she doesn’t want you to feel as though you are walking on eggshells. You can share to a limited extent your children’s antics or your parental concerns. Know with whom you are speaking. For example, your sibling or best friend probably wants to be included in your family happenings.

What else should you talk about? Firstly, remember that the responsibility of carrying on any conversation should be shared by both parties. Let the person steer the conversation to a topic with which they feel safe, and simply follow their lead. Secondly, talk about subjects you discussed before you had kids. A helpful book providing tips for stimulating conversation is Conversationally Speaking by Alan Garner.

Let’s say you believe you can help the couple or wish to show you care. Before you even broach the topic, assess your relationship with the couple: How well do I know them? Do they generally confide in me about personal matters?  The following guidelines may help you  phrase your suggestion/comment in a caring, respectful way:

1)Sharing information about medical treatments, funding sources, or support groups.
If the infertile couple is married over three years, they have probably researched most aspects of their infertility. A couple married up to three years may or may not have access to the information they need. In either case, preface your ideas with something like, “I have information that might interest you. Tell me if I’m overstepping my bounds by bringing it up…”  

When recommending a doctor, be sure that he/she specializes in their type of infertility. I would bristle whenever someone who had no clue about our medical circumstance would insist on giving me the name of an expert…in the wrong specialty.

2)Praying for the couple and wishing them well
Do pray for the couple, and mention your thoughtfulness in an unpatronizing way. Along those lines, do not bandy about banal wishes like “im yirtza Hashem by you” (may God give you a child soon). Find a more effective and sensitive way of conveying your wishes.  Err on the side of saying nothing rather than risking hurting the couple.

Thank you for reading this article. I hope it has elucidated the delicate issues surrounding infertility and clarified how to treat those undergoing it with dignity and sensitivity.

