Fertility clinics turn to embryo gene testing

09:45 13 June 2004 


Exclusive from New Scientist Print Edition 


Sylvia Pagán Westphal, Boston 

How PGD screening for chromosomal abnormalities works?

For couples desperate for children, hope, it seems, comes packaged in acronyms. The latest is PGD, for pre-implantation genetic diagnosis. In countries such as the US and Australia, more and more clinics are offering PGD to couples struggling to conceive as a way of improving the chances of becoming pregnant after IVF.

The question is, does it work? So far there is no solid evidence that PGD improves pregnancy rates - and the latest research, revealed last week, suggests that it cannot help all women.

"In Europe we have been much more sceptical," says Alan Handyside of the University of Leeds, and director of The Bridge Fertility Centre in London, UK, one of a group of clinics in Europe testing this use of PGD. "I can tell you that the European group feels that some groups in the US oversell these diagnostic services."

As the name implies, PGD is a way of screening embryos during IVF. The technique involves removing one or two cells from each embryo, usually at the eight-cell stage. Various genetic tests can be done on these cells, and any abnormal embryos discarded. 

Embryos seem to develop normally despite the removal of cells: Handyside, who led the team that pioneered PGD, says a mainly European consortium of clinics is monitoring about 200 children born after PGD, aged up to 15. So far the rate of congenital abnormalities is the same as in standard IVF.

PGD was first used in the early 1990s to screen out embryos carrying the mutations that cause inherited diseases such as Duchenne's muscular dystrophy. The clinics offering it as a way of improving pregnancy rates look instead at whether the right number of chromosomes is present.

