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Abstract 

As cancer survival has continued to improve, cancer patients and their sexually intimate partner 
(SIP) are confronted with a number of issues including sexual function and overall sexual health. 
Our study objective was to assess changes in sexual function in women undergoing cancer treat-
ment and their SIP, and attempt to identify areas of needed support and improvement. In this 
questionnaire-based observational study, females (n = 11) completed a Female Sexual Function 
Index (FSFI) and for SIP’s (n = 11), a Brief Sexual Function Inventory (BSFI). Level of satisfaction 
prior to and within 3 months following treatment with surgery, chemotherapy and/or radiation 
was compared. Mean pre- and post-treatment total (30.7 ± 2.7 vs. 23.2 ± 3.7, p < 0.001) and indi-
vidual FSFI domains were significantly different for desire (4.2 ± 0.6 vs. 2.6 ± 0.6, p < 0.001), 
arousal (4.9 ± 0.4 vs. 3.5 ± 0.7, p = 0.001), lubrication (5.5 ± 0.4 vs. 4.5 ± 0.8, p = 0.006), orgasm 
(5.0 ± 0.6 vs. 3.8 ± 0.7, p = 0.001), satisfaction (5.3 ± 0.6 vs. 3.5 ± 0.9, p < 0.001), though no differ-
ences were noted with dyspareunia. For SIP’s, BSFI domain scores for level of satisfaction were 
significantly lower following partner treatment of SIPs (3.5 ± 5.2 vs. 2.5 ± 5.2, p = 0.004). Overall, 
female sexual dysfunction was identified in 9% of patients prior to cancer treatment and 91% (n = 
11, p < 0.001) following treatment. In conclusion, cancer treatment significantly affects sexual 
function in female cancer patients and their SIPs. While long term effects on sexual dysfunction 
are still unclear, short-term health care strategies including treatment, counseling, and appropri-
ate referral for cancer patients and their SIPs should not be overlooked. 
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1. Introduction 
Overall cancer rates in reproductive age men and women have continued to rise in recent years, Annually, more 
than 130,000 cancer patients are diagnosed during their reproductive years (up to age 45). Overall cancer mor-
tality rates have declined, causing a rise in survival due to advances in early detection and more effective thera-
pies [1]. Since 1990, the prevalence of cancer survivors in young adults has increased from 1 in 1000 to as many 
as 1 in 250 patients. Currently, sixty-four percent of all cancer survivors have survived 5 years or more; 40% 
have survived 10 years or more; and 15% have survived 20 years or more after diagnosis [2]. However, despite 
the improved treatment efficacy, a number of issues have been raised including increased prevalence of mood 
disorders, chronic pain, and sexual health issues in cancer survivors. 

The primary focus of cancer therapy is remission or cure. With aggressive interventions, late effects of cancer 
therapy become evident, including a negative impact on reproductive health. Chemotherapy can impair female 
ovarian function resulting in infertility [3] [4] and iatrogenic menopause; radiation can create permanent tissue 
changes resulting in fibrosis, scarring and dyspareunia; while surgery can result in the removal of vital repro-
ductive organs. Each can have complex effects on sexual function that relate to perception of body image, loss 
of sensation, feelings of lost femininity, and stability of a partnered relationship [5]. 

Limited research has shown that women undergoing cancer therapy are at a higher risk of sexual dysfunction 
including sexual desire, dyspareunia, and lubrication issues [6]-[8]. The paucity of data (focusing on the patient) 
is due in part because the discussion of sexuality is “taboo” and often construed as an embarrassing topic for 
both the patient and their SIP. The problem may be further compounded by medical providers who may not pro-
vide proper counseling and care concerning sexual health due to a lack of knowledge of current treatment op-
tions or their own personal uneasiness with this topic [9]. 

This study investigates the impact on overall sexual function that cancer patients and their SIPs may expe-
rience during the course of treatment using a Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) and a Brief Sexual Function 
Inventory (BSFI) for SIP’s prior to and within 3 months following cancer treatment. Individual FSFI domains 
were also evaluated assessing specific areas of sexual function including desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, sa-
tisfaction, and dyspareunia. We attempted to specifically identify areas of needed treatment and improvement.  

