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Pregnancy rates per embryo-transfer do not reflect implantation potentialPRIVATE 
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Pregnancy rates per embryo-transfer are often used as a measure of success in IVF. However it is clear that this variable is dependent on quality as well as the number of embryos transferred. If pregnancy rates are compared in successive cycles these figures are meaningless unless accompanied by information whether the transfer policy has changed. On average there is an increasing tendency to transfer more embryos in older women as well as after a number of failed IVF cycles. 

Materials and methods: In an effort to elucidate this phenomenon we retrospectively analysed the pregnancy rates per transfer and the implantation rates in relation to age as well as cycle rank number and embryo morphology in 4392 cycles of first sessions in which 11261 embryos were replaced over a period of 11 years (January 1985- September 1995). Transport and satellite IVF was excluded. Only cycles with complete data were included.

Results: There was a drop of pregnancy rate per transfer from 31.0 % in the first cycle to 21.1 % in the 5th and following cycles. (P< 0.0005)  However implantation rates (number of intact gestational sacs per embryo transferred) halved from 15,9 % per embryo to 8,6 % (P< 0.0001).  This discrepancy was the result of an increase in the mean number of embryos transferred, from 2.4 to 3.1. Pregnancy rates per transfer for all the embryos decreased from 29.1 % in women under 35 years, to 24.0 % in women over 35 years. (P< 0.001) The mean numbers of embryos transferred were almost identically: 2.5 to 2.6; implantation rates were 15.2 % and 10.6 % respectively (P< 0.0001).

With transfer of class I and 2 embryos alone, the pregnancy rate per embryo transfer decreased slightly from 39.3 % to 32.3 % between cycle 1 and 5 or subsequent cycles. The implantation rate dropped from 19.7 % to 13.3 %. This was accompanied by an increase in the mean number of embryos from 2.0 to 2.7. In women aged < 35 years the pregnancy rate per embryo transfer was 37.5 %, the implantation rate19.7 % and the mean number of embryos 2.1; for women aged > 35 years these figures were: 29.9 %, 14.8 % and 2.2.

During the study period there was a gradual decrease in mean number of embryos transferred from 2,8 in 1989 to 2,1 in 1995. This was aimed at reducing the number of triplets, which fell from 5 % in 1989 to 0.3 % in 1995.

In conclusion it is clear that in the course of an IVF treatment pregnancy rates per transfer have the tendency to overestimate the implantation potential of individual embryo's because more embryo's are replaced in relation to an increase in the cycle-rank number. Therefore it should be standard practice in scientific articles not only to mention pregnancy rates per initiated cycle as well as per transfer, but also the implantation rates. Whenever age distribution is known, implantation rates can be considered more of a measure of the quality of an IVF laboratory than pregnancy rates, because implantation rates are independent of the transfer policy of an individual IVF centre.

