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Summary. For couples that have issues in conceiving a child the use of assisted re-
productive technologies like IVF provide an opportunity to bring a child to the
union of the couple and develop a family. Across the world the awareness, attitudes
and utility of IVF differs and thus an opportunity exists to assist in understanding
the development of couples and families undergoing IVF. Utilising a socio-ecolog-
ical model allows the context of the couple to be explored and look at the impacts
on the couple from a systemic approach. Therefore this article proposes the utility
of Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model of development as an ideal theoretical
model for exploring the development of couple undergoing IVF.
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Introduction

This article explores the use notion of exploring couples undergoing an In vitro
fertilisation (IVF) process through a socio-ecological lens in an attempt to understand
the effect on the development of a couple’s relationship, and the interactions and
transactions taking place for couples. Therefore this paper will first discuss the role
of Assisted Reproductive Technology (ART) and then outline the IVF process con-
sidering the evidence for the efficacy of IVF. Finally the relevance of Bronfenbren-
ner’s socio-ecological theory will then be presented to provide a theoretical
underpinning for further exploration of IVF couples in Poland.
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Assisted Reproductive Technology (ART)

Infertility is defined as a problem with conceiving offspring despite regular sex-
ual contact between parents (without the use of contraception) or when multiple
pregnancies occur but all result in miscarriage (Szamatowicz, 2007). Within the psy-
chological literature it is indicated that infertility can be a serious emotional burden
for both men and women affected by infertility and can significantly change the cou-
ple’s relationship (Whiteford, Gonzales, 1995; Pasch, Dunkel-Schetter, Christensen,
2002; Monga et al., 2014). Modern medicine offers different types of treatments for
infertility: pharmacological, surgical and techniques of assisted reproductive tech-
nology (ART). Assisted reproductive technology includes in vitro fertilization – IVF.
IVF involves the fertilization of the egg cells in the laboratory then placing the em-
bryo in the women’s uterus. Other ART methods include intrauterine insemination
(IUI) and intracytoplasmic sperm injection (ICSI). Due to the high effectiveness of
IVF, this method of treating infertility is more common and increasing in use
(Makara-Studzińska et al., 2010).

In Vitro Fertilization (IVF)

In vitro fertilization is the most utilized treatment process for infertility even
where other methods have not been successful. Therefore many couples that un-
dergo an IVF procedure have possibly already had negative outcomes, and possibly
negative experiences, connected with the inability to naturally conceive a child,
which places them in a psychologically vulnerable position (Łuczak-Wawrzyniak,
Pisarski, 1997). Whilst numerous studies reveal that as many as 48% of the patients
treat the experience of infertility as the worst experience of a lifetime (Freeman et
al., 1985; Stewart, Robinson, 1989; Lukse, Vacc, 1999; Newton, Sherrard, Glavac, 1999;
Berghius, Stanton, 2002) it is important to note that infertility is an issue that concerns
both partners (Beisert, 1980). 

In the past few decades success rates for IVF have significantly improved. Preg-
nancy statistics have increased with pregnancy efficacy rates in young patients of
IVF averaging 30-40% per cycle, while among women over the age of 41 years drop-
ping to a few percent (Daly, Bewley, 2013; Wdowiak, Wdowiak, 2015; Lukaszuk et
al., 2016). There is also significant decrease in the multiple birth rate among couples
undergoing the IVF process (Wade, MacLachlan, Kovacs, 2015).

Indeed rates of IVF success have increased statistically however we have less
knowledge about the psychological consequences of the IVF process. Further to this
it is argued that there needs to be more understanding on the effect of IVF treatment
on couples, developing families and the relationship with the child as a result of IVF
(Malina, Pooley, 2017). For couples creating a family through the process of IVF the
lens of a social-ecological theory assists in understanding the needs of couples, and
subsequently families, as they develop. As ultimately the family is the most important
influence within the psychosocial environment of the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 
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Ecological Model

