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Abstract: According to the U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM), new clinical trials of an
anti-aging oral treatment using nicotinamide adenine nucleotide are planned for 2022. All over
the globe, the discovery of the fountain of youth is still a great goal to reach, not only among
aging researchers, since people desire to stay longer healthy and feel young when reaching old
age. Since the 1960s, women delaying pregnancy to pursue higher educational levels and a career
path has contributed to drastically diminished overall female fertility rates (e.g., number of born
offspring/woman). Consequently, a growing number of advanced-aged women depend on assisted
reproductive technologies (ART) to become pregnant. In 2019, the Society for Assisted Reproductive
Technology reported 293,672 cycles for oocyte retrieval. This change of demographics influenced
women’s age of having their first child, which has increased significantly. However, their reproductive
tract shows hallmarks of aging very early in life without an effective preventive treatment. Therefore,
we will present whether NAD+ could help to prevent oocyte aging.
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1. Introduction

Many reports have highlighted that mitochondria are the powerhouses in the ovum,
the largest cell in the human body [1]. The main process of energy production in oocytes is
oxidative phosphorylation, a biochemical reducing and oxidizing (redox) process during
which reactive oxygen species (ROS) are generated as a by-product. For the latter men-
tioned process, the electron transport chain plays a fundamental role (Figure 1). Previous
studies provided strong evidence that the oocyte’s redox level determines its developmen-
tal competence. In numerous cellular redox reactions, the co-factor nicotinamide adenine
nucleotide (NAD) plays a very crucial role, and NAD levels have been reported to decrease
with age (Figure 1), which has been linked to aging-related mitochondrial dysfunction [1].
Three main strategies to counteract the aging-related decline of NAD could represent
the possible fountain of youth, not only for the oocyte, such as avoiding/minimizing
NAD degradation, supplementing NAD precursors, and activating NAD biosynthetic
enzymes [1,2]. The “free radical theory of aging” [3] implies a reduced potential of oocytes
to counteract ROS. Interestingly, evidence suggests that the protein Sirt1 not only relies
on NAD+ as a cofactor (Figure 1), but is also able to slow down age-related decline in
oocyte quality [4]. Recent DNA-methylation and epigenetic clock studies on oocytes re-
vealed that some CpG probes downstream and only one probe upstream of SIRT1 were
hypomethylated with advancing maternal age [5]. Cellular senescence was proposed to
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be the central biological pathway for several diseases related to aging [6]. Senescent cells
show specific characteristics such as the arrest of growth/proliferation, and a senescence-
associated secretory phenotype, in which, among others, cytokines and chemokines are
secreted, which then provoke tissue remodeling and inflammation [7]. Importantly, typical
for senescent cells are the glycolytic and mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation activ-
ities, and there is an increased NAD+ metabolism present due to elevated expression of
nicotinamide phosphoribosyl-transferase (NAMPT) expression (Figure 1A) [7]. It has been
reported that the lack of NAMPT diminishes the availability of NAD+ by which cellular
senescence is promoted [8]. A recent study provided evidence that senescent cells promote
the decrease of NAD+ during the process of aging [9]. These findings suggest that NAD+
is an important determinant factor in cellular senescence development but whether its ex-
pression rule is senescence-associated secretory phenotype promoter or suppressor maybe
cell-type specific. Besides NAD+, several other so-called senolytic drugs, either naturally
occurring compounds such as Quercetin and Curcumin, or synthetic molecules, have been
reported to have an anti-senescence effect [10]. Interestingly, a recent study showed that
Quercetin was able to enhance the in vitro maturation of aged murine oocytes [11]. Similar
to the NAD+ anti-senescence effect, the polyphenolic compound procyanidin C1, another
senolytic agent and possible competitor to NAD+, has recently been shown to inhibit the
senescence-associated secretory phenotype, and also promoted the maturation success of
porcine oocytes when used in vitro [12].
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this process nicotinamide is produced, which is then recycled back into NAD+. (B) Scheme showing the involvement of 

NADH/NAD+ in the electron transport chain which transports electrons along the mitochondrial membrane through the 

single complexes (I-IV). Abbreviations: ADP = adenosine diphosphate, ATP = adenosine triphosphate, CoQ = co-enzyme 

