
i o\\ jel ol 00\10'' 

. . ol 't-flcc"\ICol \0\ol~~\1'0 ':[;ie~'~e ;::,;, '32:,S 
O~'ce.. p,\~l'i o\\e'~--os 0 (0 Qo\\Os. ,e 
\ne \j\ "J"' ,'.r es roov\e\J 
')?:>?}) \ \0(\\1 "'~ 
1 

~!J.ihCOCO 3/J.O 
CONTACT: 
OFFICE: 

HOME: 

August 25, 1987 

Diane Ade 11 
214/688-3404 
214/739-0032 

****Researchers identify cell responsible 
for infertility in older men 

DALLAS-- It's the male equivalent of menopause: As men age, they experience a 

decrease in fertility, with a marked decline in the number of sperm produced after 

the age of 60. Dr. Larry Johnson, assistant professor of cell biology and anatomy at 

UT Southwestern Medical School, says that his research shows for the first time that 

infertility may be more related to "nurse" cells in the testes than to male hormones. 

For years, the precise mechanism causing reduced sperm production and, ultimate

ly, 1owered fertility has been a mystery. However, Johnson and other researchers at 

UT Southwestern Medical School, a division of The University of Texas Health Science 

Center at Dallas, have now discovered that Sertoli cells, those that "nurse" and 

provide nutrients for maturing sperm, play an important role in declining fertility. 

Johnson and Dr. William Neaves, dean of UT Southwestern Graduate School and 

acting dean of UT Southwestern Medical School, developed a technique of counting cells 

throughout the process of sperm production, enabling them to find a direct correlation 

between the number of Sertoli cells and mature sperm. "The method Dr . Neaves and 

I developed for estimating sperm production has direct application in pinpointing the 

stage of cell division at which sperm production fails," Johnson says. 

Johnson found that daily sperm production was significantly reduced in older men; 

however, he says there is a tremendous variation in infertility among men younger than 

60. "There are few young men who have very low sperm counts, just as there are some 

older men with high sperm counts. But after the age of 60, there are almost no men 

with high counts. 11 

Prior to Johnson's and Neaves' work, researchers thought that Leydig cells were 

responsible for infertility. Leydig cells produce testosterone, the primary male 

hormone. It was believed that a decline in testosterone resulted in lower sperm 

production. However, with Johnson's and Neaves' innovative technique of evaluating 

sperm production, the role of Sertoli cells came to light. 
11 We have found that certain cells are more closely related to decreased fertility 

in older men. We have shown that the number of Sertoli cells diminishes with advanc

ing age in humans at a rate that parallels the age-related loss in mature sperm 

production. 
11 In humans there is not a close relationship between the number of Leydig cells 

and the number of mature sperm cells produced. While numbers of both are reduced with 

age, they don't parallel each other as was the case for Sertoli cells," Johnson says. 

As for future application and clinical use, Johnson thinks it will be several 

years before this research can directly help men avoid or delay infertility. "Right 
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now we are trying to discover basic information that can eventually be used for 

contraception or conception. 11 Identifying the agent responsible for infertility is 

just the first step, he says. 

Recently, Johnson was recognized for his research in male infertility. He was 

awarded the 1988 Young Andrologist Award, which will be presented next March in 

Houston. The award is given annually by the American Society of Andrology, a group 
of approximately 700 international doctors. Neaves won the same award in 1983. 
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