	Erectile Dysfunction May Signify Vascular Disease

	When was the last time you asked your patients about sex?
Are you sexually active? If so, do you have any problems in this area? These may seem all too personal — even awkward — questions to ask your male patients. However, Drogo Montague, M.D., section head of Prosthetic Surgery and Genitourethral Reconstruction at Cleveland Clinic’s Urological Institute, says it has been his experience that primary care physicians don’t ask their male patients these questions, and they should.
Erectile dysfunction (ED) is a common problem among middle-aged men. It’s estimated that 10 million to 20 million men have ED. According to the Massachusetts Male Aging study, 52 percent of men between the ages of 40 and 70 have mild, moderate or severe ED. Even more important, however, is that ED is usually caused by an underlying health issue such as vascular disease, diabetes or drug use. “Physicians don’t have to ask a detailed sexual history of their patients, but they ought to open the door so that patients can feel free to discuss it,” says Dr. Montague. “After all, it’s a body function like any other.” 
ED may be a gradual occurrence in a man’s life after well-established, normal sexual function. Generally, if a man has a problem getting and maintaining an erection 25 percent of the time, then it is considered a problem. 
Underlying Causes
Physicians need to determine if a patient’s ED is being triggered by an underlying disease. They should check the patient’s lipids, blood pressure and perhaps do a stress test. A patient’s blood sugar also needs to be tested. The probability of diabetics getting ED at an earlier age is at least 50 percent higher than patients without diabetes.
A patient also should be asked about history of drug and alcohol use. In fact, drug use — including prescription medication and recreational drugs — accounts for 25 percent of ED cases, says Chris Bajzer, M.D., a cardiologist who specializes in coronary and peripheral vascular disease intervention. In addition to vascular disease, physicians also should check for hormonal or neurological problems. 
"I think the biggest take-home message is that ED is a prevalent problem and shares a lot of risk factors that we as cardiologists see in terms of contributing to coronary disease or vascular disease,” Dr. Bajzer says. 
When Heart Disease is Suspected
While it’s appropriate to prescribe medications such sildenafil (Viagra), vardenafil (Levitra) and tadalafil  (Cialis) for mild to moderate erection problems, physicians should not prescribe those medications if they  suspect the patient has coronary disease.
Even though these medications are effective and popular, they are not panaceas and they do have side effects. The ED drugs also must not be taken by men who are on nitroglycerin for a heart condition as these combined drugs can significantly lower blood pressure and can cause death. Dr. Bajzer recommends that doctors should first address and manage the cardiac risk factors, and then treat the ED issues through medications, or refer the patient to a urologist.
If the medications don’t work, there are other options available. For example, testosterone may be prescribed by either injection or skin patch, particularly if the ED problem is age-related. In addition, alprostadil, which is injected at the penis or inserted as pellets, improves blood flow to the penis. For some patients, a vacuum pump or penile prosthesis (implant) also may be recommended.  
Contact Dr. Drogo Montague at 216.444.5590 or Dr. Chris Bajzer at 216.445.3210.
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