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Cracking infertility code
EXCLUSIVE
Robyn Riley

Victorian scientists have dis-
covered a potential major 
cause of infertility in women 
that could lead to new treat-
ments for conditions such as 
endometriosis and improve 
IVF success rates. 

The team found that high 
levels of a mini messenger mol-
ecule in the lining of the uterus 
could be why some women 
with unexplained fertility 
struggle to become pregnant.

Lead researcher Evdokia 
Dimitriadis, a professor of re-
productive biology from the 
Department of Obstetrics, 

Gynaecology and Newborn 
Health at the University of 
Melbourne and Royal 
Women’s Hospital, said every-
one had the molecule, called 
miR-124-3p.

However, in women the lev-
els are meant to drop tempor-
arily during the small window 
of opportunity each month 
when the uterus can accept a 
fertilised egg to achieve a suc-
cessful pregnancy.

“In women who have infer-
tility, we noticed that this mol-
ecule is increased, not 
reduced,” Professor Dimitria-

dis said. “It’s probably in about 
20 to 30 per cent of women, so 

it’s likely not the reason for un-
explained infertility in all 
women, but it’s certainly elev-
ated in a high percentage of 
women.”

The research, published in 
the journal PNAS, was a col-
laboration with Monash IVF 
and Monash University.

“We believe this molecule 
disrupts the normal function of 
cells and prevents the embryo 
from attaching,” Prof Dimitria-
dis said. “Uterine receptivity is 
essential for embryo implan-

tation and successful preg-
nancy.”

She said the team was pre-
paring a larger study to screen 
women with the abnormality 
and hoped this would lead to a 
“quick fix” to treat the condi-
tion before an IVF embryo 
transfer. “It would be a first be-
cause there’s no proven meth-
od to identify whether the 
womb can accept a fertilised 
egg,” Prof Dimitriadis said.

She said some of the women 
screened also had endometrio-
sis so the larger study would in-
vestigate this connection.

“We want to include as 
many different women as poss-
ible; women with endometrio-

sis, women with polycystic 
ovary syndrome. We really 
need to see which women 
specifically this is applicable 
to,” Prof Dimitriadis said.

The team also wants to see if 
it can identify the molecule in 
the uterine cavity, which would 
be a game-changer for IVF suc-
cess.

“Targeted therapies to re-
duce this molecule could help 
patients undergoing IVF 
achieve higher rates of suc-

cess,” she said. “We’ve already 
identified some of the proteins 
that this molecule reduces, so 
potentially what we could do at 
the time of embryo transfer is 
infuse some of these proteins. 
It is already done routinely 
with other factors, but in a non-
specific way.

“This is a really large gap in 
IVF. We can do things like 
identify which embryos might 
be of good quality, but certainly 
identifying what’s happening 
to the uterus or how the uterus 
contributes when you transfer 
an embryo, there’s very little 
knowledge because it’s difficult 
to see what’s happening.”
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