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It is currently estimated that one out of six couples will experience infertility, which is considered if no pregnancy has occurred after one year of unprotected, well-timed intercourse.  From the medical point of view, this rule does not apply to couples where the female is over 35 or where either partner has a history of fertility-related problems.  It is suggested that for women over 35 who have not conceived within six months of trying, that they consult a physician.  

I suggest that regardless of your age and whether there is or isn’t a history of gynecological issues, you first consult with a naturopathic doctor for preconception care.  It is surprising how we choose to live with pain during ovulation, migraine headaches with our menses, chronic digestive complaints, or low libido, and still expect that we will be able to conceive within a few months of trying.  From my clinical experience, these are just a few of the many signs that our fertility is at risk.  Fertility is best when we are healthy.  Dealing with ongoing constipation, for example, is telling us that we are not healthy.
Infertility is an issue shared by women and men.  In approximately 35% of infertile couples the problem can be traced to the female, and in approximately 35% the problem can be traced to the man.  In the remaining 30% the problem is either shared by both partners or is "unexplained", according to the medical view.    As a naturopathic doctor, the unexplained can usually be explained when looking more closely at lifestyle habits and diet, and taking the Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) approach to determine patterns of imbalance that are affecting fertility.
I have focused my naturopathic practice on fertility because nothing could be more natural than the process of conception and pregnancy.  It made sense to me that people with fertility issues would greatly benefit from having naturopathic support.  I say this while fully recognizing the role conventional medicine has played in helping couples become parents who otherwise may not have.  I am very grateful for procedures such as intra-uterine insemination (IUI) and in-vitro fertilization (IVF).  Many people would not be parents of their own biological children if not for IUI and IVF.  For me, it doesn’t really matter HOW you get pregnant, only that the result is a healthy baby.  This article will offer basic information on naturopathic medicine, and to provide options so that you, the consumer, will have the best of both worlds.
What is Naturopathic Medicine?
Naturopathic Medicine or Naturopathy is a distinctively natural approach to health and healing that recognizes the integrity of the whole person.  The naturopathic practitioner strives to choose treatments that work with the vital force (inherent healing capacity of the person), respect the intelligence of the natural healing process, and follow the six underlying principles of Naturopathic Medicine:

· The healing power of nature (vis medicatrix naturae)

· Identify and treat the cause (tolle causam)

· First do no harm (primum no nocere)

· Treat the whole person (the multifactorial nature of health and disease)

· The physician as teacher (docere) and

· Prevention (prevention is the best “cure”)

The naturopathic profession today is held to very high standards.  For anyone who wishes to become a naturopathic doctor, you must first have a minimum of three years of full-time pre-medical study at the university level.  (Most naturopathic doctors have a B.Sc. or B.A.)  Pre-medical requirements are psychology, general chemistry, general biology, organic chemistry and biochemistry.  It is recommended that courses such as anatomy, physiology, and microbiology be taken as well.  

With this type of university level education under your belt, you are then eligible to apply to a college of naturopathic medicine.  Currently there are six recognized schools of naturopathic medicine in North America.  Four are in the United States, and two are in Canada.  The program is four years of intensive full-time study.  The first two years are focused on basic medical and clinical sciences, and the various naturopathic therapies.  The last two years continue with diagnostics, naturopathic philosophy and therapeutics as well as extensive clinical experience.  As a fourth year student, I recall many long hours spent on my studies, then putting in several 8-hour clinic shifts each week, plus preceptoring (observing) with established naturopathic doctors.  A 7-day week was not uncommon!

After graduation, the Naturopathic Physician Licensing Exam (NPLEX) must be written and passed with at least a 75% average.  This is a grueling four days where a total of 15 exams are given (12 written and 3 oral).  In all regulated states and provinces the NPLEX must be passed before a naturopathic doctor is eligible for registration and licensure.

I have gone into such detail because I think it’s important that the public learns how extensive naturopathic training is.  I strongly encourage you to seek out the care of a fully qualified naturopathic doctor.  Be sure to ask where the ND received their training.  Be aware of therapists who claim to be a naturopathic doctor (a warning sign is when the designation of ND is in small letters: “nd”), but who cannot show you documentation of graduation from one of the recognized colleges of naturopathic medicine.  The recognized colleges are: Canadian College of Naturopathic Medicine (Toronto, ON), Boucher Institute of Naturopathic Medicine (Vancouver, BC), Bastyr University – Naturopathic Medicine Program (Seattle, WA), National College of Naturopathic Medicine (Portland, OR), Southwest College of Naturopathic Medicine and Health Sciences (Tempe, AZ), and the University of Bridgeport College of Naturopathic Medicine (Bridgeport, CT).

