
MEN:
by Stephen Boyce, MD

With many conflicting studies, it is unclear whether a 
high body mass index (BMI) and obesity cause erectile 
dysfunction or are just tied to the associated risk factors, 
however, it is clear that obesity is a contributing factor. 
With significant health and lifestyle changes, erectile 
dysfunction can be significantly improved.

Simply with increased age alone, there is an associated 
natural decline in erectile function. If there are other 
diseases present, there is a greater risk. E.D. and sexual 
performance are great sources of anxiety and concern for 
all men. Poorly perceived performance leads to worsening 
performance and depression for even the most confident of 
men! Obesity can bring on these diseases and also magnify 
these psychological concerns.

How does an erection work?
Let’s first take a look at how erectile function normally 
works. An erection occurs when the blood vessels leading 
to the penis dilate, causing it to fill with blood. The 
process is dependent on the lining of the blood vessels 
(the endothelium) releasing nitric oxide (E.D. medications 
increase the amount of Nitric Oxide in the endothelial 
cells). Nitric Oxide causes the smooth muscles to relax and 
the penis becomes engorged. 

Is Obesity 
Affecting Your 
Sex Life?      

W hen discussing obesity, it is common to focus 
on the well-known diseases often brought 
on by excess weight. Typically we hear about 

patients affected by severe obesity suffering from diabetes, 
hypertension/cardiovascular disease, sleep apnea or high 
cholesterol. Another side effect of obesity that is rarely 
openly discussed is sexual dysfunction for both men and 
women, which can originate from emotional distress and 
hormonal disturbances. 

Risk Factors
Many men suffering from obesity also suffer from 
erectile dysfunction (E.D.). According to Ira Sharlip, MD, 
spokesperson for the American Urological Association, 
“Fifty-three percent of men between the ages of 40-70 have 
some degree of erectile dysfunction.” There are many risk 
factors for erectile dysfunction including:

• Age
• Cardiovascular disease
• High blood pressure
• Low testosterone
• Smoking and diabetes, along with a poor diet and 

sedentary lifestyle



Anything that damages the blood vessels 
can potentially interfere with this process 
resulting in E.D. So the same things that 
cause heart disease and stroke, can cause 
E.D.

Obesity and E.D.
Overweight/obesity can cause E.D. 
by damaging the blood vessels, 
decreasing testosterone and causing 
a state of generalized inflammation 
in the body. Obesity can cause 
damage to blood vessels due to the 
associated hypertension, diabetes 
mellitus, hypercholesterolemia, 
hypertriglyceridemia and inflammation.

It is proposed that the increased state of inflammation 
may cause free radicals in the body that cause oxidative 
damage to tissues. The harmful effects of hypertension, 
diabetes and hyperlipidemia are well studied, published 
and accepted. Men who are affected by obesity may have 
elevated cholesterol, hypertension and high blood pressure 
and diabetes, all of which contribute to erectile dysfunction. 
“If you are affected by obesity, the risk of developing 
diabetes is two to three times more likely than for someone 
who is not affected by obesity,” says Elizabeth Selvin, 
PhD, MPH, assistant professor and epidemiologist at John 
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. Additionally, 
she says, “More than 50 percent of men with diabetes suffer 
from erectile dysfunction.”

It is well studied and accepted that obesity often 
leads to diabetes as well as atherosclerosis-
related hypertension and cardiovascular 
disease, which can cause E.D. We do not know 
exactly why, but obesity appears to damage the 
inner lining of the vessels (the endothelium) 
and when this lining is damaged the penis 
cannot get enough blood flow to produce 
and sustain 
an erection. 
“An erection 
is basically a 
cardiovascular 
event, and if 
blood flow 
cannot increase 
because the 

blood vessels can’t dilate 
normally, then there is 
a decrease in erectile 
function,” says Robert A 
Kloner, MD, a cardiologist 
and professor of medicine at 
the University of Southern 
California’s Keck School 
of Medicine. A fatty diet 
and lack of exercise that 
contribute to obesity and 
cardiovascular disease 
can cause narrowing and 
hardening of the arteries 
(atherosclerosis), which can 
slow blood flow as well.

“If you are affected 
by obesity, the risk of 
developing diabetes 
is two to three times 
more likely than for 
someone who is not 
affected by obesity,” 

says Elizabeth 
Selvin, PhD, MPH, 

assistant professor 
and epidemiologist 

at John Hopkins 
Bloomberg School of 

Public Health.”

Another common risk 
factor for E.D. is low levels 
of testosterone, which 
is also linked to obesity. 
Appropriate levels of this 
hormone are necessary 
to achieve erections and 
maintain a healthy sex 
drive. When the patient has 
a large amount of belly fat, 
there is a greater affect on 
the testosterone levels. In 
males, abdominal fat will 
convert testosterone to 
estrogen interfering with 
proper hormonal balance. 
Testosterone levels may 
not be affected quickly and 
directly by weight-loss, so 
there may be a need for 
additional testosterone to 
be prescribed in the form of 
a gel, injections or patches.

Simply with 
increased age 
alone, there is an 
associated natural 
decline in erectile 
function. If there 
are other diseases 
present, there is a 
greater risk. E.D. and 
sexual performance 
are great sources of 
anxiety and concern 
for all men.”
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The Good News
Research tells us that erectile function can be improved 
by making specific lifestyle changes! If you are affected by 
obesity, a BMI greater than 30, you are allowing yourself 
to be at greater risk for diabetes, high blood pressure, 
hypertension, cardiovascular disease and for men, erectile 
dysfunction. Eating healthy, exercising and not smoking can 
absolutely correct E.D. in many cases! 

Men who lose weight have improved erectile function 
and improved sexual experiences along with improved 
overall health. Becoming more active and implementing 
exercise daily will reduce your risk and can prevent 
E.D. Research tells us that losing only 10 percent of 
body weight throughout a two month period will 
improve erectile function.

“Nobody said that it would be 
easy. They just promised it would 
be worth it!”
Now, I know that losing weight is not an easy thing to do. 
Many of you have struggled with your weight for your entire 
life. You may have tried every diet known to man and still 
suffer from obesity. You have to start where you are and 
seek help. Reach out to an accredited medically supervised 
weight-loss program and utilize their multidisciplinary 
team to create a program designed for you. 

Perhaps it is time to consider consulting a physician or 
a surgeon to go over all your obesity treatment options. 
There are so many more surgical and non-surgical options 
available today than ever before that can help you begin 
your weight-loss journey.

One thing that is for sure, being sexually active and fulfilled 
is necessary for a happy, healthy life. If you are suffering 
from erectile dysfunction, seek help from a medical 
professional. Find out if you have any of the diseases that 
are associated with causing E.D. and seek treatment. If 
you are suffering from obesity and E.D., make a decision 
today to treat your disease of obesity with a plan of action. 
Get your mojo back! Begin to eat right and commit to 
move more each day. I challenge you to begin the journey 
to your New Life!
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Eating healthy, 
exercising and 
not smoking 
can absolutely 
correct E.D. in 
many cases!”
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.

ABOUT THE OBESITY 
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

JOIN TODAY:  GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN
info@obesityaction.org 

(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838
@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 


