
Ovarian Failure

Introduction
Ovarian failure refers to a situation were we have

evidence that the ovary has very few eggs left. Normal
menopause, were the ovary is unable to produce enough hormones to cause normal menstrual
cycling occurs at an average age of 51 years old in most of the developed world. However, about
10 years before this, at age 41, is the average age of stopping the production of eggs which are
capable of producing a pregnancy.

Sometimes, the ovaries will run out of eggs much earlier than this. This situation is
referred to as premature ovarian failure (< 35 years of age). This situation is similar in that the
ovaries run out of eggs but different in that the cause is different and it has different
consequences as far as our therapeutic approach. Premature ovarian failure will be covered
separately later. Normal age ovarian failure will be discussed first.

At the side is a
graph indicating
pregnancy rates per cycle
(and miscarriage rates per
cycle for women of
different ages. As you can
see from the graph,
pregnancy rates, decrease
with age and miscarriage
rates increase with age.
With normal age-related
ovarian failure there is a
gradual decrease, even in
late 20’s and early 30’s but the rapid increase begins at about 34 and becomes worse each year.

With premature ovarian failure, the exact characteristics of “the curve” depend on the
cause of the condition but in most cases, do not resemble this curve. The treatment approach,
therefore has to be individualized for each patient according to there individual circumstances.

Tests of Ovarian Function
Female age is one of the most reliable indications of ovarian function. It has been

demonstrated in many clinical studies to be an independent predictor of the possibility of
attaining a successful pregnancy. The average age of running out of eggs that will produce a
pregnancy is 41 years old. Like all biological variables, this is not the same for all women.

A female begins her reproductive life with about 40,000 eggs. The exact beginning
number is quite variable and may depend somewhat on genetics and heredity. The eggs are held
in suspended animation, half way through “meiosis one”. Meiosis is the cell division process that
allows us to produce eggs and sperm with 23 or half the usual chromosomes.

Some of the 40,000 eggs will be good, viable eggs and some may not be capable of
producing a pregnancy. The exact proportion of good and bad eggs also probably depends on
genetics and heredity.
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