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Abstract 
Background: Ethical dilemmas continue to unfold 
as a result of the expanding roles of assisted 
reproduction. Understanding the basic ethical 
principles of Autonomy, Justice, Beneficence and 
Non-maleficence as key components of practice 
when providing advanced fertility management 
cannot be over emphasized. 
Ethics simply refers to the moral principles that 
govern a person or groups behavior. It is also defined 
as a code of moral principles derived from a system 
of values and beliefs that help define the correctness 
of our actions. 
Critical opinions have been expressed in the area of 
commodification of human tissue. There arc also 
growing concerns about cross border reproductive 
care and its implication on reproductive health.Since 
ethical dilemmas may not be resolved at once, 
continuous appraisal of the current situation with the 
aim of developing locally relevant ethical frames 
works is desirable. 
Examining these ethical concerns which confront our 
daily practices is not only pertinent but expedient as 
there has been a gradual expansion of assisted 
conception services in Nigeria. 
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Resume 
Contexte: Lcs dilemmes ethiqucs continucnt dc se 
dcroulcr en raison des roles c ro i s san t s dc la 
reproduct ion assis tcc. La comprehens ion des 
principcs ethiqucs dc base dc Fautonomic, dc la 
justice, dc la bcncfiquc ct dc la non- malcficc cn 
tant que composantcs clcs dc la pratique lors dc la 
gestion avanccc dc la fcrtilitc nc pcut pas ctrc sur 
appuycc. 
L'cthiquc sc rcfcrc simplcmcnt aux principcs moraux 
qui regisscnt un comportcmcnt de pcrsonnc ou dc 
groupe. II est 6galcmcnt defini commc un code de 
principcs moraux derive d'un systcmc dc valcurs ct 
dc croyanccs qui aident a ddfinir Fexactitude dc nos 
actions. 

Des opinions critiques out etc cxprimecs darts ,1c 
domainc dc la marchandisation des tissus humains. 
II cxistc cgalenient des inquietudes croissantcs 
conccrnant lcs soins dc reproduction trans frontagers 
ct scs implications sur la santc reproductive. Commc 
lcs dilemmes ethiqucs pcuvcnt nc pas ctrc rcsolus a 
la fois, unc evaluation continue dc la situation 
actucllc dans le but dc contribucr au dcvcloppcmcnt 
dc Fcncadrcmcnt cthiquc appropric sur lc plan local 
est souhaitablc. 
L'cxamcn dc ccs preoccupations ethiqucs qui font 
face a nos pratiques quotidicnncs n'est pas sculcmcnt 
pertinent mais opportun; car il y a cu unc expansion 
progressive des scrviccs dc conception assistcc au 
Nigeria. 

Mots-eles: Ethicjue, dilemme, aided la reproduction 

Overview 
Several ethical dilemmas have arisen from the 
practice of assisted reproduction and over the years 
have led to questioning the rationale to provide or 
refuse treatment, conduct research or participate in 
such. Critical concerns have been expressed in the 
areas of gamete sale and purchase which often connotc 
commodification of human parts. The fact that the 
human embryo could be observed outside the body, 
generated intense curiosity as was observed with the 
conccption and birth of Louis Brown in July, 1978. 

"Ethics" is derived from the Greek word 
"Ethos" and refers to the moral principles that govern 
a person or groups behavior. It is also defined as a 
code of moral principles derived from a system of 
values and beliefs that help define the correctness 
of our actions. It is about right or wrong and the 
reasons we give for our choices and actions. 

The key principles involved in ethics arc 
Rcspcct for persons (autonomy), Bcncficcnce, Non-
maleficence and Justice. Rcspcct for person ensures 
confidentiality of treatment while Bcncficcncc seeks 
to maximize g(xxl. Non-maleficence is an ethical duty 
to do no harm. Justice on the other hand refers to fairness 
and equitable distribution of benefits and risks. 
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l.thim! dtlcmas in nswi.sWt! reproduction 

therefore beeomes unfair to provide solutions to 
biological problems only to those who can afford 
them. 

Fer t i l i ty c l in ics which p rov ide a s s i s t e d 
reproduction services were initially located in the 
commercial cities of Nigeria, such as Lagos, Abuja 
and Port-Marcourt. However in addressing the wide 
gap between the need for assisted reproduct ion 
services and the availability of such facilities, other 
centres located at less commercial cities such as 
Benin, Asaba, Kaduna, Ibadan, Osogbo amongst 
others have been established. The main limiting 
factor to acccssing such care is the cost of the 
procedure currently averaging about 2000-2700 US 
dollars per cycle [ I ]. This is further compounded by 
the limited insurance coverage for most procedures 
related to fertility treatment. Denying the poor the 
solut ion to their infertility needs contradicts the 
principle of justice and fairness. 

