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Infertility
Q:	 What is infertility?
A:	 Infertility means not being able to get 

pregnant after one year of trying. Or, 
six months, if a woman is 35 or older. 
Women who can get pregnant but are 
unable to stay pregnant may also be 
infertile.

Pregnancy is the result of a process that 
has many steps. To get pregnant:

	 •	 A woman’s body must release an egg 
from one of her ovaries (ovulation).

	 •	 The egg must go through a fallopian 
tube toward the uterus (womb).

	 •	 A man's sperm must join with (fer-
tilize) the egg along the way. 

	 •	 The fertilized egg must attach to the 
inside of the uterus (implantation). 

Infertility can happen if there are prob-
lems with any of these steps.

Q:	 Is infertility a common problem?
A:	 Yes. About 10 percent of women (6.1 

million) in the United States ages 15-44 
have difficulty getting pregnant or stay-
ing pregnant, according to the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC).

Q:	 Is infertility just a woman's prob-
lem?

A:	 No, infertility is not always a woman's 
problem. Both women and men can 
have problems that cause infertility. 
About one-third of infertility cases are 
caused by women’s problems. Another 
one third of fertility problems are due 
to the man. The other cases are caused 
by a mixture of male and female prob-
lems or by unknown problems.

Q:	 What causes infertility in men?
A:	 Infertility in men is most often caused 

by:

	 •	 A problem called varicocele (VAIR-
ih-koh-seel). This happens when the 
veins on a man’s testicle(s) are too 
large. This heats the testicles. The 
heat can affect the number or shape 
of the sperm.

	 •	 Other factors that cause a man to 
make too few sperm or none at all.

	 •	 Movement of the sperm. This may 
be caused by the shape of the sperm. 
Sometimes injuries or other damage 
to the reproductive system block the 
sperm.

Sometimes a man is born with the 
problems that affect his sperm. Other 
times problems start later in life due to 
illness or injury. For example, cystic 
fibrosis often causes infertility in men.

Q:	 What increases a man's risk of 
infertility?

A:	 A man's sperm can be changed by his 
overall health and lifestyle. Some things 
that may reduce the health or number 
of sperm include:

	 •	 Heavy alcohol use

	 •	 Drugs

	 •	 Smoking cigarettes

	 •	 Age

	 •	 Environmental toxins, including 
pesticides and lead

	 •	 Health problems such as mumps, 
serious conditions like kidney dis-
ease, or hormone problems

	 •	 Medicines

	 •	 Radiation treatment and chemo-
therapy for cancer