The work of Bronfenbrenner is not new to understanding development. Urie
Bronfenbrenner’s work was originally applied to the development of children within
the broader sociological context. The Social-ecology theory posits a relationship be-
tween the developing child and the settings and contexts in which the child is ac-
tively involved. Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed a model of bi-directional influences
on the child within their environment as occurring within nested settings beginning
with the child, microsystem, and extending out to the immediate social settings of
home, school and neighbourhood, mesosystem, and settings that do not involve the
child as an active participant such as the parents’ workplace, the exosystem, and the
wider society and culture, macrosystem. More recently the addition of the chronosys-
tem introduces the notion of environment events and transitions that occur during
a person’s life and the impact of possibly when they occur. A substantial body of lit-
erature supports utilisation of this model for understanding families and the influ-
ence of being embedded in different social systems. 

 

Microsystem 

Mesosystem 

Exosystem 

Macrosystem 

Chronosystem 

Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s Five Subsystems

Family theory is strongly based upon the idea of the family as a social system
and that the relationships between family members are important to the family itself.
The relationship between the couple (pre-parents) is centrally important to the de-
veloping family (Carlson, McLanahan, 2006). Therefore using a socio-ecological the-
ory to investigate couples undertaking the IVF experience will provide insight into
the developing relationship, social systems and social environment to more fully
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understand what impacts and enables these couples to develop into families and ul-
timately how these experiences impact on the development of the child.

With regard to examining couples there is a lot of evidence for the importance
of the quality of the parent’s relationship and the impact on parenting. Socio-demo-
graphic variables such as age, ethnicity, education level, employment status, have
all been reported as having an impact on parenting (Carlson, McLanahan, 2006). Re-
search has shown parenting behaviours and parental characteristics can influence
academic achievement (Englund et al., 2004; Pomerantz, Moorman, Litwack, 2007;
Cheung, Pomerantz, 2011), cognitive development (Ryan, Martin, Brooks-Gunn,
2006), socio-emotional development (Dallaire et al., 2006; Bernier, Carlson, Whipple,
2010; El Nokali, Bachman, Votruba-Drzal, 2010), and school dropout rates (Marcus,
Sanders-Reio, 2001). Moreover, family psychosocial functioning, including parent-
ing, is well known to impact normal child development (Beauchamp, Anderson,
2010).

Research by Gana and Jakubowska (2014) however found that infertility had
greater impact to the individual’s emotional distress than to marital satisfaction. To
further understand the socio-ecological impact to couples undergoing IVF it is pro-
posed that an examination of the ecological system in which IVF couple exist is war-
ranted. Given that research can already identify many impacts (negative outcomes)
associated with the couple/parental relationship, on the parent-child interaction and
family system, an identified gap is the potential positive impacts. An embedded ex-
amination of couples undergoing IVF would enable researchers to more fully un-
derstand what is occurring and what potentially could support these developing
families. 

Importance of Socio-ecological Context

Given the importance of the sociocultural context to understanding what IVF
couples/families embark on, the exploration of two different cultural contexts in re-
gard to IVF may assist in broadening and deepening research, interventions and pol-
icy. Examination of countries that differ in terms of current IVF awareness, attitudes,
and processes provide an opportunity for research. Looking at the growing rates of
IVF use in Poland and at the same time seeing the more established IVF process in
Australia offers opportunity for IVF research. 

Of all Polish marriages infertility is reportedly an issue for approximately 
15-18% of married couples (Makara-Studzińska et al., 2012; Serdyńska, Pawelczyk,
Jędrzejczak, 2008). Due to numerous issues (religious differences, legal regulations)
results of international studies in the field of infertility do not easily translate into
the Polish context. The method is becoming more popular among polish couples
struggling with infertility due to its efficacy. In 2009, there were 135 621 in vitro cy-
cles conducted in European countries, 12 068 (8.9%) of these occurred in Poland. In
2009 a number of 2882 children in Poland were conceived through ART which ac-
counts for a 1% of all European births through ART methods. According to current
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studies, these figures across many European countries are rapidly increasing (Fer-
raretti et al., 2013).