2. Materials and Methods 
This study was reviewed and approved by the University of Cincinnati College of Medicine and the Christ Hos-
pital Institutional Review Boards (Cincinnati, OH) and the study was in compliance with privacy-act guidelines. 

2.1. Patient Population 
From March 2010 and December of 2012, patients were recruited to participate in this prospective question-
naire-based observational study at the University of Cincinnati Center for Reproductive Health. Written in-
formed consent was presented and obtained for female cancer patients presenting for oncofertility options. All 
women and their SIPs were eligible except those who had already received treatment for cancer.  

2.2. Study Questionnaire 
Sexual function was assessed at two points in time: baseline (pre-treatment) and within three months following 
completion of cancer treatment (post-treatment). Female sexual function was determined using the FSFI which 
is a validated multidimensional self-report instrument that addresses 6 functional domains, including desire, 
arousal, lubrication, orgasm, satisfaction, & pain [10]. The FSFI provides an individual score for each domain 
and a total score that determines overall sexual function. A total of 19 questions are included, graded on a scale 
of 0 to 5, with minimum and maximum possible scores of 2 and 36, respectively. Overall female sexual dys-
function (FSD) for the FSFI questionnaire is defined as a total mean score of <26.5. Male sexual function was 
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assessed using the BSFI, which is the first validated patient self-administered questionnaire that identifies 3 
functional domains, including sexual drive, erectile function, & ejaculatory function, and also includes assess-
ment of perceived problem and overall sexual satisfaction. A total of 11 questions are included, graded on a 
scale of 0 to 4. In contrast to the FSFI, it is recommended that each individual domain is independently assessed 
for a change in function as opposed to an overall summary score [11] [12]. Both questionnaires are designed to 
be succinct and discrete, self-administered screening tools to assess sexual function. 

Analysis of data was restricted to include female patients that completed both the baseline and post-treatment 
questionnaires. Once the questionnaire scores were obtained, paired t-tests were used to analyze changes in sex-
ual function for both the patient and their SIP. 

3. Results 
A total of eleven women and ten SIPs who completed the FSFI at baseline and post-treatment were included for 
analysis. The mean age of the cancer treated women was 28.9 ± 4.8 yrs, and SIPs was 29.5 ± 5.5 yrs. A total of 
six different cancer diagnoses were seen in our study population, including five patients with breast cancer, two 
with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, two with central nervous system tumors, one with ovarian cancer, and one with os-
teosarcoma. Although our study was not exclusive to heterosexual women, all the questionnaires completed in 
this study group were by self-identified heterosexual women, and one female participant with a sexual partner at 
the time of cancer diagnosis had a change in SIP following her treatment.  

Overall total mean FSFI score decreased by 24%, from 30.7 (±2.7) to 23.2 (±3.7) from pre to post-treatment, 
respectively (Figure 1). While one patient (9%) was identified as having FSD prior to their treatment, ten of 
eleven women (91%) were identified as having FSD (total score < 26.5) following treatment. With respect to in-
dividual FSFI scores, a significant decrease in five of six domains, including desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, 
and satisfaction (p ≤ 0.006) were identified following treatment. A decrease in dyspareunia score was seen but 
was not significant compared to baseline (p ≤ 0.07) (Figure 2). 

With respect to SIPs, level of satisfaction was significantly decreased from pre to post-treatment (3.5 ± 5.2 vs. 
2.5 ± 5.2, p ≤ 0.004) (Figure 3), though no individual BSFI functional domain scores including drive, erections, 
and ejaculation differences were noted. 

 

 
Figure 1. Comparision of total FSFI score pre and post-treatment.                               
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Figure 2. Comparision of individual female domain scores pre and post-treatment.                   

 

 
Figure 3. Comparision of male sexual function inventory scores.                                 

