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Smoking and Conception

Introduction

Cigarette smoking is known to be harmful to your general health and to increase
the risk of heart disease and cancer, but few people realize that it also has a
serious negative effect on their chances of having a baby both naturally and
through assisted conception (e.g. In-Vitro Fertilisation).
Most NHS commissioning bodies (the groups that pay for local patients to have
NHS treatment) insist that patients quit smoking before being treated. This
decision is made on the basis of the evidence that is outlined in this information
leaflet.
Cigarette smoke contains thousands of chemicals (e.g. nicotine, cadmium,
arsenic, carbon monoxide, cyanide, benzene, formaldehyde and ammonia), the
majority of which are poisonous, with many causing cancer.
How does cigarette smoke affect women’s fertility?
The growing follicle
Smoking brings forward the menopause by about 2 years. Women who smoke
have a lower ‘ovarian reserve’ meaning that they have fewer eggs remaining
than those that have never smoked. In animals smoking has been shown to
damage the growing follicle (which contains the egg) and reduce its growth.
Hormones
Smoking can cause imbalances in the levels of your hormones. Smokers have
higher testosterone levels, higher Follicle Stimulating Hormone (FSH) levels and
lower levels of both Oestrogen and Progesterone at key stages in the menstrual
cycle.
The Embryo up to day 5 (Blastocyst)
In animals, the chemicals in cigarette smoke have been shown to inhibit (slow)
the growth of the developing embryo and to increase the number of cells
(individual parts of the embryo) that die during development
The Fallopian tubes
There is some evidence that smoking may be associated with an increased risk
of lesions forming in the fallopian tubes and an increased risk of ectopic
pregnancy (a potentially life threatening condition where an embryo implants in
the tubes rather than the womb). Cigarette smoke may affect how the cilia (tiny
‘hairs’ within the tubes) work and by doing so may affect the transport of the egg
and embryo to the womb.
Implantation
Implantation is the process by which the embryo attaches to the lining of the

womb. When implantation occurs you become pregnant. In smokers the
implantation rate is reduced by at least 20%, making you less likely to become
pregnant if you smoke.
Smoking whilst pregnant
If you smoke whilst you are pregnant, you expose the growing fetus to all of the
toxic chemicals that you are being exposed to. You reduce the amount of
oxygen available for the fetus and as a result of this poisoning, its heart has to
work harder. Babies of smokers are more likely to be born prematurely (early)
and to have low birth weight. Smoking also increases the risk of stillbirth and
miscarriage.
Smoking and IVF/ICSI
Fertilisation rates are lower in IVF using sperm from men who smoke. Embryos
produced in IVF have a lower chance of implantation (pregnancy) if the male
partner smokes.
How does cigarette smoking affect male fertility?
Smoking reduces the quality of the sperm and damages their DNA.
How long should I have given up smoking before I can have treatment?
The longer you give up the better. We recommend that you give up smoking if
you are trying to conceive, not just when you discover you need treatment.
Can I have treatment if I smoke?
No. The Shropshire & Mid-Wales Fertility Service has a strict policy that it will
not allow patients who smoke to be treated. Any couple found to be smoking (or
where one individual smokes) will have their treatment abandoned. If you have a
treatment abandoned due to smoking, this abandoned cycle will be counted as
one of your allocation of NHS treatments.

