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“Limiting the Number of Offspring per Sperm Donor 
– The Need for European Action” 

Discussion Paper with Background Analysis (as of May 2026) 

 

DI-Netz e.V., the German Association of Families through Sperm Donation, has long 
advocated the introduction of a legal limit on the number of offspring per sperm donor.1 
We expressly welcome the fact that both the European Union and its Member States are 
increasingly engaging with the question of whether, and in what form, such limits should 
be introduced. 

In the following, we set out why, in our view, a legal upper limit is needed at both the 
national and European levels. The central question is whether the creation of very large 
groups of same-donor offspring can reasonably be imposed on the people affected. 
After outlining the regulatory and market-structural background (1), we examine the 
psychosocial impacts of large groups of “half-siblings” (2) and discuss the resulting 
implications for legislation (3 and 4). 

From the perspective of DI-Netz, there are strong arguments in favour of an international 
limit of approximately eight, but no more than ten, families per donor. The problem 
does not lie in donor conception as such, but rather in the possibility that donations 
from individual men may result in exceptionally large groups of offspring. 

A look at the European situation shows that most countries have already introduced 
legal or administrative limits. Twenty-one of the twenty-seven EU Member States have 
such regulations in place.2 In four additional countries, non-binding recommendations 
exist. Germany, by contrast, remains among the states that still lack a legal upper limit 
and therefore shows a clear need for legal safeguards. 

However, it has become evident that national regulations are only of limited 
effectiveness given the transnational use of donor sperm. European coordination is 

 
1 DI-Familie, 2012; Simon, Brügge, 2013; DI-Netz, 2016; DI-Netz, 2025. 
2 See Table 1 in the Annex. 
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therefore required, and in this respect a shift has recently become apparent at the 
European level. Since 2025, discussions within the European Union on an EU-wide cap, 
shared registry systems, and monitoring mechanisms have intensified within the 
framework of the SoHO Coordination Board (SCB).3 

1. Regulatory and Market-Structural Background 

The following section outlines the historical, regulatory, and economic conditions that 
made such very high offspring numbers possible. This background provides the basis for 
the following analysis. 

1.1. How the Debate Developed in Germany 

For a long time, the question of how many children should be conceived from the same 
donor — and whether this number should be limited — did not play a central role in the 
debate.4 When high offspring numbers were discussed at all, the discussion focused 
mainly on medical and biological concerns, especially the risk of accidental incest or 
the transmission of genetic diseases. This perspective shaped the debate because it fit 
easily into existing medical and regulatory frameworks. By contrast, little attention was 
paid to the social and psychological consequences of large donor-sibling groups, 
especially to how donor-conceived people experience discovering large numbers of 
genetic relatives. Only in recent years have these issues begun to receive greater 
attention. 

Very high offspring numbers are by no means a new phenomenon.5 Men are 
biologically capable of fathering large numbers of offspring, and sperm donation greatly 
expands this possibility. It separates reproduction from sexual intercourse, thus 
enabling large numbers of pregnancies to be achieved from a single donor. As sperm 
donors usually assume neither legal parental responsibility nor everyday caregiving 

 
3 Discussions within the EPSCO framework and the SoHO Coordination Board (SCB) have addressed the 
possibility of a Union-wide upper limit for gamete donation, issues of cross-border traceability, and 
potential European register solutions. Several Member States expressly supported the introduction of an 
EU-wide upper limit for the number of offspring or families per donor. In this context, a dedicated SCB 
subcommittee was established to conduct further technical and regulatory work on the issue. 
4 For example, the problem of very high offspring numbers was hardly addressed in early standard 
publications in Germany (see Katzorke, 2008; Thorn, 2008), while it has become increasingly present in 
later work (s. Janssens et al., 2015; Theodoridis et al., 2018; Katzorke, 2019). 
5 Ismail ibn Sharif (1645–1727) is often cited as a historical extreme case; some historical accounts 
attribute up to 888 children to him, reportedly fathered with a harem of more than 500 women. By 
contrast, the average number of children fathered per man in Europe today is estimated at only around 1.3 
to 1.5. Families with three or more children already constitute a minority, while men with more than ten 
children represent a rare marginal phenomenon far outside typical demographic patterns. Although very 
high offspring numbers are biologically possible, they occur only exceptionally in contemporary human 
populations. 
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roles toward the children conceived from their donations,6 the social, temporal, and 
legal constraints that would normally limit high offspring numbers are largely absent. 

Using the same donor repeatedly is also economically attractive for sperm banks and 
fertility clinics. It reduces organisational effort and allows a large number of treatments 
to be carried out with a single donor.7 As a result, cases of so-called “mass donation” 
already occurred decades ago, even before the development of today’s storage and 
distribution technologies. Perhaps the best-known historical example is the physician 
Bertold Wiesner (1901–1972), who is believed to have fathered more than 600 children 
with his own sperm over many years without the recipients’ consent.8 

For a long time, however, such practices remained largely invisible. One reason was the 
regime of secrecy that dominated sperm donation for decades. People generally 
assumed that children would neither learn about the circumstances of their conception 
nor be able to identify genetic relatives. Genetic relationships between children 
conceived from the same donor were also not considered socially relevant. Under these 
conditions, policymakers and medical institutions did not treat the number of children 
per donor as a regulatory issue in its own right. 

There are also strong indications that practitioners avoided discussing high offspring 
numbers openly because doing so would have revealed the true scale of the practice. 
This would likely have undermined the image of sperm donation as a discreet and 
medically controlled procedure. 

Initially, very high offspring numbers were seen mainly as a marginal phenomenon 
associated with the United States. Commercial sperm banks had already emerged 
there in the early 1970s, making the United States the birthplace of modern sperm 
banking. From a German perspective, very high offspring numbers therefore often 
appeared to be an outgrowth of a particularly commercialised American fertility 
industry rather than a problem directly relevant to Europe. 

This perception was probably reinforced by the lack of transparency surrounding sperm 
donation. Reliable information about how extensively individual donors were used was 
rarely available. At the same time, many intended parents placed considerable trust in 
German medical institutions. In our experience, the total number of children conceived 
from a donor is still rarely discussed or communicated clearly. Many intended parents 
apparently do not expect that, under international conditions, donations from a single 
man may result in more than 50 or even more than 100 children.  

 
6 Where the following text refers to “children,” this term is not used exclusively in relation to age. It may 
also refer to adolescents or adults conceived through sperm donation, in order to reflect the perspective 
of donor-conceived people in relation to the sperm donor and to their family. 
7 Identifying and selecting suitable sperm donors requires substantial organisational and financial 
resources, particularly in relation to outreach, screening, genetic testing, cryopreservation, and storage. 
Since only a small proportion of applicants meet the relevant requirements, substantial fixed costs arise, 
creating economic incentives to maximise the use of sperm samples from individual donors. 
8 See Kensche (2012); Stevens (2000). Cases of very high offspring numbers are also known from 
Germany. The association “Spenderkinder”, for example, reports on a former Munich physician who 
allowed more than 100 pregnancies from a single donor (Spenderkinder, 2022). 
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1.2. Self-Regulation and the Sperm Donor Register in Germany 

In the 1990s, Germany began trying to address high offspring numbers through forms of 
self-regulation. Between 2006 and 2018, the guidelines of the German Medical 
Association (Bundesärztekammer) set a limit of ten offspring per donor. In addition, the 
Working Group on Donor Insemination (Arbeitskreis Donogene Insemination, AKDI), 
founded in 1994, introduced a voluntary commitment in 2006 to limit the number to 15 
children per donor.9 

These approaches, however, developed within a predominantly national system and 
under conditions of anonymity. The rules were not legally binding and lacked effective 
monitoring or sanctions. At the same time, clinics and sperm banks did not face reliable 
documentation or reporting requirements of numbers. As a result, nobody could 
determine with certainty how many children had resulted from donations by a single 
donor or whether the intended limits were being respected. 

Germany took an important step in 2018 when it introduced the German Sperm Donor 
Register (Samenspenderregister). As envisaged by the federal government at the time, 
the Sperm Donor Register Act (SaRegG) aimed to protect the right of donor-conceived 
people to know their origins and to gain access to the identity of the sperm donor. 
During the legislative process, however, lawmakers did not treat limits on offspring 
numbers as a central issue. This was even though several experts had already pointed 
to the need for such regulation and had suggested using the future register to monitor 
compliance with a legal upper limit.10 

The legislation therefore improved transparency regarding donor identity, but it did not 
address the problem of high offspring numbers. However, the donor register has 
offered, for the first time, a technical and institutional framework that made it possible 
to document and trace the use of sperm from individual donors and, in the longer term, 
potentially to limit that use as well. 

  

 
9 In 2025, the Working Group on Donor Insemination (Arbeitskreis Donogene Insemination, AKDI), a 
German association representing sperm banks and fertility centres, changed its recommendation from a 
limit of 15 children to a limit of 15 families per donor (AKDI, 2025). Family-based limits generally allow 
multiple children from the same donor to be born within a single family. At the same time, however, such 
models can substantially increase the total number of offspring permitted in practice, particularly where 
families have several children. Comparable developments can also be observed in other countries, 
including Norway and the Netherlands. In Norway, for example, the former limit of eight children was 
replaced by a limit of six families. Family-based and territorially restricted models may therefore, despite 
formally restrictive rules, permit significantly higher offspring numbers in practice without this necessarily 
being explicitly presented as an increase in the limit. 
10 In addition to DI-Netz, these were the Bundesärztekammer, the association “Spenderkinder” and the 
counsellers’ network BKID (s. Köppen, 2020: 266–285; Wellenhofer, 2022). 
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1.3. From a Local Medical System to an International Market 

For a long time, sperm donation in Germany was organised mainly through individual 
physicians and smaller locally embedded sperm banks.11 Over the past two decades, 
however, the market has changed fundamentally. Several developments have driven 
this transformation: the widespread availability of cryopreservation, which made 
international shipment of donor sperm possible; the expansion of internet-based 
distribution; and a substantial increase in demand, particularly among lesbian couples 
and single women.12 

At the same time, two internationally operating Danish sperm banks, Cryos 
International and European Sperm Bank, emerged and have since become among the 
largest providers worldwide. According to their own statements, both companies 
market donor sperm in more than 100 countries and exemplify the large-scale 
transnational use of donor sperm. The numbers permitted remain exceptionally high. 
European Sperm Bank sets a limit of up to 75 families per donor,13 which could 
theoretically result in well over 150 children, while Cryos has so far explicitly rejected a 
fixed global limit, leaving open the possibility of extremely high or even unlimited 
numbers of offspring.14 

Although many sperm banks exist worldwide, the market has increasingly concentrated 
around a small number of major international providers. Alongside Cryos International 
and European Sperm Bank, these include the US-based companies California 
Cryobank, Fairfax Cryobank, and Xytex.15 The market therefore shows increasingly 

