The Medical Journal of Australia

17 November 2003
Volume 179, Number 10

Established 1914

Downstream effects of

+ ED length of stay
pp 516, 524

» Indigenous birthweight
p 532

+

Adjusting to reproductive technology

p 536
EDITORIALS
Reducing patient time in the emergency
department
Drew B Richardsen 516
Population genetic sereening for hereditary MEDICINE AND THE COMMUNITY
haemochromatosis = ) ., Community attitudes to assisted reproductive
Darora M Gertig, John L Hopper, Kawina ] Allen 517 technology: a 20-year trend
Public funding of large-scale clinical trials Gabor T Kovacs, Gary Morgan, E Carl Wood.
in Australia Catherine Forbes and Donna Howlett 336
John | MeNeil, Mark B Nelson, Andrew M Tonkin 5149
For DEBATE
CONFERENCE REPORT A financial case to enable state health
NSW Alcohol Summiit: getting a better jurisdictions to invest in tobacco control
grip on our favourite drug Scham T Girgis, Jeanerte E Ward 530
Paul § Haber, atherine M Comgrave, Alex D Wodak 521
VIEWPDINT
HEALTHCARE £y, The PBS community awareness campaign:
Emergency department length of stay " how helpful is blaming patients?
independently predicts excess inpatient Evan Doran, David A Henry 544
length of stay
Don Liew, Danny Liew, Marcus P Kennedy 524 From BeENcH TO BEDSIDE
Multidisciplinary care for women with Use of human fetal tissue for biomedical
early breast cancer in the Australian rescarch in Australia, 1994-2002
context: what does it mean? Bermnard E Tuch, Hayley Scotr, Patncia | Armati,
Helen Zorbas, Bruce Barraclovgh, Kathy Rainbird, Muhammad T Tahiin, Liping P Wang 547
Karen Lasford, Sally Redman 528
LESSONS FROM PRACTICE
IsRMOUS HEALIH Serious sequelae of maxillofacial infections
The association between birthweight and Peter | Aguiling, Anthony Lynham 551
current blood pressure: a cross-sectional
study in an Australian Aboriginal community LETTERS
Gurmest R Singh, Wendy E Hoy 532 (Contents overdeat) 556

PRINT POET APPRCA




MEDICINE AND THE COMMUNITY

Community attitudes to assisted reproductive technology:

a 20-year trend

Gabor T Kovacs, Gary Morgan, E Carl Wood, Catherine Forbes and Donna Howlett

WHEN Louise Browx, the world's
first “rest-rube baby”, was born in the
United Kingdom in 1978." there was
worldwide enthusiasm about the great
advances n reproductive medicine.
When Australia followed with a series of
in-vitro fertilisation (IVF) pregnancies
and births in 1981, this enthusiasm
swept Australia. Nevertheless, there
weere some vocal critics of the reproduct-
ive revolution who demanded thar
research on IVF be banned.”

Ower the past 20 years, we have car-
ried out a number of community atti-
tude polls asking Australians abour
whether they approve of IVE™® We
review here the changing attitudes o
IVF over that period.

METHODS

Swurveys and participants

The Roy Morgan Research Centre Pry
Lid (RMRC) 1s an Australian nation-
wide consumer research organisation.
Interviewing for Morgan polls 15 con-
ducted by a team of 110 trained inter-
viewers sent to “cluster points”
{randomly selected from the electoral
roli). The cluster points are chosen to
represent city and couniry areas
throughout Australia on a proportion-
of-populadon basis. Ten dwellings are
visited at cach cluster point, resulring in
abour TN0 people surveved. All inter-
viewers, who are carefully briefed, con-
duct interviews on Saturdays and
Sundays during davlight hours. Within
each clustér point, participants are

ABSTRACT

Objective: To review the results of opinion polls on community attitudes to in-vitro
tertilisation (IVF) and other aspects of assisted reproductive technology over a 20-year

period.

