Fertility and Traditional Chinese Medicine

By Judith Fiore, ND

For centuries, practitioners of Chinese Medicine have been able to help many  who were unable to conceive or carry a child to term.   Of all the natural therapies, Traditional Chinese Medicine or TCM, appears to have the highest rates of success for fertility issues.   Acupuncture and Chinese herbs are the primary therapies of TCM, along with Qi Gong breathing (Qi is pronounced “Chee“), massage, acupressure and meditation.  Acupuncture is the TCM treatment that North Americans are most familiar with, and in the West it is already showing increased pregnancy rates when combined with IVF.

The perspective taken by TCM is that infertility does not exist if a couple’s reproductive organs are intact and functioning.  Instead, the difficulty of becoming pregnant is considered a problem with balance.  In fact, in the whole of Chinese medicine, restoring balance is key to treatment.  The idea here is that being out of balance energetically will create subtle changes in our fertility that do not show up in standard medical tests.   The majority of my patients are told that there is nothing wrong with them, and their problem is labeled as “unexplained infertility”.  

Yet with a TCM approach, much can be explained when uncovering the energetic imbalances that are preventing conception.

Besides medically unexplained infertility, TCM is able to address endometriosis, uterine fibroids, PCOS, recurrent miscarriage, annovulation, luteal phase defect, and increasing success rates with ARTs.  TCM is also very successful with treating male factor fertility problems such as oligospermia, azoospermia, and motility issues.

Qi Energy - Yin and Yang

Qi is the life force that is present in every cell of our bodies.  Qi is made up of Yin and Yang, two opposite yet complementary energies that work together to maintain balance within every living being.  Yin energy is cooling and calming; Yang energy is warming and active.  Often, Yin is referred to as water, and Yang is fire.  However, do not think of Yin-water putting out Yang-fire, or Yang-fire drying up Yin-water.  Instead, Yin and Yang nourish and support each other.

In a woman’s cycle, Yin and Yang energies rise and fall throughout.  With fertility, the Yin must be sufficient to nourish the uterus and ovaries in the first half of the cycle.  However Yin cannot be activated unless there is sufficient Yang energy.  When the Yang is in balance with Yin, then the Yin energy is able to fertilize and nourish the egg.  In the second half of the cycle, Yang energy must heat the blood in the uterus to provide a warm and healthy environment for the embryo.  But when Yin’s cooling energy is deficient, the blood in the uterus becomes too hot and prevents the pregnancy from continuing.  A harmonious relationship must exist between Yin and Yang in order for fertilization, implantation and pregnancy to occur.

Causes and Patterns

Causes of energetic imbalances are often believed to be due to poor lifestyle choices.  A bad diet, especially with too many sweets, greasy foods and cold foods can lead to congestion of energy in the body.  As well, excessive work with very little rest and poor diet can result primarily in poor Kidney energy.

In TCM, problems with Kidney energy is considered the primary cause of fertility difficulties.  When a child is conceived, it is important that the Kidney energy of both parents be healthy, because it is this energy or Kidney-Essence that is passed on and must sustain that child throughout his or her life.  Think of Kidney-Essence as a gift of our procreative energies that is passed on to our children.  Therefore, if Kidney-Essence is deficient in either the man or woman or both, then it will be very difficult for a couple to conceive.

Deficiencies in Kidney Yang energy can be seen with a long menstrual period where the blood flow is either light or heavy, and backache, feeling cold, depression and frequent urination are experienced.  Deficiencies in Kidney Yin energy are considered when the cycle tends to be short with very little blood flow, the colour of the menstrual blood is light, and there are night sweats and dizziness.

Liver, because of its energetic function of storing the blood, is also a concern with fertility, especially for women.  With weaknesses in Liver energies, patterns of blood deficiency and blood stagnation are common.  A blood deficiency will present itself as very light periods, often with pale blood, or menses will often be late.  As well, tiredness, dizzy spells and depression can be manifested with a blood deficiency pattern.  Blood stagnation may be seen with irregular cycles, painful periods, dark blood with clots, irritability and abdominal pain.

Spleen is another organ that is important to fertility because of its function of transforming the energy from the food we eat into the energy or Qi for life itself.  Deficiencies of Spleen energy may appear as cravings for sweets and starchy foods, feeling bloated after meals, fatigue (especially with menses), spotting before periods, and having circulation issues (cold hands and feet in particular).

Other patterns include:

Dampness in the Lower Burner - irregular cycles, mid-cycle pain, vaginal discharge, obesity and/or feelings of heaviness, and adhesions (scarring) in 

the uterus.

