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Medications that Treat Breast Cancer May Help Some Infertile Women

When couples have difficulty getting preg-
nant, it can be due to many different causes. In
20% of women, the problem may be related to
polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS). To be di-
agnosed with PCOS, a woman must have at
least 2 of the following: a menstrual cycle longer
than 35 days, elevated levels of male hormones
(diagnosed by either a lab test or symptoms), or
many cysts on her ovaries (which can be seen
with ultrasound).

When women with PCOS have difficulty get-
ting pregnant, clomiphene (Clomid) is usually
the first medication a physician prescribes, but
it does not work for everyone. Clomiphene seems
to work by blocking some effects of estrogen,
which signals to the brain that additional hor-
mones are needed. As more hormones are pro-
duced, the extra follicle-stimulating hormone
(FSH) can cause a follicle to “ripen” and release
an egg from the ovary (ovulation). All these pro-
cesses must work in sync for a woman to get
pregnant. Other hormone medications including
FSH can be tried, but hormonal drugs require
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injections and increase the risk of a multiple preg-
nancy (twins, triplets, or more).

Another group of drugs that directly inhibits
estrogen formation is commonly used to treat
breast cancer. One example is letrozole (Fer-
mara). As with clomiphene, letrozole causes a
shortage of estrogen signals, which tell the
brain that more hormones need to be produced.
Recent investigations suggest that letrozole may
be useful in some infertile women.

So far, a few studies have found that letrozole
may help women with PCOS or other types of
infertility get pregnant. In these studies, doses
of letrozole ranged from 2.5 mg to 7.5 mg per
day and the drug was usually taken for 5 days.
Though the studies are relatively small, most
found that letrozole stimulated ovulation in over
half of the women who used the medication.
However, not every woman who ovulated got
pregnant, and the studies did not report the
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number of successful pregnancies that were car-
ried to full term.

In women who have failed to get pregnant
with clomiphene, letrozole may be a reasonable
option to try. The drug seems to have several
advantages over hormonal medications: it does
not need to be injected, it is less likely to result

in a multiple pregnancy, and it is considerably
less expensive.

If your infertility is associated with PCOS,
and you have not been successful getting preg-
nant with clomiphene, you may want to talk to
your doctor about trying letrozole.
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