Design, setting and participants: Fourteen Australia-wide interview surveys that
included guestions relating to IVF were carried oul between July 1981 and November
2001 as parl of regular Morgan polls of community attitudes on various topics, Each
survey involved about 1000 respondents drawn from randomly selected “cluster

points” in urban and rural locations.

Main outcome measures: The proportion of people who approved or disapproved

of various aspacts of IVF treatment.

Results: Support for IVF to help infertile married couples increased from 77% in 1981
to 86% in 2001, Approval for IVF procedures being supported by Medicare funding

rose from 70% in 1981 to 79% in 2000.

Conciusions: Communily approval of the use of IVF to treat infertility has risen
significantly in Australia over the past 20 years.
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selected by sequentially (from one
household to the next) interviewing the
voungest male (aged = |4), then young-
est female (aged = 14), then older male,
and finally older female. To confirm
reliability, & random selection of
respondents is re-contacted within 7
days and asked to confirm their
ANSWETS.

Between July 1981 and November
2001, the RMRC conducrad 14 surveys
that included questions on IVE The
questions were designed by Margaret
Brumby., a Lecturer at the Centre for
Human Bioethics and Faculty of Edu-
cation, Monash Universicy.”

Each of the [4 surveys included a
question on the respondent’s atttude o
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the “simple case™ of using IVF 1o help
internle married couples (Box). (Apart
from the wording of the question itself,
respondents were given no background
information on IVE.)

As specific aspects of IVF became
controversial and more widely discussed
in the media, later surveys included
supplementary questions on other
aspects of assisted reproductive technol-
ogy [ep, attitudes towards the use of
donor eggs, donor sperm, emhbryo freez-
ing, embryo donauon and surrogacy,
and opinions on whether the trearment
should be funded by Medicare),

Statistical analysis

In each survew, all respondents were
classified mto three groups: these who
“approved”, “disapproved”, or were
“undecided”, Sample sizes and stand-
ard crrors were available for all surveys
except the first two (July 1981 and
February 1982). For this reason,
results of the first two surveys were not
included in agpregate percentages,
Standard errors were adjusted by
BEMRC to account for clustering
effects,
MJA

Vol 179 17 Novemnber 2003



We compared the results of “pre-
20007 with “post-20007 surveys.
Aggregate percentages for pre-2000 and
post-2000 were derermined using a
weighted average of the individual sur-
vey percentages (ro accounrt for
“berween study™ variation), using the
method of DerSimonian and Laird.” We
also calculated an odds ratic (OR) com-
paring the odds of post-2000 approval
with the odds of pre-2000 approval.

Study approval

The study was approved by the Monash
IVF Research Committee. As no identi-
fving dara were used, ethics committee
approval was not sought,

RESULTS
Infertile married couples

For the “simple case”™ scenario of
whether IVF should be available to help
infertile marred couples, there was an
overall rend of rising approval among
respondents over the period July 1981
to November 2001 (Box).

The aggregate percentage of approv-
als for the July 1982-January 1997 sur-
veys was 7 BR% (95% CI 73.0%-
76.6%), compared with 85.6% (05%
CI, B3.0%-88.2%) for the October
2000-November 2001 surveys. The
10.8 percentage-point increase in
approval rate {accompanied by a fall in
disapproval rate) corresponds to an OR
af 2.0 (95% CI, 1.6-2.6).

Embryo donation

The July 1982 survey first explored the
attitudes to embryo donarion. Respond-
ents were asked whether they approved
of couples with excess embryos {after
infertlity treatment) being allowed to
donate embryos to other couples: 45%
approved, 3% disapproved and 25%
were undecided. By the August 1993
survey, the approval rate had risen to
65%, with 30% disapproving and 5%
undecided (OR, 2.3; 95% CI, 1.5-3.4).

