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Focus: Male Factor Infertility

From the desk of Ali Domar

We have chosen to focus on male factor
infertility in this issue because | am
personally sick and tired of the world
assuming that infertility is always a
woman's problem. A couple has an equal
chance of having a diagnosis of male
factor infertility as it does of having a
female factor issue. Until relatively
recently, a couple diagnosed with a
significant sperm problem were faced with the choice of
adoption, sperm donation, or child-free living. Thanks to a
group of researchers in Belgium who discovered
intracytoplasmic sperm injection (ICSI) even men with
severe male factor infertility can become genetic fathers.
In fact, in 1995, | was at a conference in Paris where one
of the leaders of that team boasted that if he were given a
single healthy egg, he could produce a pregnancy from a
man who produced only one healthy sperm. And in fact,
ICSI| has led to pregnancies in many couples where the
men had severe sperm issues,

The only downside of doing ICSI is that in many cases,
you have a reproductively healthy worman who needs to
undergo the rigors of an IVF cycle so that the ICSI
procedure can be performed. This can lead to feelings of
resentment on the part of the woman, and extreme guilt on
the part of her partner. Each time she receives an injec-
tion, ultrasound, or blood test, these feelings can arise in
them both. Thus, it is crucial to work at keeping your lines
of communication open, facing and working through any
possible negative feelings, and if necessary, availing
yourselves of all of the supportive services offered by the
BIVF social workers and the clinicians of the Domar
Center.

Best-selling author and world-renowned psychologist, Dr. Alice
Domar is a pioneer in the applicalion of mind/body medicine to
women's healtfrissues. She is currently the Execulive Director
of the Domar Center for Mind/Body Health, and the Director of
M!ﬁdfﬁady Services at Boston IVF. She is an assistant professor
of Obsletrics, Gynecclogy and Reproductive Biofogy and
Harvard Medical School, and a senfor staff psychologist at Beth
Israel Deacaness Medical Center

Ask M

Dr. Domar will answer the most popular fertility questions
ived from our website and post them here in our

guarterly newsletter. If you are interested in asking Ali a

question, please email us at

domarinfo@domarcenter.com.

Question: We just finished our infertility workup. | am fine
but my husband has male factor infertility. Our doctor
recommended that we proceed directly to IVF with ICSI
but we would like to go the natural route. What
complementary remedies will work?

Answer: | wish | had an exact answer to your question.
There are actually very few studies on the impact of
complementary or alternative approaches on male factor
infertility. Despite a lot of anecdotal reports as well as old
wives tales which suggest that a lot of different alternative
remedies work, | would hesitate to recommend many of
them. However, the cne approach that has been getting
more attention lately is acupuncture. There have been
numerous clinical case studies which support the efficacy
of acupuncture in infertile men and the first randomized
clinical trial just came out in the journal Eertility and
Sterility (Fertility and Sterility, April 2009). In this study, a
team in Germany randomized a group of men with male
factor infertility to either receive real or sham acupuncture,
They found that the men who received the real acupunc-
ture had a significant increase in sperm motility, but there
was no change in sperm concentration. They did not look
at pregnancy rates so we don't know if in fact acupuncture
might increase the chance of one's partner’s conceiving.
That said, it would not be a bad idea for your husband to
try acupuncture. But | wouldn't wait too long before moving
on to an IVF/ICSI cycle. Depending on your age, your
odds of conceiving are likely to be excellent.

Nutrition and Your Fertility
By Hillary Wright, MEd, RD, LON

When a couple is having trouble
conceiving, half of the cases arise from a
male factor related to sperm count or
quality. Emerging research now shows
there are a number of lifestyle factors that
may influence a man's fertility, and the
quality of the DNA he passes onto his child.




Fortunately many of the things you can do to enhance the
quality of sperm may improve your health in many ways.
But it also takes serious effort to opt out of the typical
unhealthful diet and lifestyle traps that often come
naturally to the average American. Check out these
potential factors that may affect your fertility:

Watch your waist: It's long been known that obesity
increases the risk of infertility in women, but recent
research concludes the same is true for men, likely due to
hormonal abnormalities as well as other factors. Obesity
in men is tied to lower testosterone levels, and a reduced
sperm concentration and total sperm count. Obese men
are also more likely to have abnormal sperm morphology,
and more evidence of sperm DNA damage. In one study,
Danish researchers found that men with a Body Mass
Index (BMI) over 25 had a nearly 22% lower sperm
concentration and 24% lower total sperm count compared
with healthy weight men (Jensen T, Andersson AM,
Jorgensen N, et al. Fertil Steril 2004;82:863-70). A BMI
over 25 is considered overweight, over 30 is obese.
Interestingly, they also found underweight men (BMI under
20) also had lower sperm counts compared with
normal-weight men. On the positive side, weight loss (or
gain) may help normalize some of these factors and
improve overall health.

