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We investigated offspring sex ratio among 6232 offspring born to 3218 survivors of childhood cancer in relation to therapeutic
irradiation, and pooled our data with those from two other large-scale studies giving a total of 9685 offspring. Exposure to high-dose
gonadal irradiation was not associated with a significant alteration in offspring sex ratio compared to low doses (men: P¼ 0.58,
women: P¼ 0.66). There was also no evidence that the ratio varied with time since cancer diagnosis when comparing survivors
treated with radiotherapy vs those without (men: P¼ 0.51; women: P¼ 0.46). This, the largest study to date, finds no evidence that
exposure to radiation affects the offspring sex ratio among survivors of childhood cancer.
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Several studies (Schull and Neel, 1958; Schull et al, 1966; Hawkins,
1991; Dickinson et al, 1996; Byrne et al, 1998; Maconochie et al,
2001; Green et al, 2003; Winther et al, 2003) have investigated
whether parental preconceptional exposure to radiation alters the
sex ratio (boy/girl ratio) of offspring, but most (Schull et al, 1966;
Hawkins, 1991; Byrne et al, 1998; Maconochie et al, 2001;
Green et al, 2003; Winther et al, 2003) have failed to find
supporting evidence. This may be because offspring sex ratio is
not a sensitive indicator of radiation-induced genetic damage
(Neel et al, 1990). It is also possible, however, that the studies
lacked adequate statistical power. Survivors of childhood cancer
provide a unique opportunity to investigate the effect of radiation
on sex ratio because a large proportion of survivors have been
exposed to high doses of therapeutic radiation (Boice et al, 2003).
We have investigated the subject within a large-scale cohort
study of adult survivors of childhood cancer, providing us with
more offspring born to childhood cancer survivors compared
to the largest of the previous studies, which investigated the
effect of gonadal dose (Byrne et al, 1998), and pooled our data with
those from previous large-scale studies, in order to maximise
statistical power.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design

We used data from the British Childhood Cancer Survivor Study
(BCCSS), which is a population-based cohort study of survivors of
childhood cancer who were 16 years or older, had been diagnosed
with childhood cancer between 1940 and 1991, in Britain, and who
had survived for at least 5 years. As part of the BCCSS, a
questionnaire that included details of adverse health outcomes and
the sex of any offspring was sent to 14 540 survivors in the cohort.
In total, 10 477 returned the questionnaire, yielding a response rate
of 72%. Twenty-seven per cent reported having produced at least
one child, with a total of 5433 offspring born to 2793 survivors. As
part of an earlier investigation (Hawkins, 1991), General Practi-
tioners of 2286 survivors were sent a questionnaire that also
enquired about the sex of any survivor offspring. Although most
survivors included in this latter study were also included in the
more recent comprehensive investigation, 425 survivors did not
complete the more recent questionnaire, but their GP at the time
had provided us with information on their offspring. This allowed
us to add 799 offspring to the existing 5433 offspring available for
this investigation, giving a total number of 6232 offspring born to
3218 survivors.

Data relating to cancer type and site, radiotherapy treatment
(yes/no), chemotherapy treatment (yes/no), and demographics
were obtained from the National Registry of Childhood Tumours.
The information on tumour site, together with information on
whether the survivor had been treated with radiotherapy, allowed
us to determine whether the gonads of the survivor had been
exposed to relatively high or low doses of radiation. Treatment
with radiotherapy was considered to result in a relatively high
gonadal dose if the site of the irradiated tumour had been between
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the knee and the diaphragm (hereafter high gonadal dose);
treatment was presumed to result in a relatively low gonadal dose
if the tumour had not been irradiated or the irradiation had
occurred below the knee or above the diaphragm (hereafter low
gonadal dose).

Statistical analysis

We expected that radiation induced sex-linked lethal mutations
would manifest as an increase in the offspring sex ratio in male
survivors and as a decrease in female survivors (Schull and Neel,
1958). First, we calculated the offspring sex ratio for all childhood
cancer survivors and compared it with the offspring sex ratio
observed in the general population of England and Wales (Office of
National Statistics, 2002). We then compared the offspring sex
ratio of survivors treated with chemotherapy only, or radiotherapy
only, with that of survivors treated without chemotherapy or
radiotherapy. However, because not all radiotherapy is likely to
have resulted in a high gonadal dose, we calculated the offspring
sex ratio of survivors who had been treated with a high gonadal
dose and the offspring sex ratio of survivors who had been treated
with a low gonadal dose. Subsequently, we estimated the odds ratio
(OR), which expressed the offspring sex ratio (i.e. the odds of
offspring being of male sex) of those treated with a high gonadal
dose relative to that of those treated with a low gonadal dose by
means of unconditional logistic regression, while adjusting for the
potential confounders of treatment with chemotherapy, parental
age (in 5-year groups), and birth order. However, as this
adjustment left the estimates unchanged, we report only crude
ORs.