 
11 Sperm donation in Germany was initially carried out primarily through individual medical practices, 
without a distinct institutional sperm bank system. Institutional sperm banks only began to emerge in the 
early 1980s, often developing directly out of existing reproductive medicine practices, with reproductive 
physicians establishing their own facilities. Examples include Essen (1981, Prof. Dr. med. Katzorke et al.), 
Munich (1983, Cryobank München, Dr. med. Bleichrodt), Hamburg (1992, Samenbank IRC, Dr. med. 
Bispink), Berlin (1999, Berliner Samenbank, Dr. med. Peet), and Erlangen (2003, Erlanger Samenbank, Dr. 
med. Hammel). 
12 These groups now often constitute the primary client base of sperm banks. The Danish sperm bank 
Cryos International, for example, states that around 85% of its customers today are lesbian couples and 
single women (Wikipedia, 2025). This also reflects a broader shift away from a model primarily centred on 
medical treatment for male infertility towards a more service- and consumer-oriented form of 
reproductive provision. 
13 According to the ESB website, this limit of 75 families was introduced only at the end of 2022. This 
suggests that, during the nearly twenty years prior to this change, no formal upper limit on the number of 
children per donor existed. 
14 High or absent upper limits are regularly framed by international sperm banks through references to 
science, ethics, monitoring, transparency, and responsible self-regulation in their public 
communications. Notably, the use of non-binding terms such as “goal,” “guideline,” or “aim,” which tend 
to soften or relativise the notion of fixed numerical limits (see Cryos: “As of 2025, Cryos is preparing to 
offer donors with limited global quotas of 3, 10, or 25 families.”). The now widespread use of “families” 
rather than “children” as the relevant unit of reference may also soften perceptions of the actual scale of 
offspring numbers involved (s. Fn. 10). 
15 The expansion of large sperm banks is evident not only in the global distribution of donor sperm, but 
also in the establishment of national and international branches and the acquisition of existing facilities. 
Examples can be found in connection with Fairfax Cryobank, California Cryobank, Cryos International, 
and European Sperm Bank. As a result, increasingly integrated provider networks are emerging that 
operate across multiple locations and have a transnational reach. (s. Table 2 in the Appendix) 
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oligopolistic structures.16 So, very large offspring groups arise not only from the 
international availability of donor sperm, but also from demand being concentrated 
among a small number of major providers. Recruiting and medically screening suitable 
donors is complex and costly, whereas using the same donor repeatedly generates 
comparatively little additional expense. This creates structural incentives to maximise 
the number of births achieved from individual donors.17 

One example of this economic development is the Fertio corporate group. It originated 
from European Sperm Bank, which Peter Bower, a former employee of Cryos, founded in 
2004 under the name Nordic Cryobank. Over the following years, the company 
developed into an internationally operating provider. As part of this expansion, it opened 
an additional branch in Amsterdam in 2012 and another location in London was also in 
operation for several years. 

After a period of expansion, the company was sold in 2019 to the Danish investor Axcel 
and then resold in 2022 to the private-equity firm Perwyn.18 These repeated ownership 
changes within a classic buy-grow-sell cycle illustrate how sperm donation is 
increasingly becoming part of profit-oriented business models. On this basis, the 
Fertio corporate group has emerged, bringing together several sperm banks within a 
shared corporate structure.19 

In addition to European Sperm Bank, the group gradually integrated further sperm 
banks, including the Hamburg sperm bank IRC (acquired in 2018), the Berliner 
Samenbank (acquired in 2026), and the US sperm bank Cascade (acquired in 2026). 
Externally, these institutions generally continue to operate under their established 
names. For intended parents, however, their integration into centrally managed 
corporate structures is not always immediately visible.20 

It is striking that different upper limits apply within the same corporate group. While 
European Sperm Bank and Hamburg IRC permit up to 75 families per donor, the 

 
16 Market analyses describe the global sperm donation market as moderately concentrated and regularly 
identify companies such as Cryos International, European Sperm Bank, California Cryobank, Fairfax 
Cryobank, and Xytex as key actors in the market (see, for example, Mordor Intelligence, 2025; Cognitive 
Market Research, 2025). 
17 A highly simplified illustrative calculation can be used to demonstrate possible scaling effects. 
Assuming, purely for illustrative purposes, a price of approximately €1,000 per straw and an average of 
three straws required per live birth, this would correspond to revenues of around €45,000 for 15 children, 
approximately €75,000 for 25 children, and roughly €300,000 for 100 children per donor. At offspring 
numbers in the range of approximately 300 to 350 children worldwide, total revenues of around one 
million euros per donor would also be conceivable. Actual profits, of course, depend on numerous 
additional factors and on the respective cost structures. 
18 See Axcel, 2022; Lincoln International, 2022. 
19 In the Annual Report of PW Estournel ApS 2024, the purpose of the renaming is expressly stated as 
follows: “The purpose is with Fertio to enable establishment of activities beyond sperm donor services” 
(p. 8). 
20 On the websites of the individual sperm banks, the addition “by fertio,” for example, was added in small 
print. 
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corresponding limits reportedly used by Cascade are around 25 families and by Berliner 
Samenbank around 15 families per donor.21 

The stake in Fertio is held through the fund structures of the private-equity company 
Perwyn, whose ultimate parent company is a holding registered in Guernsey.22 Among 
the key investors is the French Perrodo family, whose wealth originated in the 
international oil and gas sector.23 As a result, an area involving highly sensitive 
questions of ancestry, identity, and child welfare is increasingly becoming embedded in 
international investment and corporate structures that did not originally emerge from 
reproductive medicine.24 

This development goes beyond the earlier internationalisation of individual sperm 
banks. Whereas high offspring numbers were once constrained, at least to some extent, 
by organisational and regional boundaries, today’s centralised provider structures allow 
providers systematically to concentrate on individual donors across national 
borders.25,26 As a result, national limits are losing much of their effectiveness. The 
combination of international availability, centralised provider structures, and growth-
oriented — in some cases investor-driven — business models creates structural 
incentives for the emergence of very large offspring groups, while regulatory oversight 
has so far failed to keep pace with these developments. 

This broader transformation helps explain why national limits alone are no longer 
sufficient. 

  

 
21 Parallel models for the use of individual donors therefore exist, adapted to different national markets 
and regulatory contexts. Particularly noteworthy is that IRC/ESB Hamburg is the first sperm bank based in 
Germany to communicate such a high upper limit openly, thereby embracing a level previously seen 
primarily in the international context. 
22 The holding company operates under the name PW Estournel Limited. 
23 On the Perenco group, see Proptech Connect 2024. 
24 The development is not limited to individual sperm banks. California Cryobank, for example, was 
integrated together with other companies into Generate Life Sciences, a group combining sperm 
donation, egg donation, genetic services, and cord blood and stem cell banking. In 2021, Generate Life 
Sciences was acquired for approximately USD 1.6 billion by the publicly traded medical technology 
company CooperCompanies and incorporated into CooperSurgical. Sperm donation is thus increasingly 
becoming part of an internationally organised fertility and life sciences market.  
25 Comparable processes of concentration and networking can now also be observed in connection with 
another German sperm bank. The present-day “Sperm Bank Germany” in Düsseldorf originated from 
ReproGen GmbH, which was affiliated with the fertility centre IVF Düsseldorf, and later became part of the 
VivaNeo group. As part of an expansion strategy backed by the Dutch investment company Waterland 
Private Equity, VivaNeo consolidated reproductive medicine facilities across Germany, the Netherlands, 
Denmark, and Austria. This was later followed by a merger with the British corporate group The Fertility 
Partnership (TFP), which operated additional sites particularly in the United Kingdom and Poland. Through 
the Swedish healthcare investor Impilo, further links exist to international institutional investors, including 
Goldman Sachs as well as Scandinavian pension and insurance funds. This development reflects the 
growing integration of reproductive medicine facilities into transnational investor structures. 
26 See also the developments concerning California Cryobank (fn. 25), Sperm Bank Germany (fn. 26), and 
Cryos International (fn. 30) (Table 2). 
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1.4. Consequences of cross-border Sperm Donation 

For a long time, the structural consequences of the internationalisation of sperm 
donation remained largely invisible. Only technological developments and growing 
media attention have made these dynamics partly visible. National limits apply only 
within individual countries and can easily be circumvented through export, import, or 
reproductive travel. Once a donor reaches the limit in one country, the same donor’s 
sperm may continue to be used abroad, or the donor may donate again in another 
jurisdiction. In practice, national limits therefore accumulate into much higher overall 
numbers. 

A simple thought experiment illustrates the scale of this problem. If sperm samples 
from a single donor were used in every EU Member State only up to the nationally 
permitted limit, more than 220 children could theoretically be conceived without 
violating any national regulation.27 

In practice, the situation is even more complex because donors may donate at multiple 
sperm banks or additionally provide private sperm donations without disclosing this 
activity.28 At the same time, sperm banks themselves often face economic incentives 
and commercial pressure to use sperm samples from individual donors as extensively 
as possible. Each additional use can generate further revenue while requiring relatively 
little additional effort. As a result, systems emerge that are difficult to monitor centrally 
and can be deliberately exploited.29 

Publicly known cases involving prolific or mass donors show how combining different 
routes of sperm donation can lead to exceptionally high offspring numbers.30 

1.5. Public Awareness and a Shift in Perspective 

For a long time, the consequences of high offspring numbers remained largely invisible. 
Only the rise of DNA databases, digital networking, and increasing media attention 
made the scale of the phenomenon more widely visible. Platforms such as the “Donor 
Sibling Registry” enabled donor-conceived individuals, for the first time, to identify 

 
27 See Table 1. For the sake of standardisation, the calculation is based on the assumption of two children 
per family. In addition, upper limits that in some countries exist only as recommendations were 
nevertheless treated as binding, even though they may in practice be exceeded. The resulting figures 
should therefore be understood as conservative estimates. 
28 Wendy Kramer, the founder of the Donor Sibling Registry, estimates that around one quarter of all sperm 
donors donate simultaneously at multiple sperm banks (Mroz, 2017: 105). 
29 Alongside traditional sperm banks, digital matching platforms for private sperm donation are now also 
emerging. In 2025, Ole Schou, the founder of Cryos International, launched the online platform “Y Factor” 
as such a service. Models of this kind expand the market beyond regulated sperm bank structures and 
make effective control of offspring numbers more difficult, since national limits in this area regularly fail to 
apply (see Cryos, n.d.; Proptech Connect, 2024). 
30 Publicly known cases show that donors may donate simultaneously through different sperm banks and 
private platforms while providing inaccurate information about the actual number of children already 
conceived. Particularly noteworthy in this context is that some prolific private donors attempt to legitimise 
their extensive donation activities precisely by referring to the high offspring numbers associated with 
donors at international sperm banks. 
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genetic relatives systematically and to recognise large same-donor offspring groups as 
such. At the same time, media reports about prolific private donors and public scandals 
brought the issue more sharply into public debate. 

Popular culture has also taken up the phenomenon of serial sperm donation, portraying 
it in both humorous and dramatic ways, for example in the films Starbuck (2011) and 
Delivery Man (2013).31 One case that shaped the recent debate particularly strongly 
involved the Dutch donor Jonathan Jacob Meijer. In 2023, after fathering at least 550 
children, he was prohibited by court order from making further donations.32 in 2025, 
another widely discussed case involved a Danish donor with almost 200 offspring 
whose donations became linked to the transmission of a cancer-causing genetic 
mutation. This case further illustrated the scale of the potential risks involved. 