Consider the quality of your diet: Producing high
quality sperm requires an ample supply of nutrients that
may be lacking if your diet isn't well-balanced, including
vitamin C, zinc and folic acid which can be easily obtained
from a diet high in fruits, vegetables, whole grain and lean
protein foods like seafood and poultry (and small amounts
of lean meat). Although they won't substitute for a lousy
diet, a basic multi vitamin (without iron if possible — men
don't need as much as women) providing roughly 100% of
most nutrients can make sure you're getting enough of
what you need.

Go fish: Sperm love DHA, a health-promoting omega 3
fat found in abundance in fatty fish like salmon, mackerel,
lake trout, herring, tuna and sardines. Aim for two 6-ounce
fish meals per week, and/or pop a fish oil supplement for
extra coverage.

Limit alcohol and steer clear of chemicals: Heavy
drinkers produce poorer quality sperm and are more likely
to consume an unhealthy diet. Cap intake at 1-2 drinks
per day (12 ounce beer, 5 ounces wine or 1.5 ounces
spirits). Quit smoking, avoid illegal drugs, and watch your
exposure to chemicals in the workplace and at home. All
are factors that can affect the quality of your sperm.

Bottom line? Take advantage of this opportunity to
oplimize your health. It may just give you the edge!

Hillary Wright is the Direllor of Nutritional Counseling Services at
the Domar Center. Hillary is a registered and licensed dielician with
a Masler's degree in Health Educatlion from Boston Universify and
has over 18 years experence counsgling clients on digt and lifestyle
change. Hilary’s clinical interests include nutrition ard women's
health and nutritional management of polyeystic ovary syndrome

Acupuncture and Your Fertility
By Yan Jin, Lic. M.Ac., Senior Staff Acupuncturist

Several factors may be responsible for
male infertility, including low sperm count,
abnormal sperm shape and size, and
“reduced motility. Lifestyle, genetics, and
physiological changes gan also raise
lower male fertility levels, and can
significantly affect a man's ability to
produce offspring. '

Previous research has shown that acupuncture can
improve fertility levels in women but few studies on male
infertility have been conducted, although evidence |
suggests that acupuncture can have a positive effect on
sperm production and quality without impacting behavior
or sexual desire. A recent trial published in Ferility and
Sterility (Fertility and Sterility, July 2005) has shown just
how effective acupuncture can be in the treatment of this
condition, leading to significant increases in the number of
normal sperm and equally significant reductions in struc-
tural defects.

In the study, 28 men who were diagnosed with idiopathic
infertility received acupuncture twice a week over a period
of 5 weeks. Needles were inserted to a depth of between
15 and 25 millimeters, depending on the region of the
body being treated. Semen samples were collected from
each of the men after a 3-day period of sexual abstinence.
Two samples were collected from each patient: one
obtained the day before treatment began, the other after
the last acupuncture treatment. Samples from the
treatment group were then randomized with semen
samples from 12 untreated control patients and analyzed.

Compared to the control group, motility levels increased
significantly in semen samples in the men receiving
acupuncture. The number and percentage of healthy
sperm also increased dramatically in the acupuncture
patients. At baseline, only 0.06% the sperm among men in
the acupuncture group was considered "healthy," while the
median number of healthy sperm calculated in ejaculate
was 0.04 x 10 6 (40,000). After 10 sessions of freatments,
the median percentage of healthy sperm had increased
maore than four-fold, to 0.26%, while the median number of
healthy sperm per sample had reached 0.2 x 10 &
(200,000). In addition, significant changes in sperm
structure and quality were seen in the samples from the
acupuncture group. Before treatment, only 22.5% of the
sperm samples in the acupuncture patients contained
normal-shaped sperm. After treatment, the percentage of
normal shapes showed a "statistically significant improve-
ment” to 38.5%.

In conclusion, men incorporating acupuncture along side a
good medical treatment and nutrition plan will enhance
their fertility.
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