What is meant by Fertility Awareness?

Understanding your fertility

Men are fertile all the time. Women are fertile for about one third of an
average menstrual cycle.® The woman’s own body gives her signs to help
her identify when she is potentially fertile during the cycle.

Fertility Indicators

The signs which the woman can detect herself are called the fertility
indicators and include changes in (i) the cervical mucus, (ii) in basal body
temperature (BBT) and (iii) in the cervix. These signs and symptoms have a
scientific basis and are due to the effects of the ovarian steroid hormones,
oestrogen and progesterone, on the fertility indicators during the cycle.®

Fertility Awareness

Fertility awareness means that the woman, by keeping a daily record on a
chart of the changes that occur in cervical mucus, in basal body temperature,
and in the cervix during the cycle, will be able to identify when the fertile
and infertile phases of the cycle occur, irrespective of cycle length.*

Natural family planning (NFP) is when the woman applies the Rules of her
chosen method of NFP to this daily record in order to define when the fertile
and infertile phases begin and end. The couple must learn these rules from a
qualified NFP teacher.

Classification of the Fertility Indicators

The fertility indicators are classified as major indicators which can detect
either the beginning or the end of the fertile phase, and minor indicators
which are inconstant and do not detect the beginning or the end of the
fertile phase.’ The scientific basis for these effects are well described in
the study by Moghissi.®

Major Indicators

e Changes in cervical mucus.”
e Changes in basal body temperature (BBT).’
e Changes in the cervix’

Minor Indicators

The woman may also find other fertility indicators of a minor nature useful,
such as the ‘calendar calculation’, and the presence of various symptoms
(called molimina) e.g. ovulation pain (mittelschmertz)’ or breast symptoms.


https://naturalfamilyplanningireland.ie/what-is-meant-by-fertility-awareness/
https://naturalfamilyplanningireland.ie/nfptai-documentation/mucus-as-an-indicator-of-fertility/
https://naturalfamilyplanningireland.ie/nfptai-documentation/brief-overview-of-temperature/
https://naturalfamilyplanningireland.ie/nfptai-documentation/cervix-observation/

When is the fertile phase of the menstrual cycle and how long
does it last?

The fertile phase of the cycle includes the time when the mature ovum is
available for fertilization at ovulation and the 6 days or so leading up to
ovulation when oestrogenic fertile-type cervical mucus is present. (Fig.
7-16).

In other words the fertile phase is the combined time of the lifespan of the
ovum (egg) after ovulation, (24 hours), and the lifespan of sperm in fertile-
type mucus before ovulation, (5 days).'’Therefore the fertile phase during
which sexual intercourse could potentially result in conception lasts for 6 —
9 days.’
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Fig. 7-16 (The fertility Cycle) : This diagram shows the three phases of the
fertility cycle, the fertile phase comes after the 1°* infertile phase and
before the 2 infertile phase. The presence of mucus at the vulva either by
sensation or appearance is an indication of potential fertility. The 2™
infertile phase after ovulation is definitely infertile as the ovum lives for
just one day and there will be no further ovulation in that cycle.

Can fertility awareness and natural family planning be used by
women with irregular cycles?

A1l women can use fertility awareness and natural family planning to identify
when they are potentially fertile by learning to recognise the changes in the
fertility indicators, that is, changes in the ‘cervical mucus’, ‘basal body
temperature’, and ‘cervix’ during the cycle, (fertility awareness). This
applies to all women of child-bearing age whether their menstrual cycle is
regular or irregular.
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