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Acupuncture: A Cure for Infertility?

by Catherine Donaldson-Evans - Fox News

NEW YORK - At 36, Lucy Appert has suffered through two miscarriages, a stillbirth
at 8 1/2 months and, because of a rare pregnancy-related liver dysfunction,
intensive illness and surgery.

Yet after enduring five painful years of trying to have their own baby, Appert and
her husband Edward finally saw their dream come true last month when their son
Henry was born - premature, but healthy.

For all the fertility treatments, technologies and prenatal care available to women
today, Appert credits the success of her pregnancy to an ancient Chinese secret.

"I recommend acupuncture to everyone," Appert said. "It does work. I did
everything possible for years to have a baby. I almost lost hope."

The millennias-old Asian medical practice - in which the acupuncturist places tiny
needles in various pressure points, or "Qi" (Chee), in the body to improve
circulation and reduce stress - has been around in the United States for years as
an "alternative" treatment for numerous ailments.

But recently, acupuncture has been picking up steam as a possible remedy for
female infertility, with a handful of American and European studies showing that it
enhances the success rate of in vitro fertilization (IVF).

"Do I believe in it? Absolutely," said Dr. Paul C. Magarelli, an infertility doctor at
the Reproductive Medicine & Fertility Center in Colorado Springs, Colo., and co-
author of an ongoing study into the use of acupuncture with IVF with Dr. Diane K.
Cridennda. Cridennda is a licensed acupuncturist with a master's degree in
Oriental medicine from the International Institute of Chinese Medicine who
owns East Winds Acupuncture, also in Colorado Springs.

Magarelli said he joined the study at the urging of Cridennda, who had approached
him about using acupuncture with IVF based on her knowledge of its history as an
Eastern fertility treatment. A skeptic at first, Magarelli said he dismissed the idea
for a while before signing on.
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"I thought, this is rubbish - it can't be true," Magarelli said. "But no matter how I
look at this data, I see an improvement. ... I'm pretty much a convert."

In general, studies seem to indicate that doing acupuncture about 30 minutes
before and after in vitro fertilization can increase the chance that the embryo will
be implanted successfully and reduce the chance of miscarriage.

There are also indications that the effectiveness of the IVF drugs and procedure
may improve if acupuncture is done about once a week in the month or two
leading up to the start of IVF and then continued regularly - once or twice a week
- during the whole cycle.

And, as in Appert's case, there is anecdotal evidence that acupuncture can help
with other fertility and pregnancy problems. Appert didn't need IVF to conceive,
but she was told she probably couldn't carry a healthy baby to term because of
her liver disorder.

But some doctors caution that there is no "magic pill" for fertility, pregnancy and
IVF troubles - whether it's acupuncture or something else.

"The jury is still out on that," said Dr. Eric Surrey, president of the Society for
Assisted Reproductive Technology (SART), who has a practice at the Colorado
Center for Reproductive Medicine. "I don't think we have good data to show that
acupuncture before and after the embryo transfer is truly beneficial."

And they warn against making too much of claims that acupuncture can help with
having babies.

"It's impossible to say at this point," said Dr. Robert Schenken, president of the
American Society for Reproductive Medicine (ASRM), who has a practice at
the University of Texas Health Science Center. "In the absence of any controlled
data, I don't think we can come to a firm conclusion."

Promising Research

Acupuncture seems to help some women because it improves circulation to the
ovaries - which makes for healthier eggs - and to the uterus, which increases the
chances that the lining will be strong enough to hold those eggs to full-term.

"Acupuncture provides better circulation and better blood flow to the womb," said
Dr. Raymond Chang, director of New York's Meridian Medical Group, who has been
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incorporating acupuncture into fertility treatments for the past decade. "It will give
a better chance for the eggs to be nourished and therefore carried."

There's also the fact that acupuncture can be a stress-reliever during an emotional
time.

"Trying to get pregnant is incredibly stressful," said Victoria Koos, the
acupuncturist who treated Appert at Yin and Tonic Acupuncture in New York.
"They're crossing their fingers. The longer they're trying to get pregnant, the
worse it gets ... Part of [acupuncture's success] is simply relaxation. When the
body is relaxed, all systems function better."

The Colorado study Magarelli and Cridennda presented at a conference this fall is
one of a series the pair have done with acupuncture and in vitro.

That one looked at 114 patients who had a good chance of IVF being effective,
some who did acupuncture and some who didn't. It found, among other things,
that there were fewer miscarriages, more preghancies and a 7 percent higher birth
rate among those who got acupuncture treatment over those who didn't,
according to Magarelli.