As radiation-induced germ cell mutations may be repaired or be
followed by cell death, an observed effect may vary with time. We
therefore examined whether the association, if any, between
treatment with radiotherapy and offspring sex ratio varied by the
time interval between diagnosis and birth of offspring. Specifically,
we calculated ORs comparing survivors exposed to radiotherapy
only with survivors not exposed to radiotherapy or chemotherapy
according to different levels of the time interval between diagnosis
and birth of offspring (o10/10–14/15–19/X20 years), and tested
whether these ORs varied significantly from each other. In
addition, we performed a test for trend to examine whether the
log odds of offspring being of male sex increased or decreased
linearly over the different categories of this time interval.

In addition, the findings from this study were pooled with those
from studies by Winther and Byrne (Byrne et al, 1998; Meistrich
and Byrne, 2002; Winther et al, 2003). Byrne et al (1998) defined
potential mutagenic irradiation as treatment with radiotherapy
above the knee and below the diaphragm, and therefore we
considered these survivors as being exposed to high-dose gonadal
irradiation. Survivors treated with alkalyting agents were also
included in this group, because, in their calculation of the sex ratio,
Byrne et al (1998) did not distinguish between those survivors
treated with high gonadal radiation and those treated with
alkalyting agents as both treatments were hypothesised to be
potentially germ-cell mutagenic. Winther et al (2003) used a
classification scheme from low to high to categorise survivors by
the likelihood of the gonads having been exposed to therapeutic
irradiation. To pool our data with this latter study, we regarded the
category defined as high as that in which survivors had been
exposed to high gonadal doses.

RESULTS

The sex ratio for offspring of male and female survivors was 1. 02
(95% CI: 0.94, 1.10) and 1.08 (95% CI: 1.01– 1.15), respectively,
which is indistinguishable from the sex ratio of 1.05 observed in
the general population of England and Wales. For male and female

survivors, no significant difference (P¼ 0.69; P¼ 0.72, respec-
tively) was found between the sex ratio of those treated with
radiotherapy only vs survivors treated without any radiation
or chemotherapy (Table 1). Neither was treatment with chemo-
therapy only associated with a significant alteration in sex ratio in
males (P¼ 0.98) or females (P¼ 0.99). Also no statistically
significant difference in sex ratio between the offspring of
survivors of each sex treated with high-gonadal dose irradiation
vs those treated with low-gonadal dose irradation (males: P¼ 0.58;
females: P¼ 0.66). For survivors exposed to high gonadal doses,
the most common diagnosis was Wilms’ tumour (62.7%), followed
by bone tumour (9.7%) and soft-tissue sarcoma (8.3%).

The sex ratio did not vary significantly over time intervals
between diagnosis and birth of offspring when comparing
survivors treated with radiotherapy only with those treated without
(males: pheterogeneity¼ 0.51, females: pheterogeneity ¼ 0.46). There was
also no significant linear relationship between offspring sex ratio
and time interval between diagnosis and birth of offspring (males:
ptrend ¼ 0.46, females: ptrend ¼ 0.74). For the three studies com-
bined, sex ratios did not differ significantly for survivors treated
with high dose gonadal irradiation vs those treated with low
gonadal doses ((males: P¼ 0.94), females: P¼ 0.31) Table 2.

