
1. Introduction
Human space missions are one of the most important achievements and goals of space exploration activities. 
Various national space agencies or even private sectors are preparing to send astronauts back to the Moon within 
the next decade and eventually to Mars. With the goal of sending people back to the lunar surface and establish-
ing a permanent human presence in cislunar space, the Artemis lunar exploration program will bring us a big 
step forward toward landing humans and sustainable crewed exploration on the Moon and further destinations 
(Smith et al., 2020). However, astronauts will face hazards including higher level of radiation due to the absence 
of protection of the Earth's magnetosphere, together with other health and performance risk sources such as 
microgravity, long periods of isolation and confinement, inadequate food and nutrition and so on. In particular, 
radiation risk is the most significant and unavoidable risk for astronauts' health, especially for their long-term 
stays at future bases on the Moon or Mars (Patel et al., 2020). Energetic particles of different types and energies 
in space or planetary surfaces are responsible for substantial biomedical or health risks (Chancellor et al., 2014; 
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Wu et al., 2013), including acute radiation syndrome, heart diseases (Boerma et al., 2015; Delp et al., 2016), 
Central Nervous System (CNS) issues, cataracts (Cucinotta et al., 2014) or long-term increased cancer risk (Huff 
Janice et  al.,  2016). In the human system risks evaluation approach, space radiation health effects of cancer, 
cardiovascular disease, and cognitive decrements form one of the “red-color” ranked risks, that have the highest 
priority based on both the likelihood of occurrence and the severity of their impact on human health, mission 
performance, and long-term life quality (Patel et al., 2020).

As the commander of the human body, the CNS, which is made up of the brain and spinal cord is of critical 
concern due to clinically significant acute risks and the late CNS risks such as Alzheimer's disease (Cucinotta 
et al., 2014). However, due to the scarcity of samples (only 24 astronauts in the Apollo mission went beyond 
the Earth's magnetosphere), as well as the impossibility of human experiments, the main difficulty remains in 
predicting and identifying biological and physical countermeasures under radiation exposure and in quantifying 
the acceptable level of radiation risks (e.g., Chancellor et al., 2014). It is therefore important to study space radi-
ation and infer its potential impacts on future “space brains.”

1.1. Radiation Environment in Deep Space

Beyond Earth's magnetosphere, the deep space radiation environment mainly consists of two parts: Galactic 
Cosmic Rays (GCR) as a continuous background and sporadic solar energetic particles (SEP) that are associated 
with solar eruptive events.

GCRs originate from outside the solar system, consisting of 87% protons, 12% helium ions and 1% heavier nuclei, 
including C, N, O, and Fe (Simpson, 1983). Particle energy ranges from around 1 MeV/n to TeV/n and above. 
GCR flux is modulated by solar activity, and is anti-correlated with the sunspot number. Although the flux of 
GCRs is relatively low compared to that of impulsive SEPs, protons and heavy nuclei especially with energies 
above GeV may be able to generate secondary particles from atomic and nuclear interactions with materials, 
which makes it rather difficult to shield against GCRs (Cucinotta et al., 2014). Considering also the long inte-
gration time of interplanetary missions such as to Mars, GCR radiation can be a threat to astronauts' health (e.g., 
Guo et al., 2021). A radiation risk assessment study estimates that 20 million out of 43 million hippocampus cell 
nuclei in the brain could be directly hit by one or more particles, with charge Z > 15 assuming the 1977 GCR 
spectrum (solar minimum condition) in a pressure vessel during a 3-year mission to Mars (Curtis et al., 1998).

SEPs, mainly protons and electrons, are accelerated by solar flares and/or CME-driven shocks during solar erup-
tions so that SEP events tend to occur more frequently during solar active periods. SEPs have energies from a few 
keV up to ∼10 3 MeV and may have a very high fluence, which could induce a high level of dose within a short 
time duration and cause acute radiation syndromes especially under no-shielding circumstances (Hu et al., 2009).

