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N E W S   R E L E A S E
ICORD researchers help make fatherhood possible for men with spinal cord injury

June 13, 2012 8:00 am PST 

Vancouver, BC—While living with spinal cord injuries (SCIs) presents a number of challenges, it turns out a common concern for men is an age-old one: fatherhood. That’s why ICORD researcher Dr Stacy Elliott has devoted her career to assisting BC men living with SCI in their journey to becoming biological fathers. 

Dr Elliott, a lead researcher with ICORD, a BC-based world-leading centre for spinal cord research and treatment, is a Sexual Medicine Physician at Vancouver General Hospital and a Clinical Professor in the Departments of Psychiatry and Urologic Sciences at UBC. She and her colleagues have assisted over 100 men in becoming fathers through her research on sexuality and fertility, and through the Vancouver Sperm Retrieval Clinic (VSRC), the only clinic of its kind in Canada. 

Men with SCI struggle with two key issues around fertility: sexual (difficulty with ejaculation) and biological (poor semen quality secondary to their SCI). “What many people don’t realize is that a lot of men with SCI are young, otherwise healthy men, who were often go – getters, like athletes,” says Dr. Elliott. “So becoming a father was part of their life plan and yet, 25 years ago when we started this work, there were almost no options for them to become biological fathers.”

Dr. Elliott studied sperm retrieval techniques in California in the 1980s.  Since then, more sophisticated reproductive technology has improved the chances for fatherhood, but the costs have also risen. “Part of our motivation is to offer a range of techniques and options for men, regardless of the health coverage they might have,” says Dr. Elliott. “In vitro fertilization, for example, may be too costly for some of our clients, while others prefer a more “home-based”, less invasive option. 

Dr Elliott’s work includes both sexual health research and clinical applications around fertility and sexual function. The techniques that Dr. Elliott and her colleagues offer to enhance fertility for men range from vibrostimulation (which stimulates the local ejaculation reflex using a specialized vibrator), electro ejaculation (utilizing a current to “jump start” the reflex) or operative sperm retrieval, which involves taking sperm from the testes. While vibrostimulation, if safe, can be done at home, the latter two techniques must be done in the VSRC clinic or the operating room by her colleague Dr. Mark Nigro.  “Having options for their fertility is empowering,” says Dr Elliott. “It is important for men with SCI to know that they can explore a number of alternatives to become parents.”

Buz Straw is one BC client who has benefited from this research. Injured on the job site at age 24, Buz had always dreamed about becoming a father.  When he met his future wife in 2001, he went to the VSRC clinic to for support in making fatherhood a reality. “Everyone you interact with is very professional, compassionate and supportive,” says Straw. “There are a lot of emotions around becoming a parent and being sexually active while living with SCI, but you quickly find there is no issue you can’t raise with the staff.” Straw has gone on to father three children with his wife and continues to use the clinic for support and regular check-ups. 

Through ICORD, Dr. Elliott and her colleagues have been able to study a full range of issues around sexual health that matter to their clients, but have largely been ignored by other institutions. “ICORD has been hugely instrumental in this work because we are one of the only places that have advocated for funding around sexual health research for people with SCI”, confirms Dr Elliott. “Twenty years ago we would get push- back from people who felt there were more pressing issues than sexual health, pleasure and reproduction. However, if you talked to people living with SCI, many of them said it was the most important quality of life piece for them.”  
“When we started ICORD we focused on bringing together spinal cord injury researchers from medicine, surgery, rehabilitation, engineering and community-based humanities research,” notes Dr Tom Oxland, Acting Director of ICORD. “We are looking at a “whole-person” approach to SCI so making sexual health and fertility a priority is that philosophy in action.”

But there is still an unmet need for support and research on sexual health and SCI. “As the field of sexual health and reproduction expands, I’m hoping to see more advancements in this area coming out of our work in BC,” says Dr Elliott.
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NOTE TO EDITORS Media Interviews and photos are available 
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ICORD is a world leading health research centre focused on spinal cord injury. From the lab-based cellular level of understanding injury to rehabilitation and recovery, our researchers are dedicated to the development and translation of more effective strategies to promote prevention, functional recovery, and improved quality of life after spinal cord injury. Located at Vancouver General Hospital in the Blusson Spinal Cord Centre, ICORD is supported by UBC Faculty of Medicine and Vancouver Coastal Health Research 
Institute. Visit www.icord.org. 

Lisa Carver, Communications & Public Affairs

VCH/VCH Research Institute - 604 875-4111 x 61777 or 604 319-7533 – lisa.carver@vch.ca
Vancouver Coastal Health Research Institute is the research body of Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, which includes BC’s largest academic and teaching health sciences centres: Vancouver General Hospital, UBC Hospital, and GF Strong Rehabilitation Centre. The institute is academically affiliated with UBC Faculty of Medicine, and is one of Canada’s top funded research centres, with $82.4 million in research funding for 2009/2010. www.vchri.ca.
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