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“We must always remember that in vitro fertilization (IVF), like all treatments, is more successful when we work at achieving peak physical and mental condition.  The connection between the mind/body and fertility cannot be stressed enough.” 
--Christo Zouves, MD
Traditional naturopathy is a drugless, non-medical philosophy of health promotion that stimulates the body to heal itself through non-invasive therapies and health education.  It is a broad approach that includes any therapy aligned with the laws of nature.  Through health information, naturopathy empowers individuals to make changes conducive to improved physical, emotional, mental and spiritual health.  A naturopathic approach to infertility includes, but is certainly not limited to, improving nutritional status, detoxification, mind-body techniques and hands-on therapies such as energy-based healing modalities and craniosacral therapy.
The earliest known healing systems among ancient civilizations throughout the world were free of synthetics, chemicals and surgery and could be termed naturopathic.  However, the field of naturopathy as currently practiced has its origins in 18th century Europe through observation of nature, noting how animals self-treat with wild herbs and hydrotherapy and their requirement for raw food, clean water, fresh air, sunlight and rest to maintain health, basics that many humans don’t receive.   Animals with poor nutrition or in highly stressed and unhealthy environments stop reproducing.  Having grown up on a farm, I witnessed the development of infertility in our cattle, and observed how my father dealt with the problem by correcting the cows’ nutritional deficiency.
I began studying and exploring holistic approaches to infertility during my own prolonged difficulty building a family. Individuals experiencing infertility often turn to naturopathy in pursuit of a more natural or holistic approach to fertility.  They may use naturopathy to optimize success while pursuing medical treatment, or turn to naturopathy when there is no medically identifiable cause to their infertility or medical treatment has been unsuccessful.  Others use naturopathy to heal, mind, body and soul after infertility has taken a toll on their life and health.
Diet and Nutrition

Infertility in men and women and miscarriage  have been linked with certain nutritional deficiencies.  A diet with an emphasis on vegetables and fruits, preferably organic and raw, as well as beans, lentils, nuts and seeds, can address nutritional deficiencies.  Likewise, optimal body pH and body mass index (BMI) can be achieved by consuming a diet high in vegetables and fruits, which are alkaline, and consuming less grains, dairy, meat and sugar, which are acidic.  In addition to balancing body pH, fresh vegetables and fruits contain live enzymes and antioxidants, and are detoxifying, stimulate the immune system, promote healing, shorten the inflammatory response, increase metabolism and help the body release waste.  Naturopaths believe that infertility is associated with a deficiency in antioxidants as well as indicative of possible toxicity.
If meat is consumed, lean cuts that are hormone-free and well-cooked are best for health.  Avoiding caffeine, nicotine, alcohol and processed foods promotes fertility, as does consuming sufficient essential fatty acids, which are found in the seeds and oils of flax, hemp, pumpkin, walnuts, sunflower, safflower, sesame, corn, wheat germ oil and fish oil.  The best oils to use in cooking are olive oil and coconut oil, due to the destructive free radicals that are created when cooking with other oils.  Soy is best consumed in the form of fermented soy products, and in moderation. 
A high rate of dairy product consumption has been linked to decreased fertility in individuals who are sensitive or allergic to dairy products.  Cows’ milk products are also a common allergen that can produce an immune response.  Many individuals sensitive to cows’ milk find they can tolerate raw dairy products from healthy, grass-fed cows, if available and legal in the state one resides.  The pasteurization process destroys the enzymes in milk needed to digest it, as well as creating unhealthy changes in the milk.  Animals fed processed dairy products develop health problems, including infertility, and have a shortened lifespan.