Another topical cthical question is " W h o has 
the right to reproduce?" Generally, it is assumed that 
a married heterosexual couple in a stable relationship 
merits consideration for assisted reproduction. This 
relationship is thought to provide the most conducive 
e n v i r o n m e n t fo r C h i l d r e a r i n g . H o w e v e r , 
considerations may be given to single parents since 
I has been argued that legal marr iage of fers no 
guarantee of a suitable environment to raise children 
12]. Others have also argued that methods employed 
n assisted reproduction may actually challenge the 
ncaning o f Family", thus affecting the perception 
»f children in such situations. In developed countries 
lerc is a propensity to treat unmarried heterosexual 
ouplcs, homosexual couplcs and single women. In 
ligcria, a country with low divorce rates, most 
j u p l e s p r e sen t ing fo r a s s i s t e d concep t ion a r e 
:tcrosexual and legally married. 

lultifctal Pregnancy Reduction (MFPR) 
lie e th ica l c o n c e r n s r a i s ed a r c l inked to that 
isociatcd with a b o r t i o n . Mu l t i f e t a l p r e g n a n c y 
duction used to increase the chances of survival 
' higher order pregnancy is psychological ly and 
;>raIly demanding. T h e explicit intension of M F P R 
not to terminate pregnancy but to increase the 
rvival c h a n c e s o f the remain ing fe tuses . Th i s 
vice is rarely offered in Nigeria, since the society 

ices a high premium on childbirth and higher order 
rgnancics are often desired especially amongst the 
e r t i l e . H o w e v e r , p r e v e n t i o n o f m u l t i p l e 
•gnancics should be preferred to M F P R . This can 
ucJiievcd by ensuring few embryos arc transferred 
a s s i s t e d r e p r o d u c t i o n . M F P R is g e n e r a l l y 
cptuhlc if the physician lias acted according to 

laid down regulations and tried to minimize the risk 
of multiple pregnancy [13]. The benefits for the 
remain ing embryos ol reducing a higher order 
multiple pregnancy far outweighs the disadvantage 
or risk of future miscarriage. The benefit of reduction 
of twin gestation to a singleton fetus is debatable. 
However may be carried out in cases of maternal 
disease, poor obstetric outcome and compelling 
social and psychological reasons | I3J . 

Older women and in-vitro fertilization (IVF) 
The major concern about treating older women is 
the issue of donor oocytcs [14]. All forms of 
treatments for infertility bccoinc less efficacious with 
advancing maternal age and indeed age seems to be 
the rate limiting step in conception. In women over 
the age of 40 years, the take home baby rate is about 
1-3% [14]. Results obtained from oocyte donation 
have been very good and the process poses minimal 
risks to the mother and baby. 

An important cthical concern with the older 
women is parentage. Is il justifiable to treat women 
over the age of 50 years? Is it right for a woman to 
seek fertility treatment when she knows that she 
would not be able to cope with being a mother? Arc 
the interests of the potential child better served by 
older mothers? These arc issues that need to be 
resolved before considering older women for fertility 
treatment. A very careful distillation of information 
regarding potential risks and benefits to all parties 
must be considered. 

Il is o f t e n not a c c e p t a b l e to w i t h h o l d 
t reatments on the grounds of the interest of the 
potential child not being served. 

Cross border reproductive care (CBRC) 
This is a growing phenomenon involving patients 
crossing borders from countries of residence to other 
c o u n t r i e s wi th the goa l of r e c e i v i n g s p e c i f i c 
reproductive treatments not available or allowed in 
their coun t ry . It r ep resen t s the convergence of 
commerce, medicine and travel. It is often referred 
to as reproductive tourism or exile. Drivers of CBRC 
inc lude p roh ib i t ion of t r ea tmen t in o r ig ina t ing 
country, unavailable expertise, long waiting list and 
exorbitant cost of treatment. 

T h e m a i n e t h i c a l c o n c e r n h e r e is the 
commodification of human parts. It encourages the 
sale and purchase of gametes across borders and may 
be subject to exploitation and transmission of genetic 
disorders . There is a s t rong moral condemnation 
against putting par ts or products of the human body 
on sale 115); only a gift is morally permissible. 
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