What Are The Therapies Offered by Naturopathic Doctors?

The following therapies are considered part of a naturopathic doctor’s scope of practice.  Some practitioners may not use all modalities in their approach, while others may have a more eclectic style.  Typically clinical nutrition is considered the foundation for good naturopathic care, and other therapies are then applied.  Please note that future articles will describe each therapy in greater detail, and how it can specifically help fertility.
Clinical Nutrition

That food is the best medicine is a cornerstone of naturopathic practice.  Many medical conditions can be treated more effectively with foods and nutritional supplements than they can by other means, with fewer complications and side effects.  Naturopathic doctors use dietetics, natural hygiene, fasting, and nutritional supplementation in practice.

Botanical Medicine

Many plant substances are powerful medicines and are able to address a variety of problems simultaneously.  Their organic nature makes botanicals compatible with the body’s own chemistry; hence, they can be gently effective with few toxic side effects.

Homeopathic Medicine

Homeopathic medicine is based on the principle of “like cures like.”  It works on a subtle yet powerful electromagnetic level, gently acting to strengthen the body’s healing and immune response.  
Physical Medicine

Naturopathic Medicine has its own methods of therapeutic manipulation of muscles, bones, and spine.  ND’s may also use ultrasound, diathermy, exercise, massage, water, heat and cold, air, and gentle electrical pulses.  Bowen therapy is another therapy that is quickly becoming popular with naturopathic doctors because it utilizes gentle non-invasive movements that allow the body to heal itself.

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)

TCM is a complementary healing philosophy to Naturopathic Medicine.  Meridian theory offers an important understanding of the unity of the body and mind, and adds to the Western understanding of physiology.  Acupuncture provides a method of treatment which can unify and harmonize the imbalances present in disease conditions, which, if untreated, can result in illness.

Lifestyle Counselling

Lifestyle choices that have become maladaptive over time can have a tremendous impact on health.  Lifestyle counselling is able to provide insight into areas where changes can be made and behaviours modified.  The psychological aspect of health is also addressed.  Mental attitudes and emotional states may influence, or even cause, physical illness.  Lifestyle counselling helps to reduce stress and allows patients to manage their health more effectively.  Naturopathic doctors are also trained to refer patients to qualified therapists when psychological counselling is needed.

How Does A Naturopathic Approach Improve Fertility?
I practice naturopathic medicine in downtown Toronto, in close proximity to a number of medical fertility clinics.  Although I offer my services in other areas of reproductive health, I estimate that over 90% of my patients are dealing with fertility concerns.  Clearly, the need for naturopathic help is there.  While some are trying naturopathy alone, most are using naturopathic medicine as a support for medical treatment.   

With respect to fertility, it is important to consider that having difficulty conceiving or maintaining pregnancy may be related to nutritional deficiencies or excesses, lifestyle issues and stress management.  By allowing the body to change and balance while respecting its inherent ability to heal, naturopathic treatment can restore health and improve vitality.  With better energy comes improved fertility.  For example, women with irregular cycles may find that cycles eventually follow a more regular pattern, while men often have improved parameters on semen analysis.

These changes are possible, but the hard fact remains that there is no magic pill that naturopathic doctors prescribe to make these things happen.  It requires dedication and a strong commitment on the part of the naturopathic patient to follow through with some significant changes.  If you are ready to begin this journey to better health and improved fertility, then a qualified naturopathic doctor can help you.  

What to Expect
The initial visit with a naturopathic doctor is usually one hour to two hours in length.  This is an opportunity for you to talk about your fertility concerns, and to provide a complete medical history.  Therapeutic recommendations are made depending on the type of fertility issue and whether you are currently undergoing medical treatment.   The recommendations may or may not include nutrition, homeopathy, acupuncture and botanical medicine.   Follow up visits are between 30 minutes to one hour, often include a physical therapy such as acupuncture and/or ongoing assessment of nutritional, homeopathic or herbal prescriptions.
The Last Word

I once had a patient ask me if I found it boring to always be hearing essentially the same story.  The question surprised me.  I thought about what I was being asked.  Was it boring to listen to people pore out their hearts, share their pain and worries, go through another set of fertility charts, perform acupuncture for the thousandth time, hear good news (we’re pregnant!) and bad news (my period came), and explain in detail my prescriptions and why I was asking people to make these changes….wasn’t I bored?  I thought about this question for perhaps one second, and then I answered no, it is not boring.  It is exhilarating, it is incredible, it is uplifting, it is living life with purpose and with love.  It is, for me, my life’s passion and I feel so very lucky to be in this very privileged position of helping make a difference in people’s lives.  If you follow your passion, there is no way anyone could ever be bored.
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