Our work adopts models of GCRs and spectra of historical SEPs (see Section 2.1) to study the radiation dose level 
inside the brains of future Martian/lunar explorers.

1.2. Radiation Effects on Human Brains and the CNS System

During the early time of human space explorations, an unusual visual phenomenon was reported by Apollo astro-
nauts, including streaks, flashes, and clouds “seen” by their eyes. It was revealed that fast neutrons and high-charge 
and energy (HZE) particles with Linear Energy Transfer (LET, dE/dx) greater than 10 keV μm −1 propagating through 
the retina and surrounding posterior portion (Budinger et al., 1972) can trigger Cerenkov light. This discovery raised 
further concerns about radiation damage to the CNS system. Clinical experience on the patients undergoing radi-
otherapy has found adverse changes in CNS behavioral disorders involving learning, memory, processing speed, 
attention, cognitive flexibility, executive function, and others that may cause anxiety and depression. Biomarker and 
mechanistic studies of CNS risks reveal clues of radiation damage pathogenesis, such as altered neurogenesis linked 
cognitive injury, neuroinflammation associated with Alzheimer's disease and Parkinson's disease, oxidative and 
radical damage, as well as signaling and neuro-transmitter changes induced neurocognitive impairment (Cucinotta 
et al., 2014). However, due to the absence of human data (with exposure to low or moderate deep space dose rate) 
in this research field, the threshold radiation criteria for clinically significant CNS effects remains to be understood 
(Chancellor et al., 2014). The impact to neurocognitive and behavioral health as well as performance resulting from 
the interaction of space radiation with other mission hazards is also critical to be studied (Patel et al., 2020).
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Extrapolations of radiation studies from rats and mice to humans suggest that 
cognitive detriments are caused by the brain area irradiation such as in the 
striatum, hippocampus (relative to learning and memory), and the pre-frontal 
cortex (Acharya et al., 2019). High levels of cosmic radiation exposure in 
animal models and experiments may cause impairments in cellular signaling 
in the hippocampus and damage in short-term memory (Parihar et al., 2016). 
Low dose rates of HZE-particles exposure accumulated over a long mission 
period may reduce the capacity of performing complex executive functions, 
as result of the loss of functionality in the pre-frontal cortex of mice (Lonart 
et al., 2012). Moreover, neuroinflammation, reduction in dendritic complex-
ity and oxidative and radical damage are also seen as CNS effects under 
radiation, which lead to decrements in recognition memory, compromised 
cognitive performance and higher risk of neurodegenerative diseases of 
mice (Jandial et al., 2018; Parihar et al., 2016). The field of neuroepigenetics 
gives evidence that persistent changes in DNA methylation may significantly 
impact learning and memory and that increased levels of 5-methylcytosine 
(5mC) and 5-hydroxymethylcytosine (5hmC) in the hippocampus caused 
by cosmic radiation exposure is correlated with persistent impairments in 
hippocampal and cortical memory (Jandial et  al.,  2018). It is noteworthy 
that although animal models and experiments play a vital role in studies of 
space radiation risks in CNS, there may be limitations and uncertainties in 
extrapolating these findings to human organs, due to the intrinsic differences 
between various species and possible differences in response to radiation in 
space between human and experimental animals.

Driven by the urgency of understanding the impact of radiation on future 
astronauts exploring Mars and the Moon, we adopt the state-of-the-art GEom-
etry ANd Tracking (GEANT4)-based particle transport models to calculate 
the Martian and lunar surface radiation environments. For the first time, the 
expected absorbed dose inside “an astronaut's brain” which is adapted from a 
realistic brain geometry is derived considering energetic particles (including 
protons, neutrons, and some HZE particles which have a significant contri-
bution to dose) on the surface of the Moon/Mars or in deep space. Besides, 
different thicknesses of aluminum shielding around the human head are also 
considered in each scenario. The article is organized as follows: Section 2 
introduces and describes the methods, model setup, and input parameters for 
the study; Section 3 shows and discusses the results and Section 4 summa-
rizes the main results and shows a further discussion.

