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There is a long history of using Chinese medicine to aid fertility.  As long ago as 200 A.D., the classic Chinese text Shang Han Lun described the herbal treatment of infertility and miscarriage, and documented some formulae that are still used for these purposes today.  In modern China, herbs and acupuncture are used to treat many gynaecological disorders that accompany and contribute to infertility, such as irregular menstruation, amenorrhoea, endometriosis, uterine fibroids, and heavy menstrual bleeding due to anovulation.  Along with physical complications and hormonal imbalances, these disorders can affect a patient’s ability to become pregnant.  However, many successful cases have been reported in Chinese medicine journals where infertility has been treated using Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM).

In Western medicine, there are several primary pathological conditions that may interfere with a woman’s ability to achieve pregnancy.

1. Ovarian factors

When the ovaries decline in function, follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH levels increase in order to induce ovulation.  FSH levels above 10 IU/L indicate that the ovarian function has declined, making pregnancy more difficult to achieve.  Even when pregnancy does occur, it is usually more difficult for the woman to carry the embryo to term, and miscarriage often results.  In addition, oestrogen and progesterone levels decrease, causing thinning of the endometrium.

Another condition of the ovaries is the occasional or total failure to ovulate.  This may be due to hormonal changes causing irregular menstruation, amenorrhoea, or heavy uterine bleeding.  This condition may also be due to polycystic.
2. Fallopian tube factors

3. Uterine factors

4. Cervical factors

According to Chinese medicine, the yin, yang, qi and blood of the kidneys all need to be perfectly balanced in order for fertilisation to occur.  In addition, in Chinese medical gynaecology, ren (controlling vessel) and chong (thoroughfare vessel) play very important roles as well.  The ren vessel, also known as the “se of yin”, helps regulate menstruation, fertility, conception, pregnancy, childbirth and menopause.  The chong vessel, often referred to as the “sea of blood”, nourishes the blood and works in concert with the ren vessel to regulate the uterus and menstruation.

The following patterns related to the uterus and the chong and ren vessels, which include the ovaries and Fallopian tubes.

1. Absence of blood and yin
If the liver blood and kidney yin are lacking, the essence will not be sufficient to nourish the uterus and chong and ren vessels.  This condition may bring about various problems with the eggs, such as the inability of the egg to be fertilised, the fertilised egg not being able to implant itself and grow, or the lack of any eggs.

2. Absence of qi and yang
When the qi and yang of the spleen and kidneys are lacking, there is inadequate energy to transform and activate the uterus and chong and ren vessels, which also leads to the inability of the egg to be fertilised, or for the fertilised egg to implant and grow.

3. Repletion patterns

Pathogenic factors such as cold, heat, phlegm and dampness, as well as stagnation of qi and stasis of blood have the effect of obstructing the uterus and blocking its channels.  Fertilisation cannot occur because of this blockage.

There are some similarities between the Western and Chinese concepts of pathology.  For example, absence or irregularity of ovulation, a small uterus, thin endometrium, poor quality eggs, few follicles, low oestradiol or progesterone and high FSH often correspond to the absence of kidney yin, yang or both, as well as the absence of qi and blood.  Uterine myomas, ovarian cystitis, adhesions, endometriosis and blockage of Fallopian tubes often correspond to the Chinese medical pattern of qi stagnation and blood stasis with phlegm and damp.  Cervical, vaginal, pelvic and Fallopian tube infections often correspond to damp heat or toxins with blood stasis.
According to the root causes of infertility, in each case the purpose of Chinese herbs is to rectivy the underlying imbalance to restore normal functions.  No individual herb is considered especially useful for promoting fertility.  Rather, more than 150 different herbs, usually given in complex formulae comprised of 15 or more ingredients, are used in the treatment of infertility with the purpose of correcting a functional or organic problem.

A number of fertility formulae can be purchased off-the-shelf in Chinese medical clinics and shops, and for uncomplicated cases this is often adequate.  However, it is always preferable for women with persistent infertility to obtain prescriptions and acupuncture treatment following consultation with a doctors expert in Chinese herbs and acupuncture.
