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Forty years of IVF 
by Chris Willmott, Science Editor

One of the unsettling aspects of growing older is 
the realization that events which occurred within 
your own lifetime are considered by others to be 
history. This experience struck me for the first time 
when one of my children was studying the fall of 
the Berlin Wall for their GCSE course.

2018 marks the 40th birthday of Louise 
Brown, the first baby produced by IVF (in vitro 

fertilization). For many readers of The Biochemist this pre-dates their own 
birth, and definitely falls into the category of history. In 1978, I was a schoolboy 
who hadn’t quite qualified for long trousers. I was sufficiently news-savvy to 
appreciate that a significant breakthrough had occurred but without being 
clear on the details. (In truth, I rather suspect this caveat could also have been 
applied to my understanding of the more traditional route to conception). In 
the intervening period, IVF has become the cornerstone of a broader array 
of assisted reproductive technologies (ART), some of which are discussed in 
more detail in articles in this issue. 

Of course we should not forget that IVF was initially highly controversial. 
Objections were based, in part, around the status of the embryo, and, in part, 
that a Pandora’s box had been opened which would unleash a plethora of 
unexpected consequence. The former concern persists amongst those who 
take a high moral view of the human embryo. However, with more than 6 
million children conceived via IVF, and with improvements in technology 
that have not only decreased the number of ‘spare’ embryos produced, but 
also facilitated the freezing of eggs as well as sperm, this worry has receded 
for many people. Additionally, the demonstration that many adults who 
were themselves conceived by IVF have gone on to have their own natural 
children, has offered further reassurance.

It is certainly true that there has been an escalation of realized or 
near-possible developments in reproductive science that would have 
been impossible without the original IVF breakthrough. Existing PGD 
(Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis) can hand-pick embryos free from a 
certain inheritable condition, but it could equally be used to select for other 
characteristics (for example, a deaf couple undergoing PGD to ensure that 
their child is also deaf). Particular worries now surround the potential 
application of genome editing tools such as CRISPR. Basic research, altering 
human embryos to better understand development, have already been 
conducted, including at the Francis Crick Institute in London. However, 
concerns remain about the generic safety of the approach, even before 
consideration of the ethics of any specific modifications or enhancements 
are brought into play. There are probably no other areas of science in which 
innovation is so explicitly double-edged. 

On a separate theme, I would like to send thanks and best wishes to Helen 
Albert, former editor of The Biochemist, who has recently left the Society to 
pursue a new science communication role based in Berlin. 