Today, it is becoming increasingly clear that the number of children conceived from the 
same donor is no longer a marginal issue. Rather, it represents a central structural 
problem within a practice that has so far remained insufficiently regulated. For many 
years, policymakers and practitioners largely assumed that high offspring numbers were 
neither socially relevant nor required regulatory attention, provided that the supply of 
donor sperm was ensured. However, very large same-donor offspring groups may have 
significant psychological, social, and health-related consequences.33 

As a result, growing attention is now focusing on how donor-conceived individuals 
themselves experience these constellations. The following section examines this 
perspective in greater detail. 

  

 
31 See also international adaptations such as Vicky Donor (2012), Fonzy (2013), or Super-Dad (2015). 
32 In the German media, particular attention has been given to the Dutch donor Ed Houben, who also 
provided sperm donations to women in Germany, as well as to Martin Bühler (“Meine hundert Kinder”). 
Both donated sperm privately as well as in clinical contexts and organised these activities across national 
borders. International media reports document numerous additional cases of prolific or mass donors, 
some of whom are reported to have fathered well over 100 offspring. The large number of publicly known 
cases speaks against the assumption that these are merely isolated incidents and instead points to a 
structural problem of insufficiently limited and controlled donation practices. Frequently mentioned 
examples include Robert Charles Albon, Michael Beeney, Norman Barwin, Donald Cline, Donor 59 
Queensland, Donor B155A, Donor 188 Queensland, Pavel Durov, Quincy Fortier, Louis G., Kyle Gordy, 
Anthony Greenfield, Jeffrey Harrison, Chase Kimball, Kirk Maxey, Ari Nagel, Philippe Normand, Philip 
Peven, Dominik Seelos, and Simon Watson. 
33 Genetic health risks do not support the introduction of an upper limit because such a limit would 
eliminate genetic disorders overall. If sperm samples from individual donors are used less frequently, 
other donors with their own genetic risks will take their place. The crucial point, rather, is that an upper 
limit prevents an undetected risk associated with a single donor from becoming concentrated across a 
very large number of offspring. If a relevant mutation in a donor remains undetected, extensive use of that 
donor’s sperm samples may result in a large group of affected offspring, potentially dispersed across 
multiple countries. An upper limit therefore does not eliminate genetic risks as such but limits the extent 
to which the genetic risk associated with a single donor can spread across the population. 
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2. The Perspective of Donor-Conceived people: 
Psychosocial Effects of large numbers of same-donor 
offspring  

For DI-Netz, child welfare is paramount. People conceived through sperm donation had 
no influence over the conditions under which they were conceived. In a general sense, 
this is true of every child, but the specific issue discussed here, is that large groups of 
genetic half-siblings do not arise naturally from reproduction itself. Rather, they result 
from specific organisational, economic, and regulatory decisions. The key question, 
thus, is what additional and avoidable burdens society may legitimately place on 
children through the way this system is organised. 

Very high offspring numbers affect donor-conceived people in different ways depending 
on their personal and biographical circumstances. Based on the experience of DI-Netz, 
three broad constellations can be identified. These should not be understood as 
strictly separate groups, but rather as different contexts in which high offspring 
numbers may become relevant. 

2.1. First Subgroup: Same-Donor Offspring Actively Seeking 
Contact 

Some donor-conceived people actively search for genetically related individuals during 
adolescence or adulthood, for example through DNA databases, specialised platforms 
such as the „Donor Sibling Registry”, or peer-support networks.34 For this subgroup, 
genetic kinship relationships often carry particular significance. As long as the number 
of identified half-siblings remains manageable, many experience such contact as 
positive and enriching. Relationships may develop that people describe as an “extended 
family”.35  

The case law of the Bundesverfassungsgericht/German Federal Constitutional Court 
(1989) on the right to know one’s origins helps illuminate why these encounters may 
matter so deeply. The Court emphasised that knowledge of one’s origins offers “points 
of reference” and is thus “of considerable importance for personality development.”36 

 
34 In families with younger children, parents sometimes take the initiative in establishing contacts with 
genetic half-siblings and their families. Within DI-Netz e. V., we observe that solo mothers in particular 
often initiate and maintain such networks, frequently in the form of messenger groups that typically also 
include contacts across national borders. These groups are used to share photographs and information 
and to create opportunities for exchange and mutual support. 
35 See Hertz et al., 2019; Kramer/Cahn, 2013. 
36 Federal Constitutional Court of Germany (BVerfG), judgment of 31 January 1989 – 1 BvL 17/87 (BVerfGE 
79, 256): “As an element of individual identity, a person’s ancestry forms part of their personality, and 
knowledge of one’s origins provides […] important points of reference for understanding and developing 
one’s own individuality.” These considerations can likewise be applied to genetic half-siblings, since they 
too may provide concrete points of reference for understanding one’s own origins and personality and 
may thereby contribute to knowledge of one’s ancestry. This becomes particularly evident in exchanges 
concerning health-related issues, especially where corresponding information from the donor is 
unavailable. 
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This insight also applies to contact with genetic half-siblings. Such encounters allow 
donor-conceived people to recognise similarities and differences they often experience 
as personally meaningful. Shared physical traits or similarities in personality features 
may create a sense of familiarity, recognition, or belonging and may strengthen a 
person’s sense of identity. 

The desire for resemblance and mirroring may also lead people to focus strongly on 
perceived similarities while paying less attention to differences. Nevertheless, many 
donor-conceived people find these experiences helpful because they make 
genealogical relationships more tangible and allow them to engage more directly with 
questions of origin, kinship, and genetic inheritance. 

In the view of DI-Netz, the importance of these forms of connection has so far received 
too little attention. Meeting several genetically related people may, at least subjectively, 
give donor-conceived individuals a more vivid and nuanced understanding of their 
origins than isolated knowledge of, or contact with, the sperm donor alone. Within a 
group, recurring similarities, differences, and possible patterns become easier to 
recognise through comparison among several — often similarly aged — individuals.37 
Such experiences, however, require a manageable group size. 

2.1.1. Significance and Limits of Meeting Half-Siblings 

Many donor-conceived people therefore describe contact with half-siblings as 
meaningful, identity-forming, and emotionally valuable, even if these relationships are 
not always uncomplicated. Research on relationships between donor-conceived half-
siblings points in a similar direction: it describes these relationships as potentially 
important, but also as emotionally ambivalent and demanding.38 

Precisely because these relationships may become highly meaningful, group size 
matters. What people experience as enriching in smaller relational settings may 
become confusing or emotionally overwhelming once groups grow very large.39 Not 
everyone will necessarily experience such situations as distressing. Nevertheless, large 
groups create highly complex social situations and place considerable demands on 
orientation, emotional processing, and relationship management. 

 
37 Children share approximately 50% of their genetic material with a biological father, while half-siblings 
share on average around 25%, typically within a range of approximately 17% to 33%. Similarities between 
half-siblings are therefore genetically to be expected, although their degree and visibility may vary 
considerably. In group constellations, recurring traits may emerge as recognizable patterns and reinforce 
the impression of a “typical” appearance. This should not be interpreted as a systematic genetic 
reconstruction, but rather an experiential condensation of perceptions shaped in part by expectations and 
by the social context of the encounter itself; this does not diminish their identity-forming significance for 
those concerned. 
38 See Indekeu et al., 2022; Indekeu/Maas, 2023; Hertz/Nelson, 2019; Zeghiche, 2024. 
39 See the statement of one donor-conceived person: “I want to get rid of this feeling of powerlessness. It 
makes me sad. I don’t want that; I want to learn how to deal with it. I don’t know how. I could simply 
schedule 34 appointments on a Sunday, and that would occupy me for a year, but it doesn’t work that way 
[…]” (Indekeu/Maas, 2023). 
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As the group grows, new questions begin to emerge: Which relationships are realistically 
sustainable? Is it acceptable to choose only certain contacts? Does a moral pressure 
arise to get to know as many genetically related people as possible? Practical 
constraints involving time, emotional energy, and social attention also become more 
important, especially when many people seek contact simultaneously. Large groups 
often begin to feel impersonal. Relationships may lose their sense of closeness, and 
navigating the network can become progressively more difficult. Beyond a certain point, 
the group may appear abstract and difficult to integrate into ordinary social life.40 

Through our network activities, we have occasionally encountered donor-conceived 
individuals who reacted to such circumstances with significant psychological distress, 
including persistent low mood, rumination, feelings of overwhelm, heightened inner 
tension, sleep disturbances, or crisis-like questions about their sense of identity.41 

In such cases, very large half-sibling groups may be understood as a form of “kinship 
overload”. 

2.1.2. Impact on Contact with the Donor 

The size of the offspring group shapes not only relationships among donor-conceived 
people themselves, but also the possibility of forming a meaningful relationship with the 
donor. The more children are conceived from one donor, the less realistic it becomes 
that he can relate to each person in an individually attentive and emotionally responsive 
way. For donor-conceived individuals, this may intensify the painful feeling of belonging 
to a very large group while never becoming personally significant to the donor himself. 

In very large offspring groups, this problem often becomes even more acute. People 
who learn about the donor only later in life, or who seek contact only at a later stage, 
often cannot assume that the donor will still be open to contact. As the number of 
offspring increases, so does the likelihood that the donor has already withdrawn or 
become emotionally overwhelmed. The donor himself may also find himself in an 

 
40 Independently of the context of sperm donation, social anthropological research has described general 
limits to human social capacity. The frequently cited “Dunbar number” assumes that human beings can 
maintain only a limited number of stable social relationships over time. The literature describes graduated 
social circles consisting of approximately five very close relationships, around 15 trusted people, and 
roughly 50 stable personal relationships, extending to a broader social circle that is in some studies 
estimated at around 150 individuals. Well below this outermost range, personal commitment and social 
coherence typically begin to decline. Given this, it appears socially and psychologically plausible that very 
large groups of half-siblings may sometimes be experienced as abstract, confusing, or emotionally 
difficult to process, particularly where genetic relatedness is associated with desires for closeness, 
familial orientation, or a sense of belonging. Smaller half-sibling groups, by contrast, are more likely to 
permit the development of genuine personal relationships (see Kramer/Cahn, 2013: 230–236). It should 
also be noted that individuals already maintain social environments outside the half-sibling group itself. 
41 In this context, some accounts describe the experience as a “trauma” (see Mroz, 2017: 147; Hill, 2024; 
Kramer, 2020; Kramer, 2024; Adams in Commonwealth of Australia, 2011; Mumo/Caesar, 2024; Zeghiche, 
2024). Regardless of whether the term is clinically applicable, such reports indicate that very large 
offspring numbers may, for some individuals, profoundly affect their sense of self, their experience of 
biological origins, and their psychological stability. 
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almost irresolvable situation when large numbers of people seek contact, information, 
or personal recognition. 

Lower offspring numbers are therefore more likely to support stable and individually 
attentive relationships with the donor. The fewer children are conceived from one 
donor, the more realistic genuine openness to contact appears to be.42 

2.1.3. Ongoing Uncertainty Regarding the Actual Size of the Group 

Many donor-conceived individuals also describe a persistent uncertainty about the 
actual number of their genetic half-siblings. The size of the group remains open-ended 
as new information emerges. Personal accounts often describe this uncertainty as 
distressing because the offspring do not know how many additional half-siblings may 
exist or where the boundaries of the group actually lie. 

For some donor-conceived individuals, the possibility of belonging to a large half-sibling 
group, potentially involving hundreds of people, without knowing its true size may itself 
become psychologically burdensome. 

