
 
 

Location 

When a girl is born, her ovaries contain all the 

eggs she will ever have (as opposed to men who 

can produce sperm throughout life). At birth, an 

estimated 1 million eggs are stored in the ovaries, 

but by puberty around 400,000 eggs remain. Only 

about 500 of these will mature and be released. 

The ovaries usually take it in turns to release an 

egg. The released egg is then swept into the 

fallopian tubes, where it travels down into the 

uterus (womb). 

These hormones play roles in: 

• Development of the female reproductive 

organs 

• Development of female physical characteristics 

(e.g. breasts, pubic hair) 

• Regulating the menstrual cycle 

 

• Fertility 

• Pregnancy  

• Bone health – growth and mineral density 

• Protecting blood vessels from damage 

• Supporting the immune system 

Functions/Roles 

Ovaries have two main functions in the body – to house and release eggs (ova) and to make hormones, 

including estrogen, progesterone and testosterone. 

Hormones Australia  aims to improve the health of Australians through increasing understanding about 

hormones and hormone-related conditions. Hormones Australia is an initiative and governed by the Endocrine 

Society of Australia (ESA). 
endocrine society of australia



 

 
 

Hormones produced by the ovaries 

Keeping ovarian hormones in balance 

Estrogen and progesterone levels rise and fall across 

the menstrual cycle in response to hormone signals 

from the pituitary gland.  A menstrual cycle is the 

length of time between the first day of one period to 

the first day of the next. This normally takes 

between 24 and 35 days, however can be longer or 

shorter. 

At the start of the menstrual cycle, both estrogen 

and progesterone levels are low. This signals the 

pituitary gland to make follicle stimulating 

hormone (FSH). When FSH levels increase, around 

10-20 follicles begin to grow and their eggs start to 

mature.  The follicles produce estrogen, which start 

to prepare the uterus (womb) for pregnancy. The 

rising estrogen levels signal the pituitary gland to 

release luteinising hormone (LH), which in turn, 

signal the ovaries to produce more and more 

estrogen. This forms a positive feedback loop.  

 

The sharp increase in LH causes a mature egg to be 

released from the ovarian follicle. Only one egg 

generally reaches maturity and is released at about 

midway through the menstrual cycle. This is called 

ovulation. When the egg is released, the positive 

feedback loop ends, and estrogen and LH levels fall. 

After the egg is released, the remains of the ovarian 

follicle form a structure called the corpus luteum. 

This structure releases progesterone and estrogen to 

continue preparing the uterus (womb) for 

pregnancy. In most cases, fertilisation does not 

occur, and the corpus luteum decomposes and stops 

producing progesterone. Without the progesterone, 

the uterine lining breaks down and is discarded 

with the egg and other cells, mucus and fluid 

during menstruation (or a period).  
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The ovarian hormones, estrogen and progesterone, rise and fall across the menstrual cycle in response to 

hormones released from the pituitary gland.  This cycle usually takes between 24 and 35 days.  

Common problems and conditions of the ovary 

Polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS) 

Infertility 

Premature ovarian failure 

Premature ovarian insufficiency 

Abbreviations 

E1: estrone  

E2: estradiol 

E3: estriol 

LSH: Luteinizing stimulating hormone 

FSH: Follicle stimulating hormone
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