Q, Cyt c = cytochrome c, NAM = nicotinamide, NMN = nicotinamide mononucleotide, NAMPT= nicotinamide phos-
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Figure 1. Impact of aging on NAD+ levels and oocyte number, and oocyte quality. (A) The blue line in the graph shows the
gradual decline of the follicular pool, which is more enhanced after the age of 35 years in women. The oocytes in theses
follicles are arrested in Prophase of the first meiotic division, and with advancing maternal age, oocytes’ mitochondria lose
their function more and more. In consequence, NAD is less available, the oocyte has reduced quality and difficulties to
defend against ROS. Sirt1 uses NAD+ as co-factor during the deacetylation of acetylated proteins. During this process
nicotinamide is produced, which is then recycled back into NAD+. (B) Scheme showing the involvement of NADH/NAD+
in the electron transport chain which transports electrons along the mitochondrial membrane through the single complexes
(I–IV). Abbreviations: ADP = adenosine diphosphate, ATP = adenosine triphosphate, CoQ = co-enzyme Q, Cyt c =
cytochrome c, NAM = nicotinamide, NMN = nicotinamide mononucleotide, NAMPT= nicotinamide phosphoribosyl-
transferase, NNMAT = nicotinamide mononucleotide adenylyl-transferase.

This commentary aims to explain if and how NAD could be used as a potential
therapeutic target to protect oocytes from aging, or in other words, whether NAD could be
the fountain of youth to extend female reproductive lifespan.

2. Nicotinamide Adenine Dinucleotide as a Potential Therapeutic Target to Preserve
Oocyte Quality from Aging

The preservation of oocyte quality against aging is one of the most challenging tasks
in female reproductive research. According to the increasing maternal age, a therapeutic
intervention to target this issue is urgently needed. Recently, there has been increased
attention on studying the benefit of nicotinamide dinucleotide (NAD+) on human health;
therefore, the U.S. Special Operations Command has plans for new clinical trials of an
anti-aging oral treatment for 2022. In a study where mice were used as an animal model, it
was shown that boosting NAD+ levels by the long-term administration of its precursor,
nicotinamide mononucleotide (NMN), through non-aggressive drinking water, not only
prevented the reduction of ovarian reserve but also restored oocyte quality and fertility
function in aged mice [13]. In particular, maintaining the expression of NAD+ of aged
oocytes in the level comparable in young oocytes prevented defeated spindle integrity,
reduced oxidative stress, and improved live birth rate [13].

An increasing number of studies showed the interest in understanding how NAD+
protects female fertility in aging. One possible explanation for the latter mentioned question
could be found in the link between NAD and sirtuins. Sirtuins belong to a family of NAD-
dependent deacetylases with seven members (SIRT1-7), and some of them have been
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found to have a regulatory role in the female reproductive system [14–17]. Preventing the
decline of sirtuins over time has been proven to have a protective role in female fertility
in multiple aspects including a better regulation of oocyte development and maintaining
spindle integrity. For instance, among others, SIRT1 has been suggested to mediate the
beneficial effects of mammalian target of rapamycin (mTOR) suppression on ovarian
lifespan via sustaining the primordial follicle pool in rat ovaries [18]. Additionally, SIRT6
knockout oocytes also displayed increased spindle defects, chromosome misalignment and
higher aneuploidy rates—the effects which are likely due to SIRT6-knockdown-induced
hyperacetylation of H4K16 [19,20]. These findings strongly support the protective role of
sirtuins and indicate that the supplementation of NMN and/or NAD could be a potential
treatment to preserve ovarian reserve and oocyte quality from advanced age females.

3. Conclusions

Importantly, it needs to be elucidated why oocytes age so early, years before other
age-related symptoms occur, and how NAD could be used as an anti-aging treatment in
women to develop future strategies for extending the oocyte’s lifespan and quality at an
adequate maternal age. The new clinical trials announced by the SOCOM could help to
understand what levels of NAD+ are present in healthy aging and age-related diseases.
Oocytes generated from animals could represent an interesting model to study how NAD+
contributes to delay, prevent, or maybe even reverse hallmarks of aging. The advances
and improvement of assisted reproductive technologies and biotechnologies in the past
thirty years has made it possible to create models to study the interplay between single
pathways and processes in oocytes during meiosis. Taken together, our commentary aimed
to stimulate new research ideas on this interesting topic, which could aid in the design of
novel studies and animal models.
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