Unlike voluntary social communities, however, this form of belonging is not chosen. At 
the same time, it may remain deeply relevant to a person’s biography and sense of 
identity. Large transnational groups may emerge whose actual extent remains unknown 
to the individuals involved. As a result, these constellations often retain something 
fundamentally boundless.43 

2.2. Second Subgroup: Children Without a Desire for Contact 

The following considerations apply not only to individuals who do not seek contact, but 
also, in similar ways, to members of the first subgroup who are generally open to 
contact with genetic half-siblings. They, too, may experience distress simply from the 
imagination of belonging to an exceptionally large group of same-donor offspring. In the 
second subgroup, however, the central issue is not the development of relationships, 
but rather the way individuals process their own origins mentally when confronted with 
high offspring numbers. 

Within DI-Netz, there are many children, adolescents, and adults who do not wish to 
have contact either with the sperm donor or with other children conceived from him. 
Nevertheless, high offspring numbers affect them as well — even if they do not describe 
the others as “half-siblings,” do not wish to establish contact with them, or reject a 
biologically based understanding of family. 

For this group, the central issue is not how to manage specific relationships, but rather 
the mere existence of a large number of additional offspring from the same donor. 

 
42 Kramer, 2024 
43 In globally dispersed constellations, geographical distance and language barriers make the 
establishment and maintenance of personal relationships more difficult, and can be overcome only to a 
limited extent through the use of the internet and translation apps. 
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People may, of course, experience this in different ways. Yet personal accounts 
frequently describe even the idea that there may be several dozen or more than one 
hundred additional offspring as disturbing, uncanny, overwhelming, or even repellent.44 

2.2.1. Mental Imagery when dealing with large numbers of same-
donor offspring 

Many donor-conceived individuals associate high numbers of same-donor offspring 
with certain recurring internal images and ideas. From conversations with our children, 
we know that reflecting on these numbers often evokes negative imagery. 

Some donor-conceived people describe the circumstances of their conception as 
“serial,” and many speak of feeling “mass-produced”.45 When referring to the large 
number of children conceived from a single donor, they often draw on metaphors from 
industrial production, describing the process as “like an assembly line” or referring to 
“high output quantities.” Some also compare it to animal breeding46,47 or invoke motifs 
from science-fiction narratives, such as “clones”48. What these images share is the idea 
of reproduction as serial and insufficiently individualised. 

These ideas may not reflect an objective reality. Rather, they draw on cultural 
frameworks and associations that many donor-conceived individuals experience as 
intuitive and emotionally plausible. Precisely for this reason, they may exert 
considerable psychological force.49 As offspring numbers increase, some donor-
conceived people may come to experience themselves less as uniquely conceived 
individuals and more as part of a serially reproduced pattern. 

These perceptions may also have legal relevance because they touch on questions of 
identity, origin, and personality rights. From a legal perspective, they may concern the 
general right of personality in its expression as the right to know one’s origins, as well as 
the protection of personal identity. The issue does not lie in sperm donation itself, but 
rather in extraordinarily high offspring numbers resulting from the repeated and large-

 
44 See Zeghiche, 2024; Indekeu et al., 2022; Nelson et al., 2015; Devlin, 2024b. 
45 See Gefeller, 2024; Devlin, 2024a; Deutschlandfunk, 2023; ESHRE, 2025. 
46 Interestingly, comparable metaphors are also used by representatives of sperm banks themselves. For 
example, Ole Schou, the founder of Cryos International, compared his sperm bank to a “dairy” 
(Gamillscheg, 2019) and stated that sperm was obtained there “like milk from a cow” (Boyde, 2015).  
47 Analogies to the animal world may also suggest themselves because offspring numbers on the scale 
discussed here do in fact occur there, whereas they are exceptional in the human context. High offspring 
numbers can be found, for example, among fish, insects, or rabbits; in domesticated livestock, they are 
further increased through breeding practices. This becomes particularly evident in the case of breeding 
cattle, which through artificial insemination may produce thousands of offspring. The association does 
not imply a biological equivalence, but rather reflects perceptions of serialised reproduction (s. the 
analogy to “cattle breeding” expressed by one donor-conceived person in Freeman et al., 2015; Senft-
Werner, 2013). 
48 See Kramer, 2021; McKenna, 2025; Sprayregen, 2025. 
49 Ideas of exceptionally high numbers of children are in any case not culturally or historically neutral. 
Large families are associated with ambivalent social perceptions and are sometimes linked to notions of 
“asociality” (s. Diabate et al., 2015). Such culturally available and potentially distancing interpretive 
patterns may also shape perceptions of very large offspring groups resulting from sperm donation. 
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scale use of sperm from the same donor. When donor-conceived individuals associate 
the circumstances of their conception with ideas of interchangeability, standardised 
reproduction, or lack of individuality, this may also affect their sense of personal dignity 
and self-perception. 

It is also significant that some donor-conceived individuals develop ambivalent or even 
negative perceptions of the donor when offspring numbers become high. Fathering an 
exceptionally large number of children is sometimes interpreted as expression of a 
problematic motivation.50 Some donor-conceived people interpret it in terms of 
irresponsibility or self-centredness. For the purpose of evaluating these reactions, 
however, it is not decisive whether such attributions accurately reflect the donor’s 
actual personality. More important is that these perceptions arise from the perspective 
of donor-conceived offspring themselves and shape how they process their own origins. 
The way donor-conceived individuals perceive the donor may affect how they perceive 
themselves. Some may find it difficult fully to separate their own self-understanding 
from a negative image of a serial donor. 

These reactions do not require donor-conceived individuals to regard the donor as a 
“father” or to establish a personal relationship with him. They often arise simply from 
knowing the circumstances of one’s biological origins. In many cases, even the mere 
possibility of high offspring numbers already has psychological significance. Once 
donor-conceived individuals become aware that sperm donation may result in dozens 
or even hundreds of children from the same donor, this knowledge often shapes how 
they perceive their own origins in lasting ways.51 

Experience suggests that such internal images cannot easily be dispelled through 
information or counselling because they connect to deeply rooted cultural ideas about 
reproduction, uniqueness, and individual origin. Once people recognise these 
constellations as a real possibility, they often cannot easily put them out of mind again. 

There are also limits to the number of social relationships people can meaningfully 
imagine. People may belong to larger communities such as villages, clubs, or religious 
congregations, but such forms of belonging usually emerge through recurring 
interaction and shared social contexts. Large same-donor offspring groups often lack 
such points of orientation. Whereas smaller groups may still appear as socially 
intelligible constellations, groups involving dozens or even hundreds of individuals 
increasingly take on an anonymous and abstract character. For donor-conceived 
people, this may create the unsettling sense that a large number of close genetic 
relatives exist “out there” while remaining impossible to place socially or 
geographically. 

 
50 In this context, the image of the “absent father” may function as an interpretive framework: a man who 
has fathered a very large number of children without assuming social or legal responsibility for them. Such 
a negative image of fatherhood is culturally available and may provide an intuitive frame of interpretation 
for affected individuals. 
51 See Zeghiche, 2024 
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In this context, the argument sometimes advanced in practice — namely, that a wide 
geographical dispersion of a donor’s offspring eliminates the problems52 — is not 
convincing. Such arguments focus mainly on objective risks, such as the probability of 
accidental incest, but fail adequately to capture the subjective dimension. For donor-
conceived individuals, what matters is often not where the additional offspring are 
located, but simply that they exist. Even a globally dispersed large group does not 
appear “smaller” or “diluted,” but remains part of one’s own understanding of origin. 
Geographic distance cannot dissolve the perceived connection between the individuals 
involved. 

2.2.2. Structural Burden and Social Exposure 

Extremely high numbers of half-siblings create a form of otherness that does not arise 
naturally, but instead results from deliberately shaped and, in principle, avoidable 
social conditions.53 It is important to recognise that donor-conceived children often 
already grow up in family constellations that differ from traditional social norms, 
without this being problematic in itself. Nevertheless, such family situations may still 
expose children and parents to social pressure to explain themselves or to fears of 
stigmatisation in everyday life — for example because of the sperm donation itself, 
because the child grows up without knowing the genetic father, or because the child 
lives in a family with two mothers or with a solo-mother-by-choice.54 

Belonging to a large group of children conceived from the same donor therefore does 
not simply represent another element of family diversity. Rather, it creates an additional 
and fundamentally avoidable burden. While contemporary societies now broadly 
accept diverse family forms, same-donor offspring groups involving more than 100 half-
siblings remain far outside ordinary social experience.55 As a result, donor-conceived 
individuals may feel that they belong to a socially unusual and difficult-to-understand 
constellation and may experience themselves as falling involuntarily into a distinct 
social category. 

 
52 See the website of Cryos International: “Cryos does not have a fixed global limit on the total number of 
children per donor. This is based on genetic health logic: what matters is not the total number of children 
worldwide, but their geographical distribution” (accessed 18 April 2026). 
53 Even in popular cultural representations – for example in films such as Starbuck, Delivery Man, and 
Vicky Donor – the extraordinary scale of such offspring numbers serves precisely as the basis for comedic 
effects. 
54 See Nordqvist, 2012; Brügge, 2020; Mroz, 2017: 153. According to Kramer/Cahn (2013: 232), some 
mothers fear that it could become known that their children were conceived by a donor with a very high 
number of offspring. They did not want their children to become a kind of fairground attraction. 
55 ESHRE (2025) also recommends limiting the age difference between genetic half-siblings in order to 
avoid half-sibling constellations spanning two generations. Under current conditions, constellations are 
therefore theoretically conceivable in which genetic half-siblings are older than one’s own parents. The 
recommendation may be understood as an attempt to avoid exceptionally wide generational gaps within 
genetic kinship relations and the potentially difficult psychosocial constellations that may result from 
them. In addition, limiting the duration of donor use may help reduce the long-term repeated use of sperm 
samples from individual donors, even though high offspring numbers are not necessarily tied to long 
donation periods. 
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2.2.3. Empirical Findings and Their Limitations 

Empirical research on very large groups of genetic half-siblings is limited. To date, no 
systematic qualitative or quantitative studies have specifically examined how donor-
conceived individuals experience groups consisting of many dozens or even hundreds 
of genetic half-siblings.56 At the same time, personal accounts, case reports, 
statements by donor-conceived organisations, expert assessments, and court 
proceedings57 all point to substantial burdens and challenges. 

Some donor-conceived individuals may experience large groups of genetic half-siblings 
in neutral or even positive ways. However, there is currently no evidence suggesting that 
groups involving fifty, one hundred, or more individuals are generally experienced as 
desirable. Positive experiences usually relate to smaller groups that people can still 
mentally grasp as a whole. In addition, the academic literature often remains unclear 
about the specific group sizes to which references to “multiple same-donor offspring” 
or “varying attitudes” actually refer.58 As a result, reports describing ambivalent or 
diverse attitudes toward large half-sibling groups do not yet allow reliable conclusions 
about how donor-conceived individuals experience groups involving many dozens or 
even hundreds of genetic half-siblings. 