It piggybacked off other research the team did on 147 "poor responders" to IVF,
which found that the pregnancy rate was 40 percent, with 11 percent more babies
born, among those who did acupuncture with in vitro fertilization compared to
those who didn't.

In March, Magarelli and Cridennda released findings in Italy involving patients with
an average prognosis for IVF success. Those yielded clear numbers that the
preghancy rate increased with acupuncture by 24 percent, according to Magarelli.

"What got us was that now we were seeing a firm trend toward getting more
people pregnant,” he said.

The Colorado research seems to support some findings of two earlier studies, one
in Germany by lead researcher Dr. Wolfgang E. Paulus - published in ASRM's
"Fertility and Sterility" in April 2002 - and one in Sweden by lead researcher
Elisabet Stener-Victorin in the 1990s.

Of course, even those who believe in acupuncture concede that while the existing
studies have yielded good information, there still isn't sufficient evidence, or a
broad enough sample of patients tested, to call acupuncture a proven remedy.
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"We are convinced, but scientifically you need proof - or so-called proof," Chang
said. "There is a whole set of proof from lab experiments and animal studies to
human studies, but it's very difficult to do human studies."

Schenken noted that even though there might be one set of data showing positive
results, "it really needs to be corroborated, preferably with several different
studies and different patient populations." For example, there can be bias when
the entire study sample comes from the same clinic, or when patients know
they're doing something different from usual.

Schenken said he doesn't get asked about acupuncture often, but when patients
do, "we don't recommend it, but we do not discourage it."

Surrey takes a similar approach. In his opinion, the data "is not bad" on the theory
that acupuncture can help when administered before IVF, but as far as
acupuncture generally improving fertility or helping after the embryo transfer in
IVF, "there really isn't a whole lot of data on that."

But at the very least, "there is absolutely nothing to show that it's harmful if it's
done with a trained and appropriately skilled acupuncturist," he said. It's a notion
that nearly everyone in the medical field - whether they believe in needles and Qi
or not - seems to agree upon.

Some Eastern medicine-Western medicine rivalry may come into play with how to
treat reproductive problems, but Chang said he sees more resistance with the use
of Chinese herbs - which are ingested - than he does with acupuncture. Often, it's
the in vitro specialists themselves who refer their patients to him for acupuncture
after a couple of failed IVF attempts.

As for the couples trying to bring a child into the world - particularly through a
complicated, invasive procedure like IVF- anything that helps the process along is
welcome.

"IVF is so technical that patients feel like they're being pushed and pulled ... with
acupuncture, they're in a sense taking some control," Magarelli said. "Acupuncture
isn't a needle, it's an environment."

Added Koos: "They're on these incredibly strong drugs that make the poor women
crazy. They're running around like Catwoman. This is to help them stay sane while
they're going through the process."
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The emotional cost of infertility comes with a hefty financial price tag as well - in
vitro fertilization can cost anywhere from $10,000 to $20,000 a cycle and
generally isn't covered by insurance; acupuncture ranges from about $30 to over
$200 per treatment - Koos and Chang charge about $90 a pop - and certain health
plans do cover at least a portion of it.

Meanwhile, researchers and experts in the field are excited at what they're seeing
in the studies. Chang said he's currently working with NYU Medical Center on a
trial that looks at IVF with and without acupuncture.

Appert, for her part, was at the end of her rope and felt she had nothing to lose.
She started acupuncture with Koos about two months before she began trying to
conceive - with needles in her toes and a couple of liver points - and continued
with the treatments throughout the pregnancy.

"The first time I went, I was completely terrified. My husband went with me and
held my hand," she said. "I could feel the muscles in my liver jump and an electric
current going through my body. It was very strange but also felt right."

She said being monitored by both her obstetrician and Koos helped reassure her
about what was going on during her high-risk pregnancy.

"She would tell me things about how I was doing physically and then I would go to
the doctor and he would tell me the same thing," remembers Appert, who works
as a professor.

When she got sick late in the pregnancy, both Koos and Appert's OB/GYN were
able to detect when her liver went dangerously haywire and get her to the hospital
for delivery six weeks early, before the problem harmed the fetus and caused
another stillbirth.

Regardless of the skeptics, Appert said she's relieved that she was finally able to
have a nearly full-term baby of her own. At 4 pounds, 6 ounces, Henry has been in
intensive care but otherwise is doing "fine."

"It really was a miracle," the new mom gushed. "It's one of these weird things that
Western medicine can't explain."



