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Fertility problems in the male partner contribute to more than 40% of the assisted reproduction procedures
performed in Australia. Problems with the number or quality of sperm produced stop many couples from
becoming pregnant naturally, yet little can usually be done to improve a man’s fertility.

The use of intracytoplasmic sperm injection (ICSI) in combination
with IVF procedures has meant that many men with compromised
fertility can become fathers, however such procedures are invasive
and costly.

Our research

Researchers at Prince Henry’s Institute (PHI) are researching
the causes of male infertility in order to discover new treatments
and to find strategies to optimise fertility in men.

PHI researchers are:
Investigating the process of sperm production

Researchers at PHI are investigating the complex process
of sperm development to better understand the hormonal and
genetic factors involved in male fertility.

We have identified different, important points in the sperm
development pathway for further research.

We are researching how the earliest sperm cells (the
spermatogonia) develop, since these cells fail to grow in some
infertile men and are particularly prone to damage during cancer
treatments. Research is underway to identify the molecules
important for the survival of these cells with the aim of finding
treatments to stimulate their growth when needed.

As sperm grow, they lie between special nurse cells called Sertoli
cells. We research various aspects of Sertoli cell development and
function, since problems in Sertoli cells can lead to male infertility.
One aspect is the special junctions between Sertoli cells that allow
the cells to communicate. We are studying whether these junctions
are affected in infertility and identifying the regulatory factors.

The release of mature sperm from Sertoli cells is vital to the ‘export’
of large numbers of healthy sperm with the ability to ‘hunt and
fertilise’ the egg. This process of sperm release may be at fault

in some forms of male infertility; in a significant proportion of men
there is an absence of sperm in the semen, yet some sperm are
present in the testis. We aim to discover the molecules involved

in sperm release so that we may one day be able to stimulate

this process in order to treat some forms of infertility.

We are also searching for special proteins in the blood that could
be used to diagnose different types of infertility by a simple blood
test, rather than requiring a biopsy of the testis.

Compiling an infertility database

In collaboration with Monash IVF, PHI is working to identify
genes that control sperm production and are responsible for
poor sperm quality.

Patients in affiliated fertility practices are invited to contribute
DNA (via a blood sample) along with information about their

medical history, physical examination findings, semen quality
and hormone levels.

This database is one of the largest in the world for research
into the common problem of male infertility. DNA has also been
collected from the children of infertile men who have been
conceived by ICSl-assisted IVF, where instead of the egg and
sperm fertilizing naturally, a sperm is directly injected into each
egg. The study of this DNA provides scientists with an insight
into which forms of infertility might be inherited and which
genes are the cause.

Find out more

If you would like to read more detailed information about this
important research, please visit our Research In Depth section
of our website and review the Male Reproductive Endocrinology
& Metabolism Group’s research reports.

For general health enquiries about male fertility, please
contact your family doctor or the other health professionals
and support groups as listed on our website.

Your support inspires our research!

You can support this important research in a number of
ways; donations, named funds, bequests, corporate
support and so much more.

For more information, or to make a donation,
kindly contact

Prince Henry’s Institute
PO Box 5152

Clayton VIC 3168 Australia
t: 6139594 4372
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