Methodological limitations also need to be taken into account. Interview questions 
concerning politically preferred upper limits59 cannot readily be equated with the much 
more personal question of how donor-conceived individuals themselves would 
experience the prospect of having 25, 50, or 100 additional offspring from the same 
donor. Agreement with, or indifference toward, higher general limits therefore does not 

 
56 A specific scientific focus on the psychosocial challenges associated with very large half-sibling groups 
comprising more than 50 individuals can so far be found primarily in the research of the Canadian group 
around Sabrina Zeghiche. In 2024, the group presented a qualitative study involving 21 participants at a 
congress of ESHRE (s. Zeghiche et al., 2024a; Zeghiche et al., 2024b; Zeghiche/Lepine, 2024). By contrast, 
Sørensen et al. (2025), in the context of a research project conducted by Cryos International, announced 
an evaluation of 18 studies and referred to “numerous positive experiences” reported by affected 
individuals. Corresponding results, however, have not yet been published; according to Sørensen, a 
publication is currently in preparation. Systematic published research specifically addressing very large 
half-sibling groups therefore remains unavailable. 
57 See Rechtbank Den Haag, judgment of 28.04.2023 – ECLI:NL:RBDHA:2023:6047; OLG Frankfurt am 
Main, Urteil vom 01.04.2026 Az.: 17 U 60/24. 
58 See in particular Pennings (2025) and ESHRE (2025). Recent discussions have repeatedly emphasised 
that the attitudes of donor-conceived people towards large half-sibling groups may vary considerably or 
be ambivalent. Pennings (2025), for example, notes that “the donor offspring’s views on the pros and cons 
of large groups of donor siblings vary considerably.” The existing literature, however, often does not clearly 
distinguish between smaller and very large offspring groups. Terms such as “large groups” or “multiple 
same-donor offspring” frequently remain vague with regard to the actual group size. Thus, Pennings, 
referring to Indekeu/Maas (2023), points to positive experiences of some donor-conceived people with 
“multiple same-donor offspring.” The underlying qualitative study, however, examines five groups ranging 
from N = 14 to N = 76 and in some cases explicitly describes these contacts as emotionally challenging or 
distressing. The studies by Freeman et al. (2015), Millbank (2014), and Nelson et al. (2015), likewise cited 
by Pennings, do not permit robust conclusions about how groups comprising many dozens or even 
hundreds of genetic half-siblings are experienced. Positive experiences with smaller or medium-sized 
groups therefore cannot readily be generalised to very large offspring groups. 
59 See for example, Nelson et al. (2015); HFEA, Donor Limits: Have Your Say (2011); and Millbank (2014). 
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necessarily mean that donor-conceived individuals would also accept the idea of having 
extremely large numbers of their own genetic half-siblings. 

Within our network, we are not aware of any minor or adult donor-conceived individual 
who has explicitly expressed a wish for a large number of additional children from the 
same donor — for example fifty or one hundred. Nor have we identified examples in the 
academic literature, empirical studies, or media accounts suggesting that donor-
conceived individuals positively value extremely large groups of genetic half-siblings for 
themselves.60 

At the same time, an important structural problem of perspective must also be 
considered. Donor-conceived individuals usually develop their views within realities 
that already exist. Someone who has to understand themselves as one of a donor’s 
many children — for example, the 79th child — already lives within that reality. For many 
people, it may be psychologically difficult to maintain that such a situation should never 
have existed in the first place. In a similar way, donor-conceived individuals may find it 
difficult to “wish away” existing children of the same donor in other families, especially 
once personal contact and emotional bonds have already developed.61 

This does not, of course, mean that donor-conceived individuals were unable to criticise 
high offspring numbers or the structures that produce them. Individual evaluations, 
however, often develop under the conditions of already existing realities and therefore 
cannot simply serve as the sole normative basis for legal regulation. 

2.2.4. The Perspective of Parents 

There are also indications from the perspective of intended parents that exceptionally 
high numbers of same-donor offspring are not regarded as desirable. Within DI-Netz, we 
know of no parents who wish for dozens or more than one hundred children from the 
same donor in other families. Rather, parents often react with shock and distress when 
they discover that numerous additional children have been conceived from the same 
donor. It is not uncommon for parents to state that they would not have chosen a 
particular sperm bank had they known beforehand that numerous children had already 
resulted from this donor’s sperm or that his sperm was being distributed internationally 
on a large scale. 

This negative evaluation is also reflected in broader structural patterns. International 
sperm banks often market lower offspring numbers as a paid add-on option. Such 
offers are only plausible in light of corresponding preferences among intended parents. 

 
60 According to the Canadian researcher Sabrina Zeghiche, none of the individuals she interviewed 
expressed a clearly positive view of the idea of a half-sibling group comprising around 100 people 
(personal communication, 14 May 2026). 
61 Parents, too, evaluate existing constellations against the background of their own already established 
families. One mother, for example, retrospectively reported that she was ultimately grateful for the former 
limit of 40 families because she had been among the last still to be included; otherwise, her specific 
family would not exist (Millbank, 2014, p. 23). The statement illustrates that evaluations of high offspring 
numbers are shaped by already existing biographical bonds and should therefore not automatically be 
understood as expressions of normative approval. 
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There are also reports of private donors who fail to disclose, or deliberately understate, 
how frequently they have donated sperm. Similarly, there are indications that 
international sperm banks are reluctant to provide information when a man’s donations 
may already have resulted in dozens of children. Taken together, this suggests that both 
sperm banks and donors themselves assume that high offspring numbers are 
undesirable for many intended parents.62 

For them, concern for the welfare of the child is paramount. They wonder what it may 
mean for their child to belong to a very large group of same-donor offspring. This 
anticipatory perspective is shaped by the desire to protect their child from avoidable 
burdens and risks. Parents primarily perceive their child as an individual person. Large 
numbers of offspring from the same donor stand in tension with this perception 
because these may appear as a multitude or a “mass”.63 

The difficulty of portraying very large offspring groups as a positively connoted family 
constellation also becomes apparent in everyday communication. In widely used 
educational books for children about donor conception, genetic half-siblings are almost 
never addressed; to our knowledge, only two booklets discuss the issue at all. Even in 
these explicitly affirmative depictions, however, extremely large offspring groups remain 
abstract and are rarely represented visually.64 This suggests that constellations involving 
high offspring numbers are difficult to communicate in ways that are understandable to 
children, feel age-appropriate, and can be experienced positively. 

Accordingly, parents occasionally contact DI-Netz with considerable concern and ask 
how they should explain to their child that there might be many children conceived from 
the same donor: “How am I supposed to explain to my child that they may have 200 
half-siblings?” Such questions point to the fundamental difficulty of meaningfully and 
age-appropriately contextualising very large groups of donor offspring. 

 
62 A few explicitly positive interpretations of very large half-sibling groups can also be found, 
predominantly from the perspective of parents. These include, for example, hopes for a large extended 
transnational family, additional social support, or protection against loneliness. In some cases, the idea 
emerges of a worldwide network of same-donor offspring that may create a sense of belonging and 
connectedness across national borders. Individual accounts further associate this with visits to families 
created through the same donor and with the idea of an extended “global family” dispersed across 
different continents. Such positive interpretations, however, are still based primarily on parental 
expectations and future-oriented imaginaries; systematic empirical research on these issues remains 
lacking (See Diers, n.d.; Mroz, 2017; Peters, 2018; Schroeder, 2018; Sacks, 2026). 
63 This applies, however, only to parents who intend to disclose the donor conception to their child. 
Parents who do not intend such disclosure generally assume that the child would not become aware of it 
and therefore do not regard these questions as relevant to their role as parents. 
64 The educational picture book for children “I’ve Got Dibs: A Donor Sibling Story” by Amy Dorfman and 
Lisa Goldman (2017) addresses the topic of genetic half-siblings in an explicitly positive manner. 
According to the authors, the daughter of one of the authors is said to have around 50 genetic half-
siblings. A similar approach can be found in the children’s book “My Donor Sibling Club” by Sharon Leya 
and Janne Maru (2025), which likewise presents genetic half-siblings as a positive form of “club.” It is 
noteworthy, however, that even these explicitly affirmative representations visualise only small groups of 
children concretely. This is likely due in part to developmental-psychological and didactic simplifications, 
but it also points to the difficulty of representing very large half-sibling groups in a way that is emotionally 
accessible and positively meaningful for children. 
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2.2.5. From Individual Reactions to Normative Evaluation 

The perspective of parents confirms that high offspring numbers may be experienced as 
problematic not only in retrospect, but already in anticipation, as a burden that is 
difficult to explain or justify to a child. For legal and normative evaluation, however, a 
further step is required. The issue is not merely the subjective preferences of individual 
parents or children, but the broader question of which constellations a regulated 
system of reproductive medicine should be permitted in the first place. 

Against this background, a legal cap serves not only to reduce specific risks, but also to 
prevent extremely large and difficult-to-manage offspring groups from arising at all. 
What matters is therefore not whether every affected individual subjectively 
experiences such a situation as distressing. The decisive question is whether such 
constellations are generally reasonable to impose. 

Where very large groups are interpreted positively as a “club” or a loose community, this 
often reflects forms of coping and normalisation. This also becomes apparent when 
some donor-conceived individuals use more distant kinship terms and refer to children 
conceived from the same donor as “cousins.” In doing so, they place the biological 
relationship into a more distant kinship category and make the size of the group appear 
less unusual.65 

Such forms of psychological coping may provide relief, but they can neither be 
presumed nor generalised, and they certainly cannot be normatively expected. The 
reports currently available instead frequently point to irritation, feelings of being 
overwhelmed, and distressing internal imagery. Precisely because individual responses 
cannot reliably be predicted, and because relieving coping cannot simply be assumed, 
it is problematic deliberately to allow exceptionally large same-donor offspring groups 
to arise. Psychological burdens may already emerge once groups involving many dozens 
or even hundreds of children from the same donor become part of a person’s 
understanding of their own origins. 

  

 
65 Similarly, the serial donor Meijer describes his offspring as “[…] emotionally […] more like my nephews 
and nieces. Otherwise, it would be too much for me” (Sager, 2024). This reinterpretation may be 
understood both as a form of cognitive and emotional distancing and as an attempt to make exceptionally 
high offspring numbers seem easier to comprehend by framing them through conventional family models. 
In large extended families, for example, high numbers of nieces and nephews are even possible without 
necessarily being perceived as exceptional. It is also entirely normal for genuine social closeness to exist 
with only a small number of one’s cousins (s. Wright, 2016: 195). 
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2.3. Third Subgroup: Individuals Who Were Not Informed 

A third and particularly vulnerable group consists of individuals whose parents never 
told them that they were conceived through sperm donation. The assumption that not 
knowing might protect people from possible burdens is becoming increasingly 
unrealistic, since donor conception is now often discovered independently of parental 
disclosure — for example through DNA databases, personal research, or searches 
conducted by genetic half-siblings. Some donor-conceived individuals only learn about 
the sperm donation in adulthood, often through their parents. They are then confronted 
with this reality later in life and subsequently also become part of one of the two 
previously described subgroups, often under more difficult emotional circumstances. 

Non-disclosure creates additional risks and burdens alongside the psychosocial 
consequences already described. This applies particularly to the possibility of intimate 
relationships between genetic half-siblings when individuals are unaware that they 
were conceived through sperm donation or have no information about the donor. 
Crucially, without such knowledge, people cannot recognise themselves as belonging 
to a particular same-donor offspring group or identify others as half-siblings. Whereas 
individuals who possess donor information, such as a donor number, may at least 
actively search for genetic relatives and orient themselves accordingly, this possibility 
remains largely unavailable to those who were never informed. 

