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One in twenty Aussie men are infertile, and most don't find out until they're trying
to start a family. The assumption that physical fitness equals reproductive health

can leave men blindsided.
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* Former Richmond and Fremantle player Reece Conca is speaking out about male infertility and the impact it had on
his mental health

» Doctors want men to understand that physical fitness alone is not enough to prevent reproductive issues

s A male factor contributes at some level in 50 per cent of infertile couples and is the sole explanation in 20 to 30
per cent of all cases

* |n Australia, cne in three assisted reproductive technology cycles is used because of a male factor

There’s a belief in modern masculinity that physical fitness and reproductive health are basically the same thing. If you
can run a marathon, hit your macros, and keep your body fat in the single digits, then everything under the hood must be
working fine, too. It's an understandable assumption, and it's also how thousands of Australian men end up completely
blindsided when they try to start a family.

Approximately one in twenty Australian men is infertile, and the vast majority have no idea until they're already in the

thick of trying to conceive. Male factor infertility contributes to one in three IVF cycles and plays a role in up to half of all
couples who struggle to conceive. Despite those numbers, male reproductive health barely gets a mention in the broader
conversation around fertility, and when it does, it's usually as a footnote.



“Men who use steroids like testosterone in the gym often shut down sperm production, and in some cases, even after
stopping, the sperm production is not restored. If it is . it can take up to a year or more.” Katz explains. Extreme dieting
and overtraining carry similar risks, putting the body under a kind of stress that disrupts the hormonal environment

gperm production depends on.

Outside the gym, the overlooked culprits include poor sleep, chronic stress, smoking and vaping, heavy drinking,

recreational drugs, frequent sauna or spa use, and carrying excess weight.

Mone of these feel like fertility issues in the moment, which is why they tend to go unaddressed and can leave otherwise

healthy men blindsided when they start trying to have a family.

Age is another factor that doesn't get nearly the airtime it deserves. Women have long been warned of the “ticking
biological clock’, but men rarely get the same waming. After around 45, sperm motility tends to decline and DNA
fragmentation increases, which can mean conception takes longer, miscarriage rates rise, and there’s a small but

documented increase in the risk of certain neurodevelopmental conditions in children.









Beyond the confusion was a visceral feeling of shame, one that cut straight to his sense of who he was.

“It was really quite embarrassing. | had this real sense of shame, and even my identity as a male, as an athlete. | really
struggled with that”

His experience isn't unusual, even if it rarely gets discussed. In 20 to 40 per cent of male infertility cases, no specific

cause is ever identified, meaning men go through the entire diagnostic process and come out the other side without a
clear answer.

Varicocele, a condition affecting up to one in seven men and one of the most common reversible causes of male

infertility, frequently goes undetected because there are no obvious symptoms. Men assume they're fine because
nothing feels wrong.

What compounded Conca's situation wasn't just the diagnosis itself, but having no framework and no real community to
process it through. “I'd never really been taught how to speak about your emotions and feelings and your struggles,” he
says. “It was only until | finished my career and started seeking professional psych support that | started getting a bit
more understanding of feelings and emotions and what | was struggling with."

The isolation was central to his experience of infertility. “It was strange to get thrown right in the deep end and try to
navigate this whole idea of male infertility. | really struggled with feeling really isolated and not having any guidance or
anyone to speak to about it”

That isolation is common and carries real clinical consequences. Research from Monash University finds that men in

couples dealing with infertility experience significantly higher rates of depression, anxiety, and psychological distress
than fertile men.

And the stigma doesn’t just affect mental health: it also delays treatment. *“When a man is told he may be infertile, it can
be a hit to his masculinity,” Katz says. “He may feel embarrassed and delay seeking treatment. But there are now many
people, both in the public eye and just the average bloke, talking about their infertility journey with the aim of showing
other men that they are not ‘less of a man’, and that there are often good treatments

For Conca, eventually going public with his story became part of how he processed it. “l sort of live by this theory of
*sharing is caring”. Sharing my struggles was helping a lot of other men and couples, but also helping me build a bit of a
network”

The road from diagnosis to fatherhood was anything but linear for Conca, but it ended with the best result possible.
After hormone treatment to stimulate sperm production, followed by two microsurgical testicular sperm extraction

procedures, and five failed IVF cycles, the sixth finally worked. His son, Giovanni, was born in December 2024,

Redefining What It Means to Be a Strong Man

An infertility diagnosis has a way of forcing a reckoning with identity that most men aren’t prepared for, particularly men
who've built their sense of self around physical capability. If the body is supposed to be the measure of the man, what

does it mean when it doesn't perform in this particular way?

For Conca, working through that question took years of psychological support, a lot of difficult conversations, and
eventually fatherhood.



“The purpose that | have in being a father now is more important than anything. This idea of being a strong male, my
identity, it definitely isn't shaped by my masculinity or my identity as an athlete. My ability to communicate and talk

about my feelings, that's a real strength.”

Smoking or vaping. recreational drug use, and alcohol consumption are among the factors mast likely to contribute to male infertility. | Image- Unsplash

The Proactive Plan: 3 Steps to Check Your Fertility

For any man in his late 20s or early 30s who wants to be proactive, Katz recommends three simple steps all men can

take to understand their health better, and take proactive steps to address any issues.

.ﬁ] Get a baseline semen analysis

“It's a simple test and it gives you a reference point. Knowing this key bit of information early in the piece is

critical and can also help to avoid unnecessary delays, as well as unnecessary tests for the female partner”

lgl Address lifestyle factors
From there, Katz suggests addressing the modifiable factors like smoking, heavy drinking, steroid use,
recreational drugs, heat exposure, and sleep quality.

lil Know your own history

If there's any relevant history, such as a prior ST1, undescended testes, surgery, cancer treatment, or a family

genetic condition, get tested soconer rather than later.

Conca's advice is less clinical but equally proactive. *Once you've made the decision that you and your partner are going
to start trying to conceive, just be on the front foot. Your fertility health is just as important as your physical health,
mental health, social health, and financial health. For some reason it's just an afterthought for a lot of people, until it

becomes an issue.”

And for the men who are already sitting with a difficult diagnosis and already feeling the weight of it, his message
centres on perspective. “You're not alone. There are a lot of other people out there in similar situations. It doesn’t make

you any less of a man. Your infertility has nothing to do with your identity as a male”

Fitness and overall health are important, but it's not a window into what's happening at a cellular level, and it's not a
substitute for getting your fertility checked. For a lot of men, one appointment and one conversation with a specialist will

tell them more about their reproductive health than years of training ever could.