Cold in Uterus - Longer cycles with light blood flow during the menses, small clots, pain during menses that is better with heat, feels cold either before and/or during the menses, sore back and pale face.

Blood-Heat - Shorter cycles with heavy flow, mental restlessness, feels hot during the menses and tends to be thirsty.

Herbal Formulas in Traditional Chinese Medicine

Herbal formulas used by TCM practitioners are prescribed according to the patterns of energy imbalance.  The goal with using herbs is to restore and maintain energetic balance in the body.   When looking at the body energetically, a woman may take two or more herbal formulas at different times of her cycle.  A woman’s cycle is divided into four different phases: Period phase (5 days), Post-menstrual phase (7 days), Mid-cycle phase (7 days), Pre-menstrual phase (7 days).  Each of these could require a different herbal combination depending on whether blood needs to be moved, Yin energy nourished, Yang energy tonified and so on.

As with any herbal medicines, it is not advised to take them while also taking medications during medical fertility treatment.  For this reason, I will only use herbal formulas when patients are not taking pharmaceuticals for at least three months.  The good news is that a three to six month phase of herbs often results in such improved fertility that the couple being treated either becomes pregnant naturally, or they achieve conception with their next IUI or IVF attempt.

Acupuncture

This is a treatment that has garnered a great deal of interest with fertility patients.   Acupuncture involves the insertion of very thin needles into various points of the body; usually in the abdomen, legs, feet, arms, hands, back, forehead, head and ears.  The actual insertion of these needles is virtually pain-free.  There can be a variety of sensations experienced: tingling, heat, pressure, pulling or tension, stinging, electrical-like currents moving up and down an area of the body, or soreness.  Acupuncture serves to re-connect and open channels of energy in the body, allowing for the proper flow of energy and a general sense of relaxation and well-being.

Acupuncture works because when it is applied correctly it will restore and maintain balance of Yin and Yang.  We know that ultrasound images before and after acupuncture show a significant increase of blood flow to the ovaries and uterus.  We also know that acupuncture will stimulate nerve fibres, increasing endorphin concentrations in the brain.  This in turn stimulates the pituitary, the gland which produces FSH and LH and controls the ovaries and testes.  This means that hormone activity is influenced by acupuncture and therefore a couple’s chances of conception is improved.

When choosing to have acupuncture, be sure to ask the practitioner if he or she uses sterile one-use only needles.  Ask to see them, and take note that they are opening the packages of acupuncture needles in front of you.  Also, the acupuncturist will swab each point with alcohol before needle insertion as part of good sterile technique.

Tongue and Pulse Diagnosis

When seeing a practitioner of TCM, it is essential that your tongue is looked at and your Chinese pulses are taken.  The appearance of the tongue will show what energy imbalances are in the body.  For example, if there is too much cold (indicated by a thick white coat) or heat (thick yellow coat) in the body, or if the colour is pale (indicates blood deficiency) or purplish (indicates stagnation).  Also, the areas where these anomalies appear will indicate which particular organ or organs are involved.  Much like a map, the tongue is a very quick and effective guide to the health of the body.

With the pulse, there are three different points on each wrist that are felt by the practitioner.  There are three depths at which the rate of each pulse and its characteristic or quality is assessed.  Depth refers to how much pressure is applied when feeling the pulses: light pressure for the superficial pulses, medium pressure for the middle pulses, and heavier pressure for the deep pulses.  Rate is how quickly or slowly the pulse is felt.  The quality of the pulse is whether the pulse feels tight or thin or full or bounding, etc.  The point on the wrist where the rate and quality is felt will indicate which organ system is out of balance and what type of pathology is being expressed.

Of the two, the pulse diagnosis is the most important, and you want to have it assessed at every visit.  This ongoing assessment is especially important for a woman because the pulses can differ according to where she is in her cycle.  When having acupuncture treatment, the practitioner must use pulse diagnosis to know what changes are occurring, and what acupuncture points should be done on that day.

The Final Word

For anyone who is considering TCM as a stand-alone treatment or to support medical fertility treatment, it is a world where many ancient truths must be balanced with modern reality.  We live in an era where we expect things “yesterday”, where trusting that our bodies are able to change if we can provide the time for this change is a daunting task.  With Traditional Chinese Medicine, we have an ancient yet still relevant treatment plan that can allow such a change to happen.  If you have wondered if TCM can help, I strongly encourage you to try it.  Be prepared that it may take several months before you experience improved health and fertility, but it is a journey that will be well worth the investment.

In the next IAAC Journal issue, I will be discussing Homeopathic Medicine and its help with fertility.  Until then, adieu.