According to the Polish Public Opinion Research Centre in 2012, 79% of adult
Poles were in favour of the possibility of undertaking IVF to assist in infertile mar-
riages and 83.7% indicated that children conceived through IVF would not have any
resulting negative genetic predisposition or developmental impairment. Further,
72% of the respondents facing infertility would undertake IVF if no other methods
were effective. Of the respondents who rejected the possibility of using IVF, most
(79%) reported that IVF did not fit with their values and beliefs, and 1.7% were con-
cerned with IVF and the effects potential health of the child (www.cbos.pl). The at-
titudinal support for the use of assisted reproduction in Poland is increasing
however the support for IVF exhibited by Polish citizens is still relatively lower in
comparison to other countries like Australia (Kovacs et al., 2012) and the level of so-
cial acceptance of infertility treatment methods is different depending on age, level
of education and the income of respondents (Wdowiak, Wdowiak, 2015). There is
also a positive relationship between the level of knowledge about IVF and the atti-
tude towards parents who utilise IVF, and moderate positive relationship between
the level of knowledge about IVF and attitude towards children conceived through
IVF processes. This may be indicative of the social-cultural/historical and ecological
system in which people live may impact the way in which issues like IVF are un-
derstood and the attitudes toward IVF are constructed and expressed (Malina,
Roczniewska, Pooley, 2017).

In Poland the government programme “Treating Infertility with the In Vitro
Method for the years 2013-2016” introduced in allows for healthcare services to fi-
nance IVF and as such has influenced the number of couples utilising the in vitro
method (www.invitro.gov.pl [access: January 9, 2017]). The main aim of the pro-
gramme is to provide access to IVF for couples struggling with infertility. The pro-
grams specific goals are: to decrease the number of childless couples and providing
high standards of infertility treatment. The program has been conducted since 
1st July, 2013 and since then 3841 children have been born (to 7th December 2015).
What would be of benefit to this programme is an understanding of the psycholog-
ical aspects of the developing couple through the IVF process to ensure that any sup-
port services developed are of direct assistance to the couples and developing
families. 

Even though the social acceptance for the IVF process in countries such as
Poland is increasing there are differences when comparing to countries where IVF
has been introduced earlier. The difference may be connected with societal values
and attitudes values related to open discussion about perceived intimate information
and issues. For example work by Radkowska-Walkowicz (2012, 2014) argues that
the IVF issue in Poland needs to be understood in a political, and historical context
because of the narratives present in the IVF discourse. Currently language use and
the portrayal of IVF children as sufferers from physical, social, and mental health
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problems questions the broader societal attitudes and values. These values and atti-
tudes may then dictate the level of help and support seeking opportunities available
for couples which in turn can affect the development of couples and families. Un-
derstanding not only the values and attitudes but also the help and support oppor-
tunities can assist these developing families. By understanding all of this within 
a socio-ecological context there is also the opportunity to assist in building into the
context potential programs and supports that further develop social attitudes and
values. 
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ROZWÓJ RODZINY W KONTEKŚCIE TECHNIK 
WSPOMAGANEGO ROZRODU: SOCJOEKOLOGICZNY MODEL 

ROZUMIENIA ZASTOSOWANIA PROCEDURY IN VITRO W POLSCE

Streszczenie. Dla par, które mają trudność z poczęciem dziecka, stosowanie tech-
nologii wspomaganej reprodukcji stanowi często jedyną możliwość powiększenia
rodziny. Jedną z najbardziej rozpowszechnionych metod wspomaganego rozrodu
jest in vitro ze względy na wysoką skuteczność tej metody. Na całym świecie świa-
domość, postawy wobec in vitro i rozpowszechnienie metody różnią się. Wyko-
rzystanie modelu ekologicznego pozwala poddać analizie sytuację pary małżeńskiej
i przyjrzeć się relacjom wewnątrzrodzinnym oraz otoczeniu rodziny w kontekście
społecznym, w którym funkcjonuje. W związku z tym niniejszy artykuł proponuje
wykorzystanie modelu Bronfenbrennera znanego jako teoria systemów ekologicz-
nych jako teoretycznego modelu rozważania nad rozwojem rodziny poddającej się
leczeniu niepłodności metodą in vitro.
Słowa kluczowe: niepłodność, rozwój rodziny, teoria systemów, in vitro 
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