2. Method
The method used in this paper includes four parts: primary GCR and SEP 
spectra, AtRIS/Mars model, the REDMoon model, and the Brain Response 
Functions (BRFs). GCRs and SEPs are space radiation sources considered 
in this work as described in Section 2.1. They reach the vicinity of Mars (or 
Moon) and interact with the Martian (or lunar) radiation environment. This 
process can be modeled in detail using particle transport models (Section 2.2) 
and hereby we use two recently developed and validated models: AtRIS/Mars 

model (Guo et al., 2019; Section 2.3) and the REDMoon model (Dobynde & Guo, 2021b; Section 2.4). After 
reaching the astronauts on the surface of Mars or Moon or in deep space, these particles can further interact with 
the shielding and the brains inside to cause potential radiation hazards. This process is further modeled using 
the BRFs (Khaksarighiri et al., 2020; Section 2.5). The overall procedure combining three models is shown in 
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Methods of calculating dose induced by energetic particles (either 
Galactic Cosmic Rays or Solar Energetic Particles) reaching “brains” on the 
surface of the Moon and Mars. In addition, energetic particles can directly 
impact the brain in deep space (the dotted line). The particle interaction with 
the lunar and Martian environment is calculated via the REDMoon model and 
AtRIS/Mars model, respectively. After arriving at the Moon, Mars or a space 
vessel in deep space, these particles can further reach and interact with human 
brains (which may be surrounded by some Aluminum shielding) and deposit 
dose therein. This is further calculated using the Brain Response Functions.
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2.1. The Primary GCR and SEP Radiation

GCR spectra used in this study are derived from the 2014 Badwhar O’Neil 2014 model (BON14, O’Neill 
et  al.,  2015). It numerically solves the Fokker–Planck equation of GCR particles with diffusion, convection, 
and adiabatic deceleration as they traverse from the outer edge of the heliosphere into the vicinity of Earth. The 
radial gradient of GCR flux is only in the order of 1%–2% between 1 and 1.5 AU according to multiple spacecraft 
observations (Honig et al., 2019; Roussos et al., 2020), and therefore we assume that the GCR flux is the same at 
the vicinity of the Moon and Mars as predicted by the BON14 model for Earth. The BON14 model considers the 
solar activity by a solar modulation parameter (Φ) which represents the modulation strength of the heliospheric 
magnetic fields against the inward propagating GCRs. Its typical values range approximately from 350 MV for 
solar minimum to 1,200 MV for solar maximum. In this paper, we obtain the monthly GCR spectra considering 
monthly average Φ values associated with the BON14 model.

During the most energetic SEP events, protons of energies up to GeVs and above can contribute to the Earth's 
surface particle fluxes and be detected through ground-based neutron monitors, during so-called ground-level 
enhancement (GLE) events (e.g., Miroshnichenko et al., 2013). As for evaluation of SEP induced dose, we use 
solar proton spectra of 65 GLE events from 1942 to 2012 with the time-integral spectra of each event fitted with a 
double power law function based on four parameters (i.e., Band functions) (see Table 2 of Raukunen et al., 2018). 
These SEP fluxes are derived based on observations of detectors in space and ground-based neutron monitors at 
various geomagnetic cutoff rigidities. We also assume that these SEP events have arrived at Mars with the similar 
fluence as that measured near the Earth. This assumption is certainly not accurate, in particular for individual 
event, considering the transport feature of SEPs and the varying locations of Mars and Earth. However, here we 
consider the input radiation reaching the Moon and Mars to be the same for better evaluating and comparing the 
influence of the planetary environment on the radiation.

