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Women’s
Sexual
Health

By Gene Bruno, MS, MHS, RH(AHG)
Dean of Academics, Huntington College of Health Sciences

S

exual dysfunction in men and
women are relatively common,
with research indicating that 40-45
percent of adult women and 20-30 percent of adult men have at least one sexual dysfunction (e.g. erectile dysfunction, hypogonadism/low T, low estradiol
and sexual dissatisfaction), the prevalence of which increases with age.1
Other research2 shows that sexual dysfunction is also more likely among men
and women with poor physical and
emotional health, and is associated with
negative experiences in sexual relationships and overall well-being.
Furthermore, studies3 have found a high
prevalence of low sexual desire (43 percent) among women. This article
addresses the sexual health of women,
and nutraceuticals that may be beneficial for this purpose (I will address the
sexual health of men in the March 2015
issue of Vitamin Retailer).

Libifem
Libifem is a fenugreek seed extract
standardized to 50 percent Fenuside, a
proprietary term used to describe phytochemical constituents, which include
furostanol saponins and steroidal
saponins. In a double-blind, randomized, placebo-controlled study,4 80
healthy women (aged 21 to 49) in stable
relationships received 300 mg Libifem
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twice daily over two menstrual cycles
(starting in follicular phase). The results
of validated questionnaires showed a
significant increase in scores for sexual
functioning in those participants in the
Libifem group, including increases in
sexual cognition/fantasy, sexual arousal,
sexual experience, orgasm and sexual
drive/relationship. The placebo group
showed no difference except for a significant increase in sexual drive/relationship at week 8 of treatment.
After eight weeks, the Libifem group
also experienced a significant increase
in estradiol (an estrogen) compared to
the placebo group (p<0.05).

DHEA
Produced in the adrenal glands and
testes, dehydroepiandrosterone or
dehydroepiandrostenedione (DHEA) is a
prohormone, which is transformed into
testosterone and/or estrogens.5 In
females, adrenal-derived testosterone is
important in maintaining normal pubic
and axillary hair, and after the
menopause DHEA may also be an
important source of estradiol once converted peripherally. However, plasma
DHEA decreases about 80 percent
between ages 25 to 75,6 and DHEA
secretion has already decreased by a
mean of 60 percent at time of
menopause.7 DHEA-S is the blood

marker for measuring DHEA.
In a double-blind, placebo-controlled
study,8 280 healthy women and men
(60-79 years old) were given 50 mg
DHEA or placebo daily for a year.
Besides the reestablishment of a
"young" concentration of DHEA-S,
women also experienced a small
increase in testosterone and estradiol.
Furthermore, there was a significant
increase in most libido parameters was
in women >70 years old.
In a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled study,9 24 women with
adrenal insufficiency received 50 mg
DHEA or placebo daily for four months.
Treatment with DHEA corrected the initially low serum concentrations of
DHEA, DHEA-S, androstenedione and
testosterone. Furthermore, DHEA significantly increased the frequency of sexual thoughts (P=0.006), sexual interest
(P=0.002) and satisfaction with both
mental and physical aspects of sexuality
(P=0.009 and P=0.02, respectively).
DHEA also significantly improved overall well-being, as well as scores for
depression and anxiety.

L-arginine + Yohimbine
L-arginine is a semi-essential amino
acid,10 which is converted into nitric
oxide (NO) in the body. NO, causes
blood vessel vasodilation,11 which
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promotes circulation. Consequently,
through its role as an NO precursor,
L-arginine offers many benefits for cardiovascular health, as well as for sexual
function due to increased circulation to
the genital region.12
The bark of the yohimbe tree
(Pausinystalia johimbe, syn. Pausinystalia
yohimbe) has a history of use as an
aphrodisiac in West Africa.13 It is the
alkaloid yohimbine, typically derived
from yohimbe bark, which provides the
predominant pharmacological activity,
and has been used for about 90 years
as a treatment for male and female sexual difficulties.14
In a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled, three-way cross-over
study,15 24 postmenopausal women with
Female Sexual Arousal Disorder
received treatment with either L-arginine glutamate (6 g) plus yohimbine
HCl (6 mg), yohimbine alone (6 mg) or
placebo. Sexual responses to erotic
stimuli were measured approximately
30, 60 and 90 minutes following treatment, and resulted in substantially
increased vaginal-pulse amplitude
responses to the erotic film at 60 minutes post administration compared with
placebo.

Vitex Agnus Castus
Menstrual irregularities and imbalances
in certain hormones can also have a
negative effect on sexual health in
women. That’s where the herb Vitex
agnus castus (aka, chaste berry, chaste
tree) can help.
It has been clinically established that
vitex increases luteinizing hormone (LH)
and progesterone production through
its activity on the neurotransmitter
dopamine.16 Vitex also decreases elevated prolactin levels.17 The net result is
helping re-establish normal balance of
estrogen and progesterone during the
menstrual cycle.
Hormone balance is important
because some women suffer from PMS
and other menstrual irregularities due to
underproduction of the hormone progesterone during the second half of their
cycle. Studies have shown that using
vitex once in the morning over a period
of several months helps normalize hormone balance and alleviate the symptoms of PMS.18 In another placebo-controlled clinical study, women with PMS
were given vitex or a placebo.19 By the
end of the study, women taking the
vitex had a significantly greater reduction in overall PMS symptoms (including
irritability, headache, breast tenderness,

etc.) than the placebo group.
Vitex has other benefits for the
female reproductive system. Research
has shown that women with menorrhagia (i.e., heavy menstrual flow) have elevated levels of the hormone prolactin.20
Vitex may therefore be valuable in cases
of menorrhagia, as it has been shown
decreasing elevated prolactin levels.21 It
has certainly been shown to be helpful
in other menstrual-related situations,
such as breast pain and amenorrhoea or
scanty/irregular periods.22 Vitex, however, is not a fast-acting herb.
Consequently, it may need to be used
continuously for three to six menstrual
cycles before results are forthcoming.
Other current and evidence based
uses for vitex include, but are not limited
to: insufficient lactation, infertility (due to
decreased progesterone levels or hyperprolactinemia) and teenage acne.24, 25 A
good daily dose of vitex is 40 mg, standardized 0.5 percent agnuside.

Conclusion
There is no single nutraceutical that will
work well for every woman with a sexual
dysfunction. Nevertheless, the nutraceuticals presented in this article are likely
to offer some level of benefit to many
women with sexual dysfunctions. VR
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