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FERTILITY ISSUES 
 
What is infertility? 
Infertility is a disease of the reproductive system that impairs one of the 
body's most basic functions: the conception of children. Conception is a 
complicated process that depends upon many factors: on the production of 
healthy sperm by the man and healthy eggs by the woman; unblocked 
fallopian tubes that allow the sperm to reach the egg; the sperm's ability to 
fertilize the egg when they meet; the ability of the fertilized egg (embryo) to 
become implanted in the woman's uterus; and sufficient embryo quality.  
 
Finally, for the pregnancy to continue to full term, the embryo must be 
healthy and the woman's hormonal environment adequate for its 
development. When just one of these factors is impaired, infertility can 
result.  
 
What Causes Infertility in Cancer Patients? 
Cancer treatments like chemotherapy are designed to kill rapidly dividing 
cells throughout the body, while leaving other cells intact. Cancer cells 
divide rapidly, but so do sperm cells in men, and the cells surrounding the 
ripening eggs in women. Thus Infertility is a potential side effect of cancer 
treatment, as damage to the ovaries or testicles can occur. Individual 
factors like patient age, drug type, drug combinations and total drug dose 
affect the chance of becoming permanently infertile. Generally, younger 
men and women have a better chance of regaining fertility. Higher doses of 
drugs are usually more destructive.  
 
Radiation therapy also kills rapidly dividing cells, but only in or around its 
target area. If the radiation field includes the brain, it may affect fertility by 
damaging areas that control hormone production. Radiation therapy aimed 
close to or at the pelvic areas of the body can also cause infertility by 
directly damaging the testicles or ovaries. In some cases, a shield can be 
used to protect the reproductive system, or the ovaries may be moved out 



of the way in a minor surgery. The location of the radiation field and the 
total dose will affect each individual somewhat differently.  
 
Surgery to remove part or all of the reproductive system can cause 
infertility. It is important to understand which organs that will be removed 
and their effect on fertility. It may be helpful to ask your treatment team to 
show you diagrams of your operation, and to explain what to expect in 
terms of future fertility. 
 
 
Procreative Alternatives  
Patients who are concerned about the effects of cancer treatment on their 
ability to have children should discuss this with their doctor before 
treatment. The doctor can recommend a counselor or fertility specialist who 
can discuss available options and help patients and their partners through 
the decision-making process. 
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