Overall, the statistical risk of unintended intimate relationships between genetic half-
siblings is regarded as low. In certain regional or social contexts, however, the risk may 
increase — for example where many offspring from the same donor live near a fertility 
clinic or within particular social communities.66 Although sexual relationships between 
genetic half-siblings conceived through sperm donation appear to be extremely rare, 
and the literature has so far documented only one such case67, reports nevertheless 
repeatedly describe situations in which donor siblings encountered one another or lived 
within the same social or geographical environment without knowing of their biological 
relationship.68 

Individuals who know that they were conceived through sperm donation may also 
experience this possibility as distressing. What matters here is often less the statistical 
probability itself than the persistent mental image of unknown genetic half-siblings. 
Unknown genetic relationships may also exist outside the context of sperm donation. In 
the context of very high numbers of same-donor offspring, however, this possibility is no 
longer merely remote theoretical exception but can increasingly be a structural reality 
that people must actively take into account. Donor-conceived individuals who know 
about their origins are often also aware that many other donor-conceived people were 
never informed and therefore cannot be recognised as genetic half-siblings. As a result, 

 
66 See Hertz/Nelson (2019: 270). 
67 This concerns the case of Victoria Hill, who publicly reported her experiences. (s. Hill, 2024; Cook, 
2024). 
68 See Sager, 2024; Freeman et al, 2020; Mroz, 2011; Mroz, 2017: 163, 170; Kramer, 2020; Kramer, 2021; 
Kramer, 2024; Hertz/Nelson, 2019: 270; Spenderkinder, 2022; Hill, 2024; Lytton, 2024; OLG Frankfurt Az. 
17 U 60/24; Zeghiche, 2024 
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the possibility of unintended encounters or relationships may remain a persistent 
psychological concern. 

Because incest constitutes one of the strongest cultural taboos, statistical arguments 
often provide only limited reassurance in this context. People tend to process such 
situations less through abstract probabilities than through imaginable scenarios.69 

To illustrate the scale of these issues and the way probabilities are assessed under 
certain regulatory assumptions, reference may be made to the ratio proposed by the 
American Society for Reproductive Medicine (ASRM) of 25 children per donor per 
800,000 inhabitants. This distribution is intended to keep the risk of incest low, and 
several sperm banks refer to this benchmark. Applied to larger populations, it would 
theoretically result in approximately 120 children from a single donor in Berlin alone, 
around 2,600 in Germany, approximately 23,000 in Europe, and more than 250,000 
children worldwide.70 

Even if such figures were never reached in practice, they nevertheless illustrate the 
scale that must theoretically be taken into account under the logic of large-scale 
distribution. For donor-conceived individuals, the key issue is therefore not only the 
statistical risk itself, but already the mental imagination of potentially very large 
numbers of unknown, closely related genetic relatives. Such figures do not remain 
purely abstract. Rather, people often translate them into concrete internal images and 
associations that may shape their understanding of their own origins over time. 

3. Justification of a numerical limitation 

If the aim is to prevent very large numbers of same-donor offspring, the question 
inevitably arises where exactly such a limit should be set. This figure cannot be 

 
69 The hypothesis of ESHRE according to which the risks of consanguineous relationships are no longer 
considered a particularly pressing concern (ESHRE, 2025, lines 96–97), does not fully capture the 
subjective perspective of donor-conceived offspring. In personal accounts, it is precisely the enduring 
possibility of unknown genetic half-siblings within one’s social environment that is described as 
psychologically distressing. One man stated: “[i]t is not just the issue of consanguineous relationships, 
which are statistically unlikely; it is the psychological impact on the child who, for a fellow, will be 
wondering about every girl he sees, ‘Is she my half-sister?’ You do not know where your siblings are” 
(Commonwealth, 2011). One affected mother reported: “(...) these numbers have broken me. I feel so 
guilty (...) It makes me physically sick that my kids will for the rest of their lives have to fight off the fear of 
incest.” Since her daughter learned that the donor may have fathered more than 1,000 children, she has 
rejected the idea of having children herself out of fear of unknowingly committing incest (Cooke, 2026). 
Maya similarly describes the experience as follows: “I always carry this shadow around with me. When 
someone looks similar to me or my siblings, I think: Could you perhaps be my half-sibling? (...) 
Psychologically, it would be comforting not to have to wonder whether people one finds romantically 
interesting might in fact be close relatives” (Weber, 2025). According to Wright (2016: 190), having to live 
with such fears of incest may itself constitute a form of harm. 
70 Even when applying the ratio proposed by the Nordic National Ethics Councils (2025: 10), the figures 
would still amount to 4 children in Berlin, 84 in Germany, around 740 in Europe, and approximately 8,200 
worldwide. The use of large reference populations therefore results in very high theoretically permissible 
offspring numbers that affected individuals may translate into mental images. 
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determined with scientific precision. Rather, it requires a normative justification and 
must be established on a precautionary basis. 

3.1. Why a Numerical Limit Is Necessary 

The debate sometimes reveals considerable reluctance to define specific numerical 
limits. In some cases, individuals reject what they perceive as an undue “fixation on 
numbers”. The serial donor Meijer, for example, stated: “I am disappointed by the 
obsession with numbers. I became a donor not for my numbers but out of love […] I 
cannot understand how anyone can only focus on numbers and see my donor children 
as a number”.71 Other voices question the significance of specific numerical thresholds 
or doubt whether such limits can realistically be enforced in light of international 
distribution practices and inadequate registry systems. From the perspective of DI-
Netz, the decision of the German Medical Association (Bundesärztekammer) to remove 
the previous limit on same-donor offspring from its guidelines in 2018 and leave the 
matter to legislators has also contributed to a regulatory vacuum.72 

In the view of DI-Netz, academic discussions that focus strongly on differing stakeholder 
interests or allegedly heterogeneous attitudes among donor-conceived people may also 
contribute to low numerical limits appearing less urgent.73 As a result, even clearly 
identifiable problems — particularly extremely large offspring groups — do not always 
lead to concrete proposals for effective limits.  

The debate is further complicated by a lack of transparency regarding the use of sperm 
from individual donors. Although incomplete reporting means that the precise number 
of children conceived cannot always be determined, sperm banks nevertheless possess 
data that would allow reasonably reliable estimates of how extensively individual donors 
are used. However, these data have not been published. As a result, both the prevalence 
of very large offspring groups and the degree to which reproduction is concentrated on 
individual donors remain largely hidden. 

For this reason, setting a limit cannot be understood as a purely empirical exercise. It 
necessarily involves a normative judgement. One structural argument is particularly 
important here: As the number of genetically related children increases, what changes 
is not only the quantity of relationships, but also the extent to which those relationships 
remain socially and cognitively manageable. Smaller groups may still appear 
comprehensible and socially integrable, whereas a bigger group size substantially 
raises complexity. Relationships lose definition, the group becomes difficult to navigate, 

 
71 See Mroz, 2021 
72 The issue of high offspring numbers was for a long time addressed only cautiously at the European level 
as well. During the public consultations on the reform of the SoHO regulations in 2021, even large 
international sperm banks such as Cryos International and European Sperm Bank referred to the need for 
improved European coordination and raised the possibility of Union-wide registry solutions. Nevertheless, 
under the 2024 SoHO reform, specific upper limits were initially intended to remain largely within the 
competence of the Member States. More recently, however, a stronger Union-wide coordination has 
begun to emerge within the framework of the new SoHO structures, including discussions on common 
upper limits and registry mechanisms. 
73 See Sørensen et al. 2025; Pennings 2025; ESHRE 2025, Nordic National Ethics Councils 2025. 
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and opportunities for meaningful social orientation diminish. As group size grows, 
therefore, what changes is not merely the number of relationships, but the nature of the 
entire social situation. 

3.2. Child Welfare and Social Manageability as Guiding Principles  

The fact that no precise upper limit can be determined does not argue against imposing 
a limit; on the contrary, it supports a cautious approach guided by the interests of those 
affected. A precautionary principle centered on child welfare74 is therefore essential. 
The aim is not to identify a mathematically “correct” number, but to avoid situations 
that lie far outside ordinary social relationship experiences and may be difficult for 
those affected to navigate. 

Existing national regulations and the positions of donor-conceived advocacy 
organizations can provide useful points of reference when determining an appropriate 
limit. Many EU member states already impose statutory limits, often ranging from 
approximately three to ten families per donor.75 These figures represent normative 
judgments that seek to preserve a degree of social manageability while remaining close 
to ordinary family structures and lived experience. 

The positions of advocacy organisations point in a similar direction. Despite differing 
national contexts, most proposals range from only a few up to about ten families per 
donor. The German organization “Spenderkinder” calls for a worldwide limit of six 
families per donor, while Australian representatives have proposed limits of three to five 
families. The “Donor Sibling Registry”, “Solomütter Deutschland e. V.”, the “U.S. Donor 
Conceived Council”, and the New Zealand donor-conceived community have likewise 
supported limits of no more than ten families. The British “Donor Conception Network”, 
by comparison, has proposed a limit of 15 families and considers higher numbers 
acceptable only as a temporary measure — similar to the current proposals put forward 
by ESHRE (2025). 

Overall, most proposals cluster between roughly three and ten families, with some 
extending up to fifteen. The limit proposed by DI-Netz — eight to no more than ten 
families per donor — falls within the middle of this spectrum and therefore does not 
represent an isolated position. 

 
74 In this context, child welfare is understood in a broader sense as encompassing the protection of people 
conceived through sperm donation throughout their development and across the lifespan. 
75 See Table 1. 



25 
 

At the other end of the spectrum, some proposals in the academic literature suggest 
international limits of 5076 or even 10077 families per donor.78 Such proposals fail to 
address adequately the problem of very large same-donor offspring groups. Even the 
voluntary limit of 25 families often cited by U.S. sperm banks may, given an average of 
more than one child per family, result in well over 50 offspring, even before taking into 
account parallel donations through multiple sperm banks or across different countries 
outside the EU. 

If one takes seriously the possibility that very large groups of half-siblings are likely to 
create psychosocial burdens that may be difficult to cope with, it does not appear 
appropriate to maintain substantially higher limits merely for reasons of supply security 
or economic interests, even as a transitional measure. Doing so would mean 
continuing to create family structures whose consequences for the children involved 
remain difficult to assess, even though severe shortages in donor supply have not yet 
been convincingly demonstrated empirically. 

The limit proposed by DI-Netz, eight to no more than ten families, instead reflects the 
idea of social and cognitive manageability and would typically correspond to 
approximately 16 to 20 offspring. It prioritizes the perspective of the donor-conceived 
children and avoids creating family structures that lie far outside ordinary familial 
experience. 

