
The 80/20 plan-
Take the enclosed quiz to see how 80/20 you are…

Nutrition, Body Weight and Infertility
There is no magic diet which is associated with pregnancy, nor
are there any foods which cause infertility (except in women
with PCO- see enclosed PCO article by Hillary Wright). It is
known that body weight can have an impact; there have been
numerous research projects to assess the impact of BMI in the
women on IVF outcome. Most have shown that either a high or
low BMI is associated with lower pregnancy rates than in
women with a normal BMI. However, several studies have not
shown any relationship between weight and outcome. It does
appear that women with a higher BMI require higher doses of
gonadotropins to achieve follicular maturation. Some research
also indicates a relationship between BMI and sperm
production, with a high BMI being associated with decreased
production of normal sperm. Thus, both members of the couple
are advised to try to keep their BMI in the normal range.
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There is no data to support any specific diet or group of foods to
enhance fertility. However, one study which looked at the
impact of a low carb diet on rats found lower rates of
reproduction when rats were put on a low carb diet. .Another
study which looked at the impact of a low calorie diet in obese
women undergoing IVF found lower pregnancy rates in women
who were dieting, when compared to women who were not
dieting.  Thus, it appears that intense dieting might adversely
affect fertility. 

Recent research on low fat dairy foods suggests that eating low
fat dairy is correlated with an increased risk of ovulatory
problems. However, further research is needed prior to making
any recommendations about  fat intake.

 See enclosed articles by Hillary Wright for more details about
specifics about nutrition.  It is recommended that any woman
trying to conceive make sure that she is taking in enough folic
acid and many practitioners suggest that both members of the
couple take a daily multivitamin. However, obtaining vitamins
and minerals from food is far superior to relying on
supplements.

Lifestyle Behaviors and Infertility

Dr. Alice Domar, 2021



The one exception to this is calcium. It is difficult to obtain the
recommended amount of calcium (1500 mg for women of
childbearing age) with diet alone since to eat or drink that
amount might require one to take in too many calories. Calcium
carbonate and calcium citrate are good sources.  One should
avoid oyster shell (could have high levels of mercury) or bone
meal (could have high levels of lead) however. 

Caffeine
Caffeine has been shown in some studies to be associated with
lower pregnancy rates in IVF and has also been connected to
miscarriage. In one study, patients whose intake of caffeine was
less than 50 mg per day had significantly higher pregnancy
rates than in women who had higher caffeine intake. Thus, it
might make sense to attempt to limit caffeine consumption to
50 mg or less per day.  It is recommended that if you decide to
reduce your caffeine intake, you do so slowly. Very slowly.
Caffeine withdrawal is unpleasant and can be avoided if done
appropriately. 

Lifestyle Behaviors and Infertility

Dr. Alice Domar, 2021



Lifestyle Behaviors and Infertility

Dr. Alice Domar, 2021



Alcohol
It is well known that alcohol is harmful to the developing baby if
ingested during pregnancy and several studies have shown that
the more alcohol a woman drinks during the preconception
period, the longer it takes her to get pregnant. Most infertility
specialists recommend that their patients limit the intake of
alcoholic beverages. However, there is no evidence to suggest
that an occasional drink is harmful.

Nicotine
Nicotine exposure is very harmful to the conception process. In
smokers, nicotine has been found in the fluid in which the eggs
develop in the follicle. Recent research showed that smokers
literally added ten years to their chances, i.e. a 25 year old
smoker has the same chance of conceiving through IVF as a 35
year old nonsmoker. Women who are attempting conception
need to sharply limit all exposure to nicotine, both from smoking
as well as secondhand smoke. Many IVF centers won’t even
accept smokers into their programs. 
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Potential to help infertility patients (acupuncture, nutritional
counseling)
No known data to say either way (massage, yoga, reiki)
Potential to harm infertility patients (herbs)

Artificial sweeteners
There is no data on the impact of artificial sweeteners on
fertility. That said, there is no reason to be imbibing artificial
sweeteners other than if one is diabetic or has other medical
reasons to avoid sugar. There is no data which shows that
artificial sweeteners lead to weight loss. They tend to trigger
cravings for high sugar and high fat foods. There are many ways
to avoid them, especially with the current variety of flavored
waters and bubbly waters. Some obstetricians recommend that
pregnant patients avoid all artificial sweeteners so perhaps the
preconception period is a good time to start.

Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM) Approaches
These approaches can be separated into three categories:
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There have been a number of studies on the impact of
acupuncture on IVF patients undergoing embryo transfer (ET).
All of the published studies show a benefit to receiving
acupuncture both before and following ET, i.e. women who were
randomized to receive the acupuncture had higher pregnancy
rates than the women who were randomized to be in the control
(no treatment) group. However, it is too early to say that
acupuncture definitely does lead to increases in pregnancy
rates. The placebo effect has not been ruled out.  In addition,
there has not yet been any research on the impact of
acupuncture on non ET patients. Practitioners of these
approaches actually recommend that patients come in for
regular, often weekly treatment, and not rely on the potential
efficacy of just the pre and post ET sessions. But research to
investigate these recommendations has not yet been done.
Other than the cost of treatment, there is no downside to
pursuing acupuncture; complications are extremely rare.

Nutritional counseling has been shown to be effective both in
terms of weight loss and weight gain. Obese patients who lose
relatively small amounts of weight (in the range of 10-20
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pounds) as well as underweight patients who gain weight (in the
range of 6-8 pounds) achieve higher pregnancy rates than
women whose weight is unchanged. 

There is no data on the efficacy of massage, yoga, or reiki with
infertility patients. If one can afford these treatments, and enjoy
the sessions, there is no reason not to pursue them.

The ingestion of herbs however may carry significant risks. Both
domestic as well as Asian herbs are untested and are
contraindicated for women pursuing pregnancy.

Exercise
There are lots of good reasons to exercise; it reduces stress,
can effectively treat anxiety and depression, is associated with
weight loss, and can lead to reductions in risk for major diseases
such as heart disease, cancer, and osteoporosis.

However, it is also associated with decreases in fertility in some
animal studies and no one knows the impact it has on fertility in
humans. A recent study, published in the October 2006 issue of
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Obstetrics and Gynecology, investigated the relationship
between exercise and IVF outcome. It showed that women who
had been regularly exercising for up to ten years prior to
undergoing IVF had significantly lower pregnancy rates than
women who had not regularly exercised during that time. The
study also found that the more intense the exercise, the lower
the pregnancy rates; women who did cardiovascular exercise
such as running or bicycling were less likely to conceive than
women who walked.  However, the amount of exercise that
women did during the actual IVF cycle was not noted. 

We also don’t know the impact of exercise during other forms
of infertility treatment. Nor has anyone ever investigated the
impact of stopping exercise in women who have been
attempting to conceive. 

A trial period of less intense exercise, such as walking, seems to
be a reasonable recommendation for infertility patients who
regularly engage in cardiovascular exercise.
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