DISCUSSION

This study, which was based upon a greater number of cancer
survivor offspring than available from any previous study, found
no evidence for an altered sex ratio among the offspring of

Table 1 Offspring sex ratio by sex of parent according to different types
of treatment

Male survivors Female survivors

All survivors 1.02 (1221/1198)a 1.08 (1725/1858)a

Treated with RT only 0.95 (436/457) 1.09 (485/445)
Treated without RT or CT 1.00 (278/279) 1.13 (496/440)
OR (95% CI)b 0.96 (0.77, 1.18) 0.97 (0.81, 1.16)
Treated with CT only 1.00 (92/92) 1.13 (152/135)
Treated without CT or RT 1.00 (278/279) 1.13 (496/440)
OR (95% CI)c 1.00 (0.72, 1.40) 1.00 (0.77, 1.30)
High-dose gonadal RT 0.96 (140/146) 1.03 (187/181)
Low-dose gonadal RT 1.03 (1058/1029) 1.08 (1628/1501)
OR (95% CI)d 0.93 (0.73, 1.19) 0.95 (0.77, 1.18)

CI¼ confidence interval; CT¼ chemotherapy; OR¼ odds ratio; RT¼ radiotherapy.
Number of boys vs girls given in paranthesis. aTotal number of offspring was 6232, but
for 230 offspring sex was unknown. bOR expressing the sex ratio for those treated
with RT only vs those treated without RT or CT. cOR expressing the sex ratio for
those treated with CT only vs those treated without RT or CT. dOR expressing the
sex ratio for those treated with high-dose gonadal RT vs those with low doses.

Table 2 Sex ratio of survivors treated with potentially high-dose gonadal
irradiation vs those treated with presumed low-dose gonadal irradiation,
based on pooling of data from the current study, that of Winther et al
(2003) and that of Byrne et al (1998)

Boys/girls ratio among
survivors treated with

Sex survivor High gonadal dose Low gonadal dose ORa (95% CI)

Males 1.01 (272/269)b 1.02 (1773/1742)b 0.99 (0.83, 1.19)
Females 0.97 (308/318)b 1.06 (2570/2433)b 0.92 (0.78, 1.08)

CI¼ confidence interval; OR¼ odds ratio. aORs expressing the sex ratio of those
treated with high-gonadal dose radiation vs those treated with low doses. bNo. of
boys/girls.
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survivors of childhood cancer previously treated with high-dose
gonadal irradiation. These findings are consistent with an earlier
report from Denmark by Winther et al (2003). Although non-
significant, Byrne et al (1998) and Meistrich and Byrne (2002)
previously reported a sex ratio of 0.84 among female survivors who
had been treated with potentially mutagenic therapy vs a sex ratio
of 1.03 among those who had been treated with presumed less or
non-mutagenic therapy. However, Byrne et al (1998) also included
survivors who had been treated with potentially mutagenic-
alkylating agents. We were unable to investigate the separate
effects of these agents, which may explain the small difference with
our findings. Consistent with the findings of Winther et al (2003),
we did not find evidence that the offspring sex ratio changes with
time since cancer diagnosis.

A limitation of this study might be that information on the
offspring sex ratio was based on questionnaire data and, inherent
to such an approach, the fact that not all survivors responded.
However, the high proportion of eligible survivors returning a
questionnaire, together with the fact that respondents were similar
to nonrespondents with regard to treatment factors, gives grounds
for regarding response bias as not important.

Another limitation might be related to other known or unknown
factors influencing the offspring sex ratio such as, for example,
time of conception on different days of the menstrual cycle
(Harlap, 1979), though it is unlikely that such factors would
confound the association between exposure to gonadal irradiation
and offspring sex ratio.

Apart from the atomic bomb survivor study (Schull et al, 1966),
most studies conducted to date have either included relatively few
offspring of parents who were exposed to potentially germ-cell
mutagenic irradiation, or the offspring were produced by parents
who were exposed to relatively low gonadal doses of irradiation
compared with childhood cancer survivors. The strength of this
study is the large number of offspring born to survivors
(n¼ 6232), more than 2.5-fold that included in the largest previous
study (n¼ 2198) (Byrne et al, 1998; Meistrich and Byrne, 2002)
that investigated the effect of gonadal dose. Even with these
numbers, insufficient statistical power may have led to some small