Arguments that larger groups might provide additional opportunities for comparison, 
contact, or mutual support are understandable, but they concern possible additional 
benefits. The preventive interest in protecting children nevertheless carries greater 
weight, since extremely large half-sibling groups may involve psychosocial risks whose 
extent cannot yet be reliably assessed. Against this background, it appears justified to 

 
76 See Katzorke (2019), who proposed a limit of 100 children. The transitional limit of 50 families proposed 
by ESHRE (2025) would mathematically result in similarly high offspring numbers, since an average of 
approximately two children per family could likewise lead to around 100 offspring. In the view of  
DI-Netz e. V., this already constitutes a form of mass donation. For the three-year transitional and 
evaluation period envisaged by ESHRE, such a high level appears difficult to justify, particularly given that 
sperm stocks from thousands of registered donors are already available today. In addition, uses outside 
the European Union remain unaccounted for, even though they may further increase the actual offspring 
numbers. As long as international use is not comprehensively recorded, any limitation remains 
incomplete. Precisely for this reason, it appears appropriate to work with substantially lower baseline 
limits at least within the European Union and to accompany these with suitable import and export 
regulations. Finally, it is also problematic that children conceived during the transitional phase would 
continue to have to live with very large half-sibling groups despite already recognised concerns, while later 
cohorts would be subject to lower limits. The resulting unequal treatment of donor offspring born during 
the transitional period would be difficult to justify to those affected. 
77 Janssens et al. (2015: 578) refer to an upper limit of 100 families, while also noting that psychosocial 
professionals tend to recommend figures closer to ten families. 
78 The upper limits proposed in the debate differ considerably and in some cases extend into very high 
ranges. These differences cannot be explained solely by empirical findings, but likely also reflect differing 
institutional perspectives. Reproductive medicine societies such as European Society of Human 
Reproduction and Embryology (ESHRE) tend to place particular emphasis on questions of supply and 
practical feasibility. From the perspective of DI-Netz e. V. as well, ensuring reliable access to donor sperm 
is an important concern. This does not, however, imply that very high offspring numbers per donor are 
necessary. Rather, they reflect a particular organisation of supply rather than an unavoidable prerequisite 
for it (see Section 3.4). 
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assign greater weight to difficult-to-calculate burdens than to the potential additional 
advantages associated with large numbers of same-donor offspring. 

The proposed limit therefore represents a deliberate normative choice. Its purpose is 
not to maximize potential advantages that some individuals might derive from large 
same-donor offspring groups, but rather to avoid social and psychological situations 
that may expose donor-conceived people to significant risks. 

3.3. Enforceability and Sanctions 

Proposals to impose numerical limits are regularly met with the objection that effective 
enforcement is difficult to ensure given international distribution, incomplete data, and 
limited monitoring capacities. These objections should be taken seriously. They do not, 
however, argue against imposing limits; rather, they show that limits are only effective if 
they are enforced consistently. 

A legally mandated limit can fulfil its purpose only if compliance is actually monitored 
and enforced. Mere guidelines, non-binding voluntary commitments, or ineffective laws 
are insufficient. Without effective monitoring and sanctions, there is a considerable risk 
that upper limits will be circumvented in practice. 

This is particularly important because the extensive use of sperm samples from 
individual donors is both organizationally simple and economically attractive. It is 
therefore insufficient to leave compliance with restrictive limits solely to the sperm 
banks involved. 

High limits — or the absence of limits altogether — may also encourage men who 
deliberately seek exceptionally large numbers of offspring. International cases show 
that some donors intentionally aim to father large numbers of children and combine 
different routes of sperm donation in order to do so. Binding limits can help prevent 
such developments. 

Structural problems throughout the entire treatment and distribution chain further 
complicate matters. Information about actual pregnancies and births depends not only 
on sperm banks, but also on fertility clinics and on feedback from recipients. According 
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to the “Donor Sibling Registry” (DSR), considerable shortcomings exist in this area.79 
Reporting is often voluntary and is not consistently followed up, with the result that the 
actual use of sperm samples from individual donors is recorded only incompletely and 
offspring numbers are likely to be significantly underestimated. This also demonstrates 
that birth reporting alone is insufficient for effective limitation and that additional 
counting or reservation mechanisms are required. 

According to the DSR, recipients are also not consistently informed in a transparent 
manner about the prior use of a donor. National limits are frequently referenced without 
disclosing the international use of sperm samples from the same donor or the resulting 
total number of offspring. 

These problems underline the need for effective oversight mechanisms. In particular, 
this requires mandatory documentation of the distribution of sperm samples from 
individual donors, cross-institutional traceability, binding reporting obligations, and 
structured information exchange between institutions and registries. 

Effective sanctions are likewise necessary. These may include substantial fines, 
regulatory measures up to and including the withdrawal of licences, as well as public 
consequences in cases of systematic violations.80 

Effective regulation therefore involves more than simply setting a number. Limits must 
be institutionally secured through registries, reporting obligations, import and export 
rules, and effective enforcement mechanisms. 

3.4. Economic Objections and Their Evaluation 

Critics of low numerical limits often argue that they could lead to supply shortages. 
Commonly cited concerns include rising costs, longer waiting times, a reduced choice 
of donors, greater dependence on imports, and possible shifts toward unregulated 

 
79 Wendy Kramer and the Donor Sibling Registry (DSR) have repeatedly pointed to significant deficiencies 
in the recording and limitation of offspring numbers. According to the DSR, births are often not recorded 
consistently, and many parents are not even asked to report them. Only around 20–40% of births are said 
to be documented, meaning that actual offspring numbers may be substantially underestimated (Kramer, 
2024). At the same time, donors and recipient parents are often insufficiently informed about the actual or 
expected number of offspring. Some donors, for example, reportedly assumed due to inadequate 
information that a donation could result in only a single child (Boyde, 2015). Many intended parents 
likewise appear to have expected only a small number of genetic half-siblings (Mroz, 2011). Comparable 
problems are now also becoming evident in the European context: in the Netherlands, breaches of 
national upper limits were recently identified for at least 85 donors, while in Belgium this was the case for 
93 donors. This suggests that formal upper limits have only limited practical effectiveness in the absence 
of effective monitoring and reporting mechanisms (see Kramer, 2021; Kramer/Cahn, 2013; Donor Sibling 
Registry, n.d.; Die Welt, 2025; Grenzecho, 2026). Exemplary substitute reporting mechanisms already 
exist in the German Sperm Donor Register Act (SaRegG), according to which pregnancies or treatments 
may, under certain conditions, be counted in place of missing birth reports (see §§ 4 and 6 para. 2 
SaRegG). 
80 See Vandenbroucke, 2025. 
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forms of private sperm donation. In some cases, the economic viability of individual 
sperm banks is even called into question.81 

These objections should first be considered in light of where they originate.82 They are 
often advanced by large sperm banks and their professional environment, whose 
business models rely heavily on the extensive use of sperm samples from individual 
donors. This does not mean that such concerns are unfounded, but it does make critical 
scrutiny necessary. 

There is also a significant lack of transparency: the data required for a sound 
evaluation — particularly regarding the actual use of individual donors and the structure 
of demand, costs, and profits — largely resides with the providers themselves and are 
hardly accessible to the public. Although incomplete reporting means that actual 
offspring numbers cannot always be determined precisely, institutions nevertheless 
possess detailed information on the distribution and use of donor sperm that would at 
least allow reliable estimates of how frequently individual donors are used. To date, 
however, such data have not been published systematically. 

Statements about looming supply shortages therefore remain only partially 
substantiated and are often based on assumptions about possible market reactions. 
They frequently proceed from the implicit assumption that current international supply 
and import structures are without alternative. However, this is not a given. The fact that 
several European countries import substantial quantities of sperm samples from large 
international suppliers — especially from Denmark — primarily reflects the existing 
status quo of the market.83 It does not automatically follow that lower limits would be 
impracticable or that the possibilities for stronger national donor recruitment have 
already been largely exhausted. It is also often overlooked that institutions can adapt to 
changing regulatory frameworks, for example through more intensive donor recruitment 
or organisational changes. Potential supply problems therefore cannot be directly 
inferred from low limits; rather, they depend substantially on how the regulatory system 
is designed. 

 
81 See Nordic National Ethics Councils, 2025. 
82 Some contributions to the debate on upper limits are also situated within institutional contexts 
connected to internationally operating sperm banks. The contribution by Sørensen et al. (2025), for 
example, was published in the context of Cryos International; moreover, Guido Pennings is a member of 
the “External Scientific Advisory Committee of Cryos Int.” (Pennings, 2026: 4) (see Pennings, 2025; 
Sørensen et al., 2025; ESHRE, 2025). 
83 The debate repeatedly points out that a substantial proportion of the sperm samples used in Norway, 
Sweden, the United Kingdom, Belgium, and the Netherlands are imported from Denmark (see Pennings, 
2025; ESHRE, 2025; Nordic National Ethics Councils, 2025). From this, it is sometimes concluded that 
high upper limits cannot realistically be dispensed with. This assumption presupposes that current import 
practices reflect an unavoidable shortage. It is equally conceivable that large international sperm banks 
are used primarily because of standardised procedures, broad donor selection, and ease of availability, 
without the possibilities for stronger national donor recruitment having yet been fully exhausted. Before 
existing import dependencies are taken as evidence for the necessity of high upper limits, it would 
therefore first need to be demonstrated that such alternatives are not in fact feasible to a sufficient extent. 
Possible economic incentives must also be considered: according to Devlin (2024b), approximately 90% 
of the sperm samples collected by the European Sperm Bank in the United Kingdom were exported, even 
though a donor shortage for the British market was simultaneously being claimed. 
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Ultimately, the decisive issue is one of normative judgement. Access to reproductive 
medical services is an important concern, but it must not come at the cost of avoidable 
structural burdens for the children conceived through these practices. 

Three key conclusions follow from the preceding analysis: First, there is a need for a low 
limit oriented toward the best interest of the child. Second, this limit must be enforced 
through registries, transnational mechanisms, and sanctions. Thirdly, economic 
interests and insufficiently substantiated claims of scarcity must not lead to the 
continued acceptance of structurally burdensome numbers of same-donor offspring. 

From this, DI-Netz derives the following legislative requirements: 

4. Legislative Demands of DI-Netz 

DI-Netz calls for the introduction, across the European Union, of a binding upper limit 
on the number of families per sperm donor. Such a limit should consistently prioritise 
the welfare of donor-conceived people and prevent the emergence of exceptionally 
large of same-donor offspring groups that may entail considerable psychosocial 
burdens. The ongoing shift away from earlier practices of secrecy toward greater 
transparency is expressly to be welcomed. However, this development must be 
supported and further developed through effective regulation. 

Extensive regulatory options exist at both national and European levels. In addition, the 
European Union is also capable of exerting indirect influence on international 
developments. 

 

4.1. Requirements for National and European Regulation 

1. European harmonisation and a common upper limit 

Germany should advocate at the European level for the introduction of an EU-wide 
upper limit on the number of families per sperm donor. 

The aim should be minimum harmonisation that ensures a common European level of 
protection without excluding stricter national rules. Harmonisation need not 
standardise all national provisions, but it must establish a binding upper limit that may 
not be exceeded across the European Union as a whole.84 

DI-Netz considers a limit of no more than eight families worldwide to be appropriate; a 
limit of up to ten families appears to be a politically realistic compromise. Lower 
national limits must remain expressly permissible. 

 
84 The relevant point of reference in this context is the number of families per donor; multiple children 
within the same family unit are counted only once. 
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2. Introduction of a binding upper limit in Germany 

Germany currently has no legally defined upper limit and therefore lags significantly 
behind most European states in regulatory terms. It is therefore necessary to introduce 
a binding national limit on the number of families per sperm donor, oriented toward the 
European minimum standard and, where appropriate, falling below it. 

