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getting it done

If you’re sure you don’t want 
 more children, and you’ve had it 

with birth control, might  
we suggest passing this story to 

the jackrabbit in your life?  
 by Jeannette Moninger

Time for a 
Vasectomy?  

Hop to It!

He needs  
a hare more 
convincing. 
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no man’s ever going to tell you 
that he looked forward to his 
vasectomy. Yet Lance Thomas, 

a dad in Norman, Oklahoma, who had 
the procedure last year at age 39, says 
it wasn’t nearly as bad as he thought it 
would be. “I scheduled it during 
March Madness so I could recover 
watching basketball. Plus, I know my 
wife endured worse giving birth,” says 
Thomas, whose son was 3 at the time. 

A vasectomy is in fact simpler, 
cheaper, and safer than permanent 
contraceptive methods for women 
like a tubal ligation or procedures  
that block the fallopian tubes 
nonsurgically. Yet only one out of 
eight married men gets a vasectomy. 
“Men balk at the idea of sharp 
instruments near their most 
sensitive body parts,” says Edward 
Karpman, M.D., medical director of 
the California Vasectomy and 
Reversal Center, in Mountain View. 
Still, if you’re certain your family’s 
complete, it’s worth discussing a 
vasectomy. To help both of you 
decide, we went to the experts and 
got answers to questions many 
couples are too embarrassed to ask.

what’s it really like and 
how much does it hurt? 
Men confess: What scares them 
most isn’t the actual snipping (or 
the fact that they’re awake while it’s 
done); it’s the presurgical numbing 
shots to the scrotum. But guys don’t 
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have to fear the needle, says Josef 
Kiesenhofer, of Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina, who had a vasectomy at 
age 39, when his kids were 5 and 8. 
“It’s a quick sting, and then you’re 
numb,” he says. In the future, the 
needle may even be a nonissue. 
A small but growing number of 
physicians are using a numbing 
spray on the scrotal skin instead. 
And nearly half of doctors are doing 
no-scalpel vasectomies, or NSVs; 
rather than cutting the scrotal skin, 
they make a tiny pinhole and gently 
stretch the skin to access the vas 
deferens (the tube that transports 
sperm). “It’s like pulling the fibers 
on a sweater to create an opening,” 
explains Wayne Weissman, M.D., 
director of the Vasectomy Center 
in Seattle. With either method, 
the vas (which is about the size 

of a strand of spaghetti) is pulled 
outside the scrotum and cut. The 
ends are cauterized, tied, or sealed 
with titanium clips and then tucked 
back into the scrotum. “There’s 
a slightly uncomfortable tugging 
sensation while this is going on,” says 
Kiesenhofer. If you have incisions, 
you may need a dissolvable suture or 
two; otherwise, the pinhole closes by 
itself. On average, the entire process 
takes less than 15 minutes.  

what’s the recovery like?
Men need to take it easy for a few 
days—no strenuous exercise, heavy 
lifting (including carrying kids), or 
sex—and then they should be able to 
resume all normal activities. No need 
to go into details when you explain 
your limitations to your child, but do 
mention that Dad can’t roughhouse, 
chase after them, hold them on his 
lap, or carry them until he feels 
better. That won’t be long. “Most guys 
have the procedure on Friday, recover 
over the weekend, and are back to 
work on Monday,” says Dr. Weissman. 
It helps to minimize discomfort 
and swelling by icing the area (bags 
of frozen peas work great because 
they’re malleable), wearing an 
athletic supporter or a jockstrap, and 
taking ibuprofen or naproxen (but 
these meds—and aspirin—shouldn’t 
be taken before the procedure, 
because they can cause bleeding).

