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Limiting the Number of Children per Sperm Donor

Position Paper on the Need for European Regulation

DI-Netz e.V., the German Association of Families Created Through Sperm Donation, has
been advocating for many years for a legal limit on the number of children per sperm
donor. As an organisation representing families created through sperm donation, DI-
Netz brings a particular perspective to this debate: we support and represent both
parents and donor-conceived people, some of whom are now adults. At the centre of
our position are the interests and long-term well-being of donor-conceived people.

In our view, a binding limit on the number of children conceived from one donor is long
overdue — in Germany, at the European level, and in the broader context of the cross-
border use of donor sperm.

In the following, we outline our position and present recommendations for regulation.

Why very large groups of same-donor offspring are problematic

For a long time, the debate mainly focused on medical risks, such as the probability of
accidentalincest or the transmission of genetic diseases. These risks are important, but
they address only part of the problem. From the perspective of DI-Netz, the social and
psychological implications of very large donor offspring groups have so far been
underestimated.

For some donor-conceived people, contact with half-siblings can be positive and
identity-affirming. In smaller and socially manageable groups, similarities, differences,
and genealogical connections can become meaningful and tangible. This can play an
important role in identity development. However, as offspring groups grow larger, the
quality and dynamics of these constellations change fundamentally. What may be



enriching in small groups can become confusing and emotionally overwhelming in very
large ones.

This does not affect only people who actively seek contact with genetic half-siblings.
Even children, adolescents, and adults with no desire for contact may feel unsettled
simply by the idea that there could be dozens or even hundreds of children from the
same donor.

Very high offspring numbers can lead donor-conceived people to feel replaceable or
dehumanised. Some connect such situations with ideas of mass production, cloning, or
animal breeding. Even if these perceptions are not biologically accurate, they can
nevertheless negatively affect a person’s sense of origin, identity, and individuality.

Another issue is the open-ended and unpredictable numerical dimension of such
groups. The actual number of genetic half-siblings often remains unknown and may
continue to grow over time through new DNA database matches or additional
information. For many donor-conceived people, the crucial point is not how far away
other offspring live, but simply that they exist — as a large group of closely related
genetic half-siblings spread across different places and difficult to relate to socially or
personally.

For this reason, the commonly voiced assumption that worldwide distribution somehow
reduces the burden is unconvincing. Geographical distance may reduce certain
objective risks, but it does not change the subjective experience of being part of an
extraordinarily large group of children conceived from the same donor. A globally
dispersed group does not automatically feel smaller or less significant from the
perspective of those affected.

If donor-conceived people wish to establish contact with the donor, very high offspring
numbers may also reduce the donor’s willingness to allow or maintain such contact
over time.

In addition, regulation should prevent individuals with problematic or narcissistically
motivated intentions from being effectively encouraged by high or non-existent limits.
International cases — for example from the Netherlands — demonstrate that some
donors may deliberately seek extraordinarily high offspring numbers. Binding limits can
help prevent such developments.

Appropriate limits on offspring numbers per donor

In the view of DI-Netz, a legal limit should be guided by the welfare of the child and by

the social manageability of offspring groups. International debates sometimes discuss

limits of 25, 50, 75, or even 100 families. DI-Netz considers such numbers far too high. If
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families have more than one child, these figures can easily result in 50, 100, 150, or
more donor-conceived children from a single donor, with considerable social and
psychological consequences for those affected. Private sperm donation and
international use outside the EU are not even included in these calculations.

We are also not convinced by high transitional limits. If it is acknowledged that very large
offspring groups may involve consequences whose full impact remains unclear, such
group sizes should not be maintained even temporarily. Otherwise, children born during
this period would continue to be exposed to avoidable risks.

DI-Netz considers an international limit of a maximum of eight families worldwide to
be appropriate. A limit of up to ten families would, in our view, still only be acceptable as
a political compromise. The proposed range is based on social manageability, existing
European regulations, and the positions of other donor-conceived advocacy
organisations. It is not at the extreme edge of the debate, but well within the spectrum
of precautionary and child-welfare-oriented proposals.

