What’s actually in your prenatal vitamin?
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I am the owner of a holistic acupuncture clinic specializing in fertility enhancement.  When new patients come in for an initial consultation, most are on poor quality prenatal vitamins.  Uninformed consumers purchase inexpensive vitamins from local grocery stores or national pharmacy chains believing all vitamins are equal.  Generic replacements for paper products and some pharmaceutical drugs are acceptable, but generic vitamin supplements are not satisfactory.  In the vitamin world, you get what you pay for.   
When I started substituting high quality vitamins for poor quality prenatal vitamins, our monthly pregnancy rate doubled within three months.  Clients who saw the greatest improvement were women who had problems with irregular ovulation or erratic Basal Body Temperature (BBT) charting, especially around ovulation.   After beginning high quality prenatal vitamins, women experienced a significant improvement in BBT charting, regular bowel movements, and reduced muscle aches and digestive complaints. 
There is debate on the use of synthetic versus 100% food based vitamins.  Various vitamin manufacturers use food based raw materials and then synthesize them creating standardized units of measure and stabilizing shelf life.  In my experience, people who run too hot, too acidic, have severe acne, or constipation do better on 100% food-based vitamins regularly derived from organic fruits and vegetables.  These sources both cool and alkalize the body’s PH.  People who do not eat an adequate amount of fruits and vegetables benefit from food based supplements.  

Synthetic vitamins utilize a wide variety of processes and solvents during manufacturing.  High quality synthetic vitamins begin with top quality raw materials and solvents safe for processing.  The vitamin industry recognizes top quality with a “USP” designation after the individual ingredient listed on the bottle.  “USP” stands for United States Pharmacopeia indicating materials and processes meet the highest industry standards.
Some clients begin with 100% food based supplements to detoxify and improve digestive function.  Clients who show signs of liver congestion and hormone imbalances respond better to high quality synthetic vitamins.  Some clients with diarrhea and internal cold symptoms tolerate synthetic vitamins better when supported with digestive enzymes and probiotics such as acidophilus.  
In Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), the liver is responsible for regulating all hormones in the body.  The liver breaks down unnecessary hormones in addition to neutralizing toxins from our environment, including most skin and hair care products.      The liver breaks down excess estrogen and excretes it through the stool.  Constipation causes estrogen to be reabsorbed in the colon, creating an excess of estrogen in the body.  This excess can cause fibroids, endometriosis, PMS symptoms, and painful or heavy periods.  

Cortisol is a hormone produced by the adrenal cortex as a response to stress.  Cortisol can
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raise blood pressure and blood sugar and suppress the immune system.  Cortisol disrupts the reproductive hormone balance and contributes to infertility.  Cortisol further burdens the liver by reducing its ability to regulate hormones.  High quality vitamins improve the liver’s function of removing cortisol, while poor quality vitamins weaken the liver’s ability to breakdown cortisol.  In TCM, unexplained infertility, PCOS, endometriosis, and fibroids all relate to poor liver function.   
When choosing vitamins, here are some general guidelines.  Don’t be mislead by “natural” on the label.  The government only requires 5% of natural ingredients for a supplement to be labeled “natural.”  It is essential to check each vitamin source listed on the label.  Less than 10% of vitamin companies manufacture their own vitamins.  In my experience, superior vitamin companies manufacture all their own vitamins.   
Excess amounts of vitamin A are toxic and stored in the fatty tissue of the liver.  Beta-carotene is the preferred source of vitamin A.  Most supplements use a combination of beta-carotene, palmitate, and synthetic vitamin A.  Higher quality supplements use between 50% and 100% beta-carotene for the primary vitamin A source.  The body only converts the needed amount of beta-carotene to vitamin A and excretes the unneeded portion through urine and bowels.  When vitamin A is 100% synthetic, I often observe imbalances in the liver.   
Vitamin E in the natural form is the preferred source and is twice as effective as the synthetic form.  The natural forms of vitamin E are d-tocopheryl and mixed tocopheryls.  The synthetic form of vitamin E is dl-tocopheryl.  Vitamin E combined with antioxidants is beneficial; however, excess amounts of vitamin E can become toxic to the liver.
Calcium citrate is the preferred form of calcium.  Calcium carbonate is difficult to absorb and can cause digestive problems.  Calcium should be balanced with magnesium in a 2:1 ratio.  If suffering from constipation or tight muscles, the appropriate calcium to magnesium ration is 1:1.  Chelated minerals are surrounded by specific amino acids to improve absorption rates by up to 400%, therefore, needing less to meet daily recommended requirements.   Chelated minerals reduce digestive discomfort associated with mineral absorption.   Poor quality supplements frequently do not include magnesium and use a form of iron difficult to digest, leading to constipation.  
Ingredients indicating substandard raw materials include those ending in carbonate, oxide, sulfate, chloride, hydroxide, iodide, phosphate, selenate, and selenite.  Avoid artificial colorings and additives such as glucose, fructose, dextrose, sucrose, corn starch, and modified food starch.  Potentially dangerous additives include sodium selanate, BHT, sodium benzoate, and sodium borate.  

Poor quality vitamins are toxic to the liver and cause more harm than good.  Treatments for infertility are costly and women often try to cut corners by purchasing vitamins based on convenience and price.  The price women pay for adverse effects caused by poor quality vitamins are hidden costs.   I recommend consulting a holistic practitioner such as a naturopathic doctor, acupuncturist, or chiropractor who works directly with their supplement company when choosing vitamins and nutritional supplements.  
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