alterations in the sex ratio going undetected. However, as observed
by Neel et al (1990), it is probable that sex ratio is not a sensitive
indicator of radiation-induced genetic damage in humans. The
discovery of the Lyonisation phenomenon, which established that,
in women, only one X-chromosome in each somatic cell is actually
active, may be relevant. By pooling our data with those from
previous studies, we have maximised the statistical power available
to address the variation in sex ratio, and we have reduced the
plausible size of any hypothesised effect.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The British Childhood Cancer Survivor Study (BCCSS) is a
national collaborative undertaking guided by a Steering Group
comprising Professor Valerie Beral (chair), Professor Jillian Birch,
Professor Michael Brada, Professor Sir Alan Craft, Dr Michael
Hawkins (secretary), Dr Alan Howatson, Dr Helen Jenkinson, Dr
Meriel Jenney, Dr Emma Lancashire, Dr Patricia McKinney,
Professor Kathryn Pritchard-Jones, Professor Michael Stevens,
and Mr Charles Stiller. The BCCSS benefits from contributions
from United Kingdom Children’s Cancer Study Group (Officers,
Centres and individual members), the Childhood Cancer Research
Group, the Regional Paediatric Cancer Registries, and the UK
Childhood Leukaemia Working Party. The BCCSS acknowledge the
collaboration of the Office for National Statistics, the General
Register Office for Scotland, the National Health Service Central
Registers, the regional cancer registries, Health Authorities, and
Area Health Boards in providing the names and addresses of
general practitioners nationwide, who facilitated direct contact
with survivors. We are thankful to all survivors who helped by
completing a 40-page questionnaire. The BCCSS would not have
been possible without the support of our two funders: Cancer
Research UK and the Kay Kendall Leukaemia Fund, to whom we
offer our profound thanks. Finally, thanks to all BCCSS staff who
have given many years of dedicated work to bring the BCCSS to
fruition.

REFERENCES

Boice Jr JD, Tawn EJ, Winther JF, Donaldson SS, Green DM, Mertens AC,
Mulvihill JJ, Olsen JH, Robison LL, Stovall M (2003) Genetic effects of
radiotherapy for childhood cancer. Health Phys 85: 65 – 80

Byrne J, Rasmussen SA, Steinhorn SC, Connelly RR, Myers MH, Lynch CF,
Flannery J, Austin DF, Holmes FF, Holmes GE, Strong LC, Mulvihill JJ
(1998) Genetic disease in offspring of long-term survivors of childhood
and adolescent cancer. Am J Hum Genet 62: 45 – 52

Dickinson HO, Parker L, Binks K, Wakeford R, Smith J (1996) The sex ratio
of children in relation to paternal preconceptional radiation dose: a
study in Cumbria, northern England. J Epidemiol Community Health 50:
645 – 652

Green DM, Whitton JA, Stovall M, Mertens AC, Donaldson SS, Ruymann
FB, Pendergrass TW, Robison LL (2003) Pregnancy outcome of partners
of male survivors of childhood cancer: a report from the Childhood
Cancer Survivor Study. J Clin Oncol 21: 716 – 721

Harlap S (1979) Gender of infants conceived on different days of the
menstrual cycle. N Engl J Med 300: 1445 – 1448

Hawkins MM (1991) Is there evidence of a therapy-related increase in germ
cell mutation among childhood cancer survivors? J Natl Cancer Inst 83:
1643 – 1650

Maconochie N, Roman E, Doyle P, Davies G, Smith PG, Beral V (2001)
Sex ratio of nuclear industry employees’ children. Lancet 357:
1589 – 1591

Meistrich ML, Byrne J (2002) Genetic disease in offspring of long-term
survivors of childhood and adolescent cancer treated with potentially
mutagenic therapies. Am J Hum Genet 70: 1069 – 1071

Neel JV, Schull WJ, Awa AA, Satoh C, Kato H, Otake M, Yoshimoto Y
(1990) The children of parents exposed to atomic bombs: estimates of the
genetic doubling dose of radiation for humans. Am J Hum Genet 46:
1053 – 1072

Office of National Statistics (2002) Birth Statistics. Series FM1 No. 31. Office
of National Statistics: London

Schull WJ, Neel JV (1958) Radiation and the sex ratio in man. Science 128:
343 – 348

Schull WJ, Neel JV, Hashizume A (1966) Some further observations on the
sex ratio among infants born to survivors of the atomic bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Am J Hum Genet 18: 328 – 338

Winther JF, Boice Jr JD, Thomsen BL, Schull WJ, Stovall M, Olsen JH (2003)
Sex ratio among offspring of childhood cancer survivors treated with
radiotherapy. Br J Cancer 88: 382 – 387

Offspring sex ratio of survivors of childhood cancer

RC Reulen et al

1441

British Journal of Cancer (2007) 96(9), 1439 – 1441& 2007 Cancer Research UK

E
p

id
e
m

io
lo

g
y