3. International effects of European regulation 

A uniform global regulatory framework is not currently foreseeable. The European Union 
can neither create a global donor register nor directly impose binding requirements on 
third countries. 

Nevertheless, in order to exert international regulatory influence, it should make 
consistent use of its internal market powers. Donor sperm from third countries should 
be allowed to enter the European market only if compliance with the European upper 
limit can be demonstrated at the point of import. Conversely, equivalent safeguards 
must ensure that these limits are not circumvented through exports from the European 
Union. 

In this way, a de facto international standard could gradually emerge. 

Practical implementation requires a coordinated system of cross-border traceability 
throughout the European Union. This could take the form either of a central European 
register or interoperable national registers. Given the legal and data-protection 
requirements involved, a system of interconnected national registers is likely to be more 
realistic. Such a system would require compatible identification systems as well as 
standardised reporting, blocking, and information-sharing mechanisms. 

The German Sperm Donor Register must be further developed, so that the number of 
families created per donor is recorded and further use is automatically blocked, once 
the applicable upper limit has been reached, 

4. Mandatory reporting obligations 

Sperm banks and fertility clinics should be legally required to report all relevant data 
concerning donations and births, or alternatively treatments and pregnancies, to the 
competent registry authorities. 

In addition, recipients should be contractually obliged to report births following sperm 
donation. If such feedback is not provided, pregnancies or treatments should be 
counted instead. 

5. Obligations of donors 

Sperm donors must be contractually obliged to carry out their donation activity 
exclusively within regulated structures and to refrain from parallel donations at multiple 
institutions or within private arrangements. 
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Compliance should be secured through a Europe-wide unique donor ID, binding 
declarations, and appropriate monitoring mechanisms. 

6. Transparency and information obligations 

Sperm banks must be required to provide recipients, donors, and donor-conceived 
individuals with transparent information about the use of a donor’s sperm samples, the 
applicable upper limit, and – upon request – the number of children already conceived 
from that donor. 

In addition, the registers should provide structured avenues for obtaining such 
information. 

7. Information and contact opportunities for genetic half-siblings 

Donor-conceived individuals should have the opportunity, where there is mutual 
consent, to establish contact with genetic half-siblings. The relevant registers should 
therefore be designed in ways that facilitate such contact opportunities in compliance 
with data-protection law. 

In addition, donor-conceived people, parents, and sperm donors should, upon request, 
be able to obtain information about the number, birth years, nationalities, and gender of 
genetic half-siblings. 

8. Medical safety 

EU-wide coordinated minimum standards for medical safety should be established. 
These should include, in particular, genetic testing according to uniform criteria, 
reporting and warning systems in cases of serious genetic risks, and the immediate 
suspension of affected donors. 

Clear rules should also define the relevant time limits and the scope of information 
required when notifying affected individuals. 

9. Sanctions and supervision 

Violations of upper limits, reporting obligations, and other regulatory requirements must 
be effectively sanctioned. This requires independent supervisory structures and regular 
monitoring at both national and European levels. 

10. Responsibility and funding 

The structures required for registry management and regulatory oversight must be 
assigned clear institutional responsibilities and secured through permanent public 
funding. The functioning of the system must not depend primarily on voluntary reporting 
or on individual economic interests. 
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4.2. Responsibility, Funding, and European Integration 

Establishing and operating such systems requires considerable organisational and 
technical resources. These investments are nevertheless necessary in order to ensure 
compliance with the established limits and to guarantee their effective implementation. 

Failing to make such investments would therefore not constitute a genuine saving of 
resources. Instead, it would substantially weaken the practical effectiveness of 
regulatory limits, with potentially negative consequences for donor-conceived 
individuals, healthcare systems, and national and European supervisory and judicial 
procedures. This also concerns the responsibility of member states and the European 
Union to provide reliable technical frameworks that protect donor-conceived people. 

4.3. Conclusion 

Limiting the number of families per sperm donor is not a marginal issue within 
reproductive medicine, but a central prerequisite for ensuring that sperm donation is 
organised in a responsible, transparent, and child-centered manner under the 
conditions of an internationalised market. 

If the current opportunity for regulation is not seized, further cases of extremely high 
offspring numbers are likely to emerge, alongside increasing litigation, growing distrust 
toward sperm banks, and a further shift of regulatory power toward internationally 
operating providers whose business models structurally encourage very high offspring 
numbers from individual donors. 

A Europe-wide, registry-based upper limit therefore constitutes a necessary protective 
measure for donor-conceived people. 
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Appendix 1: Map of Legal Upper Limits on the Number of Offspring per Sperm Donor in EU Member States 

Country Upper limit per donor Source 

Austria 3 children Fortpflanzungsmedizingesetz (FMedG) 

Belgium 6 families 
Arrêté royal du 28 septembre 2009 relatif à la procréation 
médicalement assistée 

Bulgaria 5 children Наредба № 28 за дейности по асистирана репродукция 

Croatia 3 children Zakon o medicinski pomognutoj oplodnji 

Cyprus 1 family Law 69(I)/2015 on Medically Assisted Reproduction 
Czech 
Republic 

— ESHRE (2025), Appendix 1 

Denmark 12 families Vævsloven + guidelines of the Danish Health Authority 

Estonia 6 mothers Kunstliku viljastamise ja embrüokaitse seadus 

Finland 5 families 
Laki hedelmöityshoidoista (1237/2006) + supervisory practice 
of Valvira 

France 10 children Code de la santé publique + Loi de bioéthique 

Germany 
[15 families 
(recommended)] 

Arbeitskreis Donogene Insemination 

Greece 10 children Νόμος 3305/2005 

Hungary Limit exists (value not 
disclosed) 

European Society of Human Reproduction and Embryology 
(2025), Appendix 1 

Ireland 
[4 families 
(recommended)] 

Medical Council – Guide to Professional Conduct and Ethics 

Italy 10 children Legge 19 febbraio 2004, n. 40 + Linee guida ministeriali 
Latvia 3 children Seksuālās un reproduktīvās veselības likums 

Lithuania 5 children Pagalbinio apvaisinimo įstatymas (Nr. XII-2608) 

Luxembourg 3 children 
Loi du 7 août 2012 relative à l’assistance médicale à la 
procréation 

Malta 1 family 
Embryo Protection Act (Chapter 524) + Embryo Protection 
Authority 

Netherlands 12 mothers Wet donorgegevens kunstmatige bevruchting (as amended on 
1 April 2025) 

Poland 10 children Ustawa z dnia 25 czerwca 2015 o leczeniu niepłodności 

Portugal 8 families Lei n.º 32/2006 

Romania 
[5 children 
(recommended)] 

ESHRE (2025), Appendix 1 

Slovakia 
[3–5 children 
(recommended)] 

ESHRE (2025), Appendix 1 

Slovenia 2 families 
Zakon o zdravljenju neplodnosti in postopkih oploditve z 
biomedicinsko pomočjo 

Spain 6 children Ley 14/2006, Art. 5 para. 7 

Sweden 6 families Lag (2006:351) om genetisk integritet m.m. 

Notes on Table 1 

The ways in which upper limits per sperm donor are defined vary considerably between countries. Some 
states define the limit in terms of the number of children, others in terms of the number of families, while 
some regulations use the category of treated women, that is, mothers. 
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The legal status of these regulations also differs substantially. In 21 EU Member States, binding legal or 
regulatory provisions are in place, whereas in other countries only non-binding recommendations exist. 

For the purpose of comparative statistical analysis, these different categories can be approximately 
standardised by assuming an average of two children per family. In this context, the category of “women” 
may likewise be treated as an approximation of “families,” although this does not apply in all cases, for 
example in the context of lesbian couples. 

On this basis, the upper limits range from 1 family in Cyprus and Malta to 12 families in Denmark and the 
Netherlands (or up to 15 families in Germany at the level of professional recommendations). The median 
of the country-specific values (including recommended limits) is 4 families, while the mean is 
approximately 4.7 families. 
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Appendix 2: Overview of Locations and Self-Imposed Upper Limits on the Number of Offspring per Sperm 

Donor. According to Information Provided by International Sperm Banks (based on information published on 

the websites of international sperm banks; s.Donor Sibling Registry, n.d.; U.S. Donor Conceived Council, 2023) 

Name (Land) Gründung Standorte 
Selbstauskunft 
Obergrenze pro 
Samenspender 

Xytex (USA) 1975 

Augusta (Georgia, Hauptsitz) 
Atlanta (Georgia) 
Marietta (Georgia) 
San Diego (Kalifornien) 
Los Angeles (Kalifornien) 
Chicago (Illinois) 

faktisch unbegrenzt  

Cryos International (DK) 
1987 (Ole 
Schou) 

Aarhus (Hauptsitz) 
Kopenhagen 
Aalborg 
Odense 
Orlando (Florida, Hauptsitz USA) 
Raleigh (North Carolina) 
Gainesville (Florida) 
Dallas (Texas) 
IVF-Klinik, Nicosia (Zypern) 
London (Großbritannien) 
 
Ehemals: Seattle „Scandinavian 
Cryobank“, New York, Manchester, 
BabyQuest Cryobank, Mumbai (Indien) als 
Franchise,  

faktisch unbegrenzt 

└ Y-Factor  
(App für private 
Samenspende) 

2025 (Ole 
Schou) 

UK, DK (seit 2025) 
USA (seit 2026) 

--- 

European Sperm Bank / 
Fertio (DK) 

2004 

Kopenhagen (Hauptsitz; 3x) 
Lyngby 
Aarhus 
Aalborg 
Amsterdam (Niederlande) 
 
Ehemals: London 

75 Familien 
(bis 2022 unbegrenzt) 

└ IRC / ESB Hamburg (DE) 1992, 
seit 2018 

Hamburg (2x) 75 Familien 

└ Cascade Cryobank (USA) 
1990 
Seit 2026 

Washington State 25 Familien 

└ Berliner Samenbank (DE) 1999, 
seit 2026 

Berlin 15 Familien 

Fairfax Cryobank (USA) 1986 

Virginia (Hauptsitz, Washington)  
Austin (Texas)  
Houston (Texas)  
Los Angeles (Kalifornien)  
Philadelphia (Pennsylvania)  
Roseville (Minnesota)  
Miami (Florida) 

40 Familien: 
25 Familien (USA) 
+ 15 international 

└ Pacific Reproductive 
Services (USA) 

1984 
seit 2015 

Kalifornien - 

California Cryobank (USA) 1977 

Los Angeles (Kalifornien, Hauptsitz) 
Palo Alto (Kalifornien) 
Manhattan (New York) 
Cambridge (Massachusetts) 

25-30 Familien 

└ Northwest Cryobank (USA), 
geschlossen 

1990, 
2017-2023 

Spokane, Pullman (Washington) Missoula 
(Montana) 

- 
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Note on Table 2: 

It is striking that several major international sperm banks apply very high upper limits of up to 75 families 
per donor or even permit effectively unlimited use of individual donors (for example Cryos International 
and Xytex). Since these limits refer to families rather than to the actual number of children, the real 
number of genetically related offspring per donor is likely to be substantially higher. 

This broadly corresponds to the findings of European Society of Human Reproduction and Embryology 
(2025), which notes that sperm banks apply limits ranging from approximately 60 families to no limit at all. 
Consistently making full use of such limits would therefore effectively amount to “mass donation.” 
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