Surrogate mothers

Attitudes to IVF surrogacy were first
tested in July 1982, Respondents were
asked, “The fertilised egg from one
married couple could be pur inro
MJA

Vol 179 17 Movember 2003

MEDICINE AND THE COMMUNITY

20-year period
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another woman, who would then
become pregnant. She would give the
baby back 1o the couple after it was
born, Should this be allowed?™ 32% of
respondents approved, 44%  disap-
proved and 24% were undecided. In the
1993 survey, when asked about “com-
mercial” surrogacy, 30% of respondents
approved, 59% disapproved and 11%
were undecided; however, if the surro-
gacy was “alruistic™, 53% approved,
36% disapproved and 11% were unde-
cided. The OR of (101 (953% CI, 0.6
1.4) for change in approval rate for
commercial surrogacy hetween the
1982 and 1993 survevs Was not statisc-
ically significant, However, the increase
in approval rate for altruistic surrogacy
over the same period was significant
(OR, 2.4; 93% CI, 1.6-3.6).

Single women

The possible use of donor sperm by
single women was first surveyed in 1903,
Respondents were asked, “Thinking
about single womnen with no male pariner
who wish o become pregnant having
aceess to donor sperm from a sperm bank
provided they pay asociated costs, Do
vou approve or disapprove of thate™: 18%
of respondents approved (the proportions
of respondents who disapproved or were
undecided are no longer available).

When asked the same quesrtion in the
Ocrober 2000 survey, 38% of respond-
ents approved, 34% disapproved and
8% were undecided. The increase in
approval rate corresponds o an OR of
2.8 (95% CI, 1.8-4.3).

Leshian women

In the 1993 survey, when asked ahour
artitudes to the use of donor sperm by
lesbian women, 7% of respondents
approved (the proportions of respond-
ents who disapproved or were unde-
cided are no longer available),

When the same question was repeated
i Ocrober 2000, the approval rate had
risen 1o 31 %, with 59% disapproving and
10% undecided, This represents a dra-
matc increase in approvals from the
1093 study (OR, 6.0; 95% CI, 3.0-11.0.

Medicare funding

In the wvery first survey (July L1981
respondents were asked, “Should cou-
ples be able o claim their test-tubce baby
treatment on health insurance?”. Until
19890, there was no specific funding for
IVF services, although some parts of the
service attracted a rebare as a normal
part of medical rrearment. Over a 20-
vear peried there has been an overall
increase i community approval of
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Medicare funding for IVF procedures
for infernle couples: 70% (July 1981},
64% (February 1992), 73% (January
19973, 79% {October 2000),

Some primary Jdata from the surveys
can be viewed on the Roy Morgan
website,”

DISCUSSION

As part of the biweekly survey of com-
munity artitudes — primarily relating 1o
political issues RMRC occasionally
included gquestions on assisted repro-
ductive rechnology to assess the Austral-
ian community’s anitudes o IVE

The “simple case™ scenario of using
IVFE 1o help infertile married couples was
assessed in each of the 14 surveys that
mncluded questions on IVE The approval
rate for this use of the technology was
already 77% in 1981. The high accept-
ance rate may have been related to Aus-
tralia’s success in producing the world’s
third IVF pregnancy (in 1980}, The 8%
fall in approval rarng in the following
vear may have been related 1o adverse
publicity abour some of the more contro-

versial aspects of IVF (eg, discarding
excess embryos).? Support for IVF
steadily increased over the following dec-
ade to reach 86% in 2001, The increase
may be related ro the frequent discussion
of reproductive rechnologies in the
media and to the fact that nearly two out
every 100 babies horn in Australia are
now conceived by IVE?

To our knowledge, our seral-survey
approach o assessing community atd-
tudes to a new medical technique s
unigue. Our study was restricted by our
inability to examine all aspects of IVF at
cach survey interval, as we were limited
by the availability of survey “space” at
varipus times.

Our data confirm the community's
approval of IVF technology and of the
government’s policy of regarding infer-
tility as a “medical” condition and
hence providing Medicare rebates for
IVF procedures,
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