Most guys have 
the procedure on 

Friday, recover over 
the weekend, and 

are back to work on 
Monday. 

and bunny 
makes six.
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what can go wrong? 
Men are 20 times less likely to have 
problems after surgical sterilization 
than women are. “Women undergoing 
tubal ligations have died from 
anesthesia complications or nicked 
blood vessels or bowels. In my 30 
years of experience, I’ve never heard 
of a man dying from a vasectomy,” 
says Marc Goldstein, M.D., professor 
and director of the Center for 
Male Reproductive Medicine and 
Microsurgery at Weill Cornell 
Medical Center, in New York City. 
The risk of potential vasectomy 
complications—infection, hematoma 
(internal scrotal bleeding), or sperm 
granuloma (a scrotal bump)—ranges 
from 0.4 percent for no-scalpel 
vasectomies to 3 percent for the 
conventional method. “NSV poses 
fewer problems because no blood 

vessels in the scrotum are cut,” says 
Dr. Goldstein. Most hematomas 
and granulomas resolve without 
treatment; infections require 
antibiotics. For unknown reasons, 
about one out of 10,000 men will 
develop chronic testicular pain 
(what’s known as post-vasectomy 
pain syndrome), which may 
necessitate a vasectomy reversal. 
It’s believed that a reversal alleviates 
pressure and any associated pain 
by opening up the vas and allowing 
sperm to flow freely again. No study 
has ever shown a link between 

vasectomies and any long-term 
health problem, including prostate or 
testicular cancer.

how do I know if the 
procedure “took”? 
A vasectomy is more than 99 percent 
effective at preventing pregnancy—as 
long as you follow doctor’s orders. 
“You can have sex a week after the 
procedure, but you must use birth 
control for several months until 
your doctor confirms that you’re 
sterile,” says Dr. Karpman. Even 
though newly made sperm can no Is
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longer travel through the severed 
vas deferens, it still takes about 25 
ejaculations to clear sperm that’s 
already made its way into seminal 
fluid. Semen samples should be 
checked for sperm approximately 
eight and 16 weeks after surgery; 
yet almost half of guys skip this 
all-important step, according to a 
recent study in Contraception. This 
is particularly alarming given that 
one in five men are still ejaculating 
sperm three months post-op 
(and not so coincidentally, half of 
all post-vasectomy pregnancies 
happen during this time period). 
It’s estimated that fewer than 0.2 
percent of vasectomies fail because 
the vas deferens reconnects.

what if a man changes 
his mind later? 
About 5 percent of men seek a 
reversal, typically after remarriage. 
“Vasectomies are intended to be 
permanent, so while you technically 
can undo them, doing so is more 
involved, time-consuming, and 
expensive than the initial procedure,” 
explains Dr. Karpman. Pregnancy 
success rates range from 35 percent 
to 80 percent depending, in part, 
on how much time has elapsed 
since the original sterilization 
(the less time, the better the odds). 
Reversals can cost up to $10,000 
and typically aren’t covered by 
insurance. A woman may opt instead 
to be artificially inseminated with 
her husband’s sperm, which is 
still produced even though it’s not 
ejaculated. It’s also possible to bank 
sperm before a vasectomy to ensure 
it’s available should you eventually  
change your mind.

how do we find a  
good doctor? 
Almost all vasectomies are done by 
urologists, doctors specially trained 
in the reproductive system. But 

some family physicians and general 
surgeons are also able to do the 
procedure. Studies suggest that the 
surgery is most successful—in other 
words, pregnancy and complication 
rates are lowest—when physicians 
perform at least 50 a year; aim for a 
doctor who frequently does no-
scalpel vasectomies. Find a doctor 
by asking your primary-care 
physician for a referral, checking 
with your health-insurance provider, 
or visiting the American Urological 
Association at urologyhealth.org. 
Thomas and his wife remain happy 
with the decision: “Honestly,  
taking one for the team is not that 
bad,” he says. 

how much does the 
procedure cost and will 
insurance pay for it? 
Costs range from $600 to $3,500, 
depending on the physician and 
whether the procedure is done in 
an office setting (which is cheaper) 
or a surgical center or hospital. 
Insurance companies may cover at 
least some, if not all, of the costs.  
If yours doesn’t, many practices 
offer payment plans and discounts 
for paying cash.

how will a vasectomy 
affect our sex life? 
Lots of couples worry about this.  
But most guys report that the peace 
of mind they feel actually ends up 
making sex better. “It’s very freeing  
to not have to worry about birth 
control,” says Keny Ondrak, of 
Denver, who had a vasectomy at  
age 38, after his third child was  
born. There’s no effect on erectile 
function, libido, or orgasm. And  
since the fluid containing all of  
the sperm comprises only 2  
percent of ejaculate, its volume and 
appearance don’t change. As  
Dr. Goldstein puts it, “You can’t tell 
you’re shooting blanks.” 