While there may be some concern that a diet lower in meat and dairy intake does not contain adequate protein, virtually every fruit, vegetable, lentil, bean, nut and seed contains at least 10% protein (often higher), making it easy to obtain the recommended daily amount of 15% of calories from protein. 
Research indicates that as many as one in ten individuals may be sensitive to gluten, a constituent of grains such as wheat, rye, barley, millet, corn, and sorgum, often with no apparent digestive difficulties.  Those suffering from sinusitis or middle ear infections, fatigue, diarrhea, constipation, bloating, or depression may want to try a gluten-free diet.  Consuming glutens in the presence of sensitivity can cause the immune system to become unbalanced and may compromise fertility.  Rice and oats contain the lowest percentage of glutens and oats are free of gliaden, the intestinal irritant found in gluten.  Celiac disease, an intestinal disorder resulting from an immune response to gluten, has similar symptoms to gluten sensitivity and is associated with infertility and increased miscarriage rates if diet changes are not instituted.  Consistent with these findings, undetected gluten sensitivity was likely a contributing factor in my own case of unexplained infertility.
Detoxification
Every day we are exposed to toxins through the air we breathe, the food we eat and the water we drink.  Unless our systems of elimination are functioning properly, the resulting toxic load can depress the functioning of the immune system.  A naturopathic approach to detoxification includes reducing toxin intake by filtering our air and water, eating organic produce free of pesticides and chemicals, and eliminating dietary toxins such as artificial sweeteners, artificial colors and trans-fatty acids.  Toxin exposure can also be reduced by avoiding exposure to chemicals in our households, such as nail polish remover and dry cleaning vapors, and preventing chemicals from leaching into food by avoiding plastic containers and coverings when cooking in the microwave.  Such an approach also includes maximizing toxin elimination through moderate exercise, deep breathing techniques, adequate intake of water, eating raw and fibrous vegetables, fruits, nuts and seeds to increase bowel transit time, and probiotics to promote bowel health.  Super green food formulas, found in health food stores, are also an effective way to purify and detoxify the body and promote healing. 
As toxins are released, some individuals experience a “healing crisis,” which can include symptoms of nausea, headache and fatigue.  A healing crisis is not harmful, but can be unpleasant.  Symptoms usually pass within a few hours to a few days, leaving one feeling clearer and more energized.  Introducing changes gradually can help prevent a healing crisis, but it is not always avoidable.


It may seem that following these guidelines means food options are limited and nothing is “safe to eat.”  Unfortunately, the level of chemical contaminants in our environment and food supply, along with the effects of mass food production and processing, have increased the need for more careful planning and selection in food choices.  Although our modern diets have strayed from the more plant-based, whole foods diet of our ancestors, many good food choices can be found by exploring the produce isle.   Most of all, we need to listen to our bodies and make changes in alignment with our individual physiology, tuning in to our own intuition and inner wisdom.  The decision to completely eliminate meat, dairy, sugar, caffeine or grains is an individual one.  For some, elimination may be necessary; for others, a reduction is sufficient.
Mind-Body Techniques and Hands-On Therapies
In addition to toxicity, stress also puts the immune system into imbalance and, as anyone who has experienced fertility challenges knows, infertility and its treatment are extremely stressful.  Stress alters body chemistry and rhythms and can create a high degree of body tension, all of which negatively impact fertility in women and men.  Depression also lowers immunity and decreases fertility, and the longer an individual has been trying to conceive, the higher the rate of depression.  There is a connection between state of mind and physiological processes; therefore, the psychological distress of infertility can certainly exact a toll on one’s health. 
As every cell in the human body has intelligence and memory, experiences and traumas are recorded in the body.  Unresolved emotionally and physically painful experiences and memories can express as physical symptoms.  Naturopaths believe that conditioned responses from unresolved childhood conflicts can impact fertility.  Many individuals find infertility and medical infertility treatment to be traumatic.  

The good news is that stress, body tension, trauma, and unresolved conflicts can all be addressed through mind-body techniques and hands-on therapies such as energy-based healing modalities and craniosacral therapy.  As with psychotherapy, these techniques and therapies can lessen depression.  Women who use mind-body techniques have higher pregnancy rates, as do women who attend infertility support groups.  Examples of mind-body techniques include using deep breathing and positive affirmations, and practicing mindfulness, a form of meditation.  
Many individuals in our society operate primarily on a mental level, disconnected from their emotions and body.  The unbalancing, disintegrating, traumatizing, grief-producing and body-alienating effects of infertility seem to intensify this disconnection.  Energy-based healing modalities, such as Healing Touch, Therapeutic Touch, and  Reiki, as well as CranioSacral therapy (the subtle manipulation of the skull bones and the sacrum to relieve pain and a variety of other ailments) address all of these issues, reducing stress and body tension, releasing the effects of past traumas and abuse on a physical, emotional, mental and spiritual level, helping one feel more fully present and integrated, connected and whole, and bringing peace and clarity to infertility decision-making.  
Infertility is an opportunity for healing on every level.  If you discover something about yourself, learn how to cope with stress, change your eating habits for the better or release trauma you’ve been holding in your body, these benefits will serve a broader purpose long after your infertility experience is over.
Heidi DuPree, RN, ND, is a nurse-healer and traditional naturopath in practice in Ashburn, Virginia, with a focus on women’s fertility.  She is also a RESOLVE volunteer. The information in this article is for educational purposes and not intended as a substitute for medical advice and treatment.
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