2.2. Particle Transportation Codes

Reproducing particle spectra on the planetary surfaces with the transport codes is an effective way to replicate the 
lunar and Martian radiation environment. GEANT4 (Agostinelli et al., 2003; Allison et al., 2006, 2016), FLUc-
tuating KAscade (FLUKA) (Battistoni et al., 2015), Monte Carlo N-Particle (MCNP6) (Werner et al., 2017), 
and Particle and Heavy Ion Transport code System (PHITS) (Sato et al., 2013) are all general-purpose Monte 
Carlo codes used for simulating the movement and interaction of numerous particles over broad ranges of ener-
gies through materials, and have all been used for simulating space particle propagation through matter. All of 
these MC codes include various models to describe different interactions regarding different species of particle 
and energy ranges. A summary of physics models adapted by these codes is shown in Appendix A in Zaman 
et al. (2022). In particular, GEANT4 provides a large number of so-called physics lists describing the nuclear and 
atomic interactions of particles with matter, and the selection of the lists is based on the recommendations given 
by the GEANT4 community for specific applications.

NASA's analytic code HZETRN/OLTARIS (Slaba et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2016) is another powerful tool used 
to simulate energetic particle transport and radiation effects on the human body. Unlike the Monte-Carlo codes, 
which employ a probabilistic approach to simulate particle interactions, HZETRN/OLTARIS uses a determin-
istic approach. It calculates particle transportation through materials by providing numerical solutions to the 
time-independent, linear Boltzmann equation. While this approach can be highly computationally efficient for 
certain types of simulations, it has its limitations, particularly when dealing with complex physical systems and 
geometries.

Matthiä et al. (2016) shows a comprehensive comparison between experimental data from the Radiation Assessment 
Detector (RAD, Hassler et al., 2014) at the surface of Mars and model calculations from 2D HZETRN/OLTARIS, 
PHITS, OLTARIS2013, and GENAT4 with different physics lists. Overall, particle spectra calculated by GEANT4 
with suitable selection of physical models reveal best agreement with the measurement among all of the Monte-Carlo 
codes. The proton,  4He, and heavier nuclei with nuclei less than 14 results of PHITS is also compatible with that of 
GEANT4 and reproduces the measured deuteron flux nicely. Similarly, Zaman et al. (2022) compared the lunar surface 
radiation environment simulation results from FLUKA, GEANT4, MCNP, PHITS, etc. The results of this work show 
overall good agreement between the codes. However, there are disagreements existing in some areas, for example, 
GEANT4 shows a relative overestimation of low-energy electrons, which are probably created by Compton scattering.
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2.3. Modeling Mars Surface Radiation With AtRIS/Mars

In order to derive the particle spectra on the surface of Mars from those in deep space, we use a GEANT4-based 
planetary particle transport simulation tool called Atmospheric Radiation Interaction Simulator (AtRIS, Banjac 
et al., 2018; Guo et al., 2019). AtRIS has been applied to Mars and validated to be consistent with the particle flux 
measurements by RAD within the Gale crater on Mars and the preferred physics list of GEANT4 has been found 
to be FTFP_INCLXX_HP (Guo et al., 2019). In the model, Mars is a geometric sphere with a radius of 3,390 km, 
consisting of a 100-m-thick crust sheet composed of 50% Si, 40% O, and 10% Fe with a density of 1.79 g/cm 2. 
Above the spherical surface is a 100 km-thick atmosphere with an density and composition profile obtained by 
(MCD, Forget et al., 1999, http://www-mars.lmd.jussieu.fr) with more than 95% of the molecules are CO2, as 
well as other elements including C, O, N, Ar, and H. The results-relevant surface pressure in Sections 3.1, 3.2, 
and 3.4 is fixed in 827 Pa, which is the value averaged over different seasons in the Gale crater as measured by 
the Curiosity rover. The influence of different pressures (ranging from 82 to 1,200 Pa) on the surface radiation has 
been investigated by Zhang et al. (2022) which shows that the quiet-time GCR radiation on Mars surface is not 
very sensitive to the surface pressure. However, we will show that GLE-induced surface dose can be dependent 
on the surface pressure conditions as demonstrated in Section 3.5.

