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Current Research Project:
Personally distressing sexual dysfunction occurs in about 15% of healthy, pre- or post menopausal
women, and is more prevalent in women with infertility, PCOS, type 2 diabetes, obesity and
chemotherapy-induced ovarian failure. Female sexual interest and arousal disorder (FSIAD)
diagnosed in DSM-V, and formerly classified in DSM-IV as hypoactive sexual dysfunction disorder
(HSDD), is prevalent and is the major contributor to clinically distressing sexual dysfunction. Estradiol,
E2, has been implicated in women to be a major contributor to the regulation of these behaviors.
However, the current understanding of the mechanism estradiol, E2, regulation of female sexual
behavior in women is primarily based off findings from rodent models of reproductive behaviors.
Although E2 has been implicated to be an important contributor to female sexual behavior in primates,
including women, the behaviors appear to be more complex than what is observed in rodent models.
My current research aims to investigate the neural mechanism of E 2 on female sexual behaviors in a
more translatable, NHP model; the marmoset monkey. In primates, contrary to rodents, ovarian E2
has been shown to contribute to increased expression of female sexual behaviors, however,
ovariectomy alone does not abolish the expression of female sexual behaviors. Thus we postulate
that there may be a neural component to estrogenic signaling contributing to these behaviors in
primates. In order to investigate this mechanism, my research focus is on determining the neural
mechanism regulating these behaviors by investigating the role of ERα specifically in the
ventromedial nucleus of the hypothalamus, a receptor accepted and brain location in the rodents to
facilitate female sexual behaviors. We are also investigating whether extraovarian E 2 suppression, via
an aromatase inhibitor, Letrozole, will abolish the expression of female sexual behaviors in the
marmoset monkey. Additionally, we are also identifying downstream, behaviorally related gene
expression changes, such as major players in reward pathways such as serotonin, dopamine, and
oxytocin, in the hypothalamus that will give insight to the neural circuitry of primate behavior; another
aspect of primate female sexual behavior that is not well understood. Understanding these aspects of
the E2 mechanism regulating these behaviors, if identified in a female NHP, would likely lead to more
translatable understanding of female sexual function and regulation. Since women and NHPs have
similar ovarian cycle regulation as well as complexity in behavioral interactions, demonstrating that a
neural mechanism identified in rodents translates to NHPs would provide confidence for effectiveness
of ERα targeted therapies for women suffering from disorders of sexual function, such as FSIAD.
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