Why national regulations are not enough

Many European countries already have legal or administrative limits on the number of
offspring per sperm donor. Germany, however, remains among the countries without a
binding legal limit. From the perspective of DI-Netz, this represents a significant
regulatory gap that urgently needs to be addressed.

This is all the more important because the framework of sperm donation has changed
fundamentally over recent decades. Whereas sperm donation used to be organised
primarily on a local and medical basis, it has increasingly become an internationalised
market characterised by transnational distribution structures, large sperm banks, and
investor-driven corporate networks. Sperm samples from a single donor can now be
used simultaneously in multiple national systems. National limits therefore effectively
add up to very high total offspring numbers. At the same time, the market is increasingly
dominated by a few international providers, further raising the likelihood of very large
offspring groups.

We are particularly concerned that high offspring numbers in an internationalised
market do not arise merely by chance, but are in some cases structurally linked to the
business and growth models of large providers. Only internationally coordinated limits
can ensure that offspring numbers are determined primarily by social and ethical
considerations. Without such regulation, there is a risk that actual offspring numbers
will increasingly be driven by international marketing strategies and commercial
interests.



In a globalised world, DI-Netz therefore sees a substantial need for regulation.

Legal requirements from the perspective of DI-Netz

Implementing an effective limit in an internationalised market is complex. This is
precisely why we consider binding, internationally coordinated, and effectively
enforceable regulations to be necessary. National regulations alone are no longer
sufficient when sperm samples from the same donor can be used simultaneously
across multiple countries.

European regulation should in particular include the following points:
1. Introduction of a binding EU-wide limit

The European Union should establish a binding upper limit for the number of families
per sperm donor. DI-Netz considers a limit of a maximum of eight families worldwide
appropriate; a limit of up to ten families would still appear acceptable. Stricter national
regulations should remain possible.

2. Registry-based and cross-border implementation

A limit can only be effective if the use of a donor’s sperm samples remains traceable
across borders.

This requires a coordinated European system for documenting and tracking sperm
donations. This could take the form either of a central European register or a system of
interoperable national registers capable of exchanging information.

Such a system would require standardised identification procedures, in particular a
unique Europe-wide donor ID, as well as coordinated reporting, information-sharing,
and blocking mechanisms.

3. Mandatory reporting requirements

Sperm banks and fertility clinics throughout Europe should be legally required to report
births — or, where birth reporting is unavailable, at least treatments — to the relevant
registers.

4. Ensuring international effectiveness

European regulations must not be circumvented through international marketing.
Sperm from third countries should therefore only be allowed into the European Union if



the European limit is respected. The same principle should apply to exports from the
EU.

5. Transparency rights for donor-conceived people

Donor-conceived people should have the possibility to obtain information about the
number of other children conceived from the same donor. In addition, privacy-
compliant mechanisms should be established to enable genetic half-siblings to contact
one another by mutual consent.

6. Oversight and sanctions

Binding limits can only have practical effect if violations entail clear consequences.
Independent oversight structures, effective sanctions, and regular compliance reviews
are therefore necessary.

7. Primacy of child welfare

Although considerations relating to reproductive healthcare provision and economic
conditions must also be taken into account, the number of offspring per donor must not
primarily be determined by international marketing, commercial interests, or efforts to
maximise the number of children per donor. The decisive consideration should instead
be what appears justifiable from the perspective of child welfare and the long-term
social consequences.
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Full-length discussion paper:

In addition to this position paper, DI-Netz publishes an extensive full-length discussion
paper on its website (45 pages; reading time about one hour). It provides a more detailed
analysis of the international market and regulatory structures surrounding sperm
donation, the psychosocial impact of very large offspring groups, and the related
scientific and legal policy debate.