4. Discussion 
To our knowledge, this study in contrast to others objectively assesses female and male sexual dysfunction in 
cancer patients and their SIPs undergoing therapy using validated FSFI and BSFI questionnaires. Our data sup-
port the notion that the majority of reproductive age women undergoing cancer treatment suffer from sexual 
dysfunction during and following their therapy with significant effects related to desire, arousal, lubrication, or-
gasm, and satisfaction. Similarly, SIPs had a significant reduction in level of satisfaction, however, no adverse 
effects were seen related to drive, erections, and ejaculation. 
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As a result of advances in cancer treatments, survival rates from cancers have dramatically increased over the 
past several decades, with the relative 5-year survival rate from all cancers combined (both male and female) 
now approximately 68% [13]. Thus many female cancers survivors can expect to live longer lives, making pre-
viously ignored issues such as fertility preservation an important quality of life issue [14]. A multidisciplinary 
approach has emerged in treatment of the reproductive age woman undergoing cancer therapy involving the sur-
gical and medical oncologist, geneticist, and reproductive endocrinology infertility specialist. This is critical as 
many patients are fearful that their history of cancer or its treatment will adversely impact their fertility and po-
tentially increase their risk of recurrence. The psychological impact of cancer is profound with many survivors 
suffering from stress, grief, and depression [15] [16]. Therefore, it is highly crucial for health care providers to 
appropriately discuss the impact of cancer on reproductive health.   

A heightened awareness has occurred in the past 10 years not just to the physical effects of cancer treatment, 
but also on the impact on future fertility where the efforts of the American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) 
and the American Society of Reproductive Medicine (ASRM) have formally recognized fertility awareness in 
the treatment of reproductive age women undergoing cancer therapy [14] [17]. However, other issues related to 
reproductive health and sexual function due to debilitating and distorting surgical and radiation effects, and hy-
poestrogenemia secondary to iatrogenic menopause are often overlooked. These include perception of body im-
age, loss of sensation, feelings of lost femininity, and stability of a partnered relationship [5]. 

Limited research has shown that women undergoing cancer therapy are at a higher risk of sexual dysfunction. 
Although certain chemotherapy-associated toxicities including nausea and emesis exist, progress has been made 
in reducing these effects. However, the emotional, social, and sexual consequences of cancer treatment present 
continuing challenges in efforts to optimize quality of life [18]. A study of 752 cancer survivors found a 41% 
rate of sexual dysfunction 1 year following treatment [19]. The female participants in this study reported a larger 
number of psychological and physical problems, and younger cancer patients (ages 18 - 54 yrs) were found to 
have the largest incidence of sexual dysfunction following treatment. A 2010 review on breast cancer research 
demonstrated that sexual changes are often the most problematic aspect of a woman’s life following breast can-
cer, and supported the idea of complex deficiencies in sexuality following breast cancer [20]. It appears that de-
creased sexual functioning and quality of life for female cancer patients are greatest during the first year follow-
ing diagnosis, however in some women there is evidence that persistent dysfunction may persist [10] [18] [20].  

The results of our study objectively supports that female patients undergoing cancer treatment will suffer from 
sexual dysfunction related to desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, and satisfaction during and after their course 
of treatment. We acknowledge there are limitations in our study including the small sample size and failure to 
categorize FSD based on cancer type and type of cancer treatment. The self-reported responses to the FSFI and 
BSFI questionnaires rely on patient recollection; therefore attempts to administer the standardized question-
naires at consistent time points prior to and following treatment were followed to limit any self-reporting biases. 
The strength of our study lies in the objective assessment sexual dysfunction and assessment of SIPs and un-
derscores the importance of provider discussion of 1) sexual function in general to both the patient and their SIP 
2) the possible adverse impact on FSD from cancer therapies and 3) appropriate referral emphasizing the impor-
tance of a social worker, psychologist, and a sex therapist as part of the multi-discipline team approach to cancer 
patients and their SIPs. Some reassuring data suggests that the most consistent predictor of satisfying sexual 
function is the quality of their relationship [6] [20]. 

Further work in this area is clearly needed and should investigate sexual dysfunction over a continuum of time 
among specific cancer types and treatment regimens. This would allow characterization of specific sexual dys-
function with regards to individual cancer types, and perhaps tailor counseling and treatment. 

5. Conclusion  
Our study demonstrates a reduction in sexual function for female cancer patients and their SIPs following cancer 
treatment. Timely treatment, counseling, and appropriate referral for sexual dysfunction should not be neglected 
or overlooked in physicians caring for these patients.  
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