Atmospheric response matrices (ARMs) make AtRIS a convenient tool to simulate the Martian radiation envi-
ronment (Banjac et al., 2018). ARMs are obtained through the simulation of primary particles through the atmos-
pheric model for different primary-secondary cases (e.g., protons producing neutrons) and directions (upwards 
and downwards). AtRIS calculates the average ionized effect of a particle with a specific energy penetrating each 
layer of the atmosphere, and lists resulting different secondary particles with different energy-histograms. Direc-
tionality of the secondary particles, such as upward or downward, can also be scored by using multiple histo-
grams. Consequently, each column of an ARM represents a histogram of secondary particles of a certain direction 
which are created by primary particles with one certain energy. Secondary particle spectrum can be obtained 
simply by multiplying the incoming GCR/SEP spectrum with the matrix, rather than running new simulations 
each time considering a new cosmic ray spectrum (Guo et al., 2019). In this study, we utilize surface protons, 
neutrons, alphas, and several HZE (e.g., C, N, Fe) spectra in upward and downward directions after convoluting 
GCR and GLE spectra with the ARMs.

2.4. Modeling Lunar Surface Radiation With the REDMoon

The Moon lacks a global magnetic field and has no atmosphere, thus particles would directly enter the soil and 
generate an albedo component, making the lunar radiation field different from that in deep space the Radiation 
Environment and Dose at the Moon model (REDMoon, Dobynde & Guo, 2021b) is a GEANT4 code and response 
function approach-based model used to simulate the lunar surface and subsurface radiation environment. It is 
similar to AtRIS/Mars, but set up with the lunar regolith environment following the McKinney et al. (2006) with 
mainly Si, O, and other elements such as Mg and Al, and no atmospheric influence on the energetic particles is 
considered. Besides, the REDMoon model also takes into account the incoming zenith direction divergence of 
the particles.

In the procedure of calculating the secondary particle flux, the REDMoon response function requires three input 
parameters, which are primary particle type (ions with Z = 1:28), particle energy, and zenith angle of incidence on the 
lunar surface. As a result of the convolution of the primary particle spectrum with the response function, we obtain 
secondary particle flux of a certain particle type, as a function of energy, zenith direction, and soil depth. The surface 
albedo spectra predicted by the REDMoon agree well with previous experimental and numerical studies (Dobynde 
& Guo, 2021b). In this paper, we utilize the lunar surface upward albedo spectra (first output layer) of protons and 
neutrons together with the primary downward GCR and SEP spectra as the lunar surface radiation environment.

2.5. Modeling Radiation in a Brain Using Brain Response Functions

To calculate the BRFs, a voxelized geometry of a real human head containing the whole brain structure has 
been reconstructed using 134 slices of CT images (Khaksarighiri et  al.,  2020). Based on this actual human 
head structure, GEANT4 simulations have been performed to simulate the dose distribution within the human 
head. Besides, additional aluminum shielding is also considered: different thickness of aluminum shell is added 

http://www-mars.lmd.jussieu.fr
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between the head and particle source in each shielding scenario. Similar to the ARM approach, Khaksarighiri 
et al. (2020, 2021) simulated and calculated the BRFs representing the dose of a given primary particle depositing 
inside the human head and also different parts of the brain. In other words, a BRF is a probabilistic description of 
all possible interactions of particles with the matter as they pass through the head structures and gives the energy 
deposited in different parts (i.e., lobes) of the brain from a primary particle with specific energy and type. Note 
that the secondaries generated in particle interactions with the brain structure additionally contribute to absorbed 
dose and are also included in the BRFs. Plus, in the shielding scenario, the contribution to the brain dose by 
secondaries generated in the Al-shield (due to the source particles interacting with the shield) is counted into the 
corresponding BRFs as well.

We utilize the BRFs for incoming protons, neutrons, helium ions, and some heavier ions such as carbon, nitro-
gen, and iron nuclei for different lobes (including the frontal lobe, occipital lobe, and others) of the brain. These 
primary HZE particles are chosen due to their large abundance and biological relevance in deep space radiation 
environment. Specifically, the recent ground-based experiments (Cucinotta et al., 2014; Rivera et al., 2013) show 
that irons contribute significantly to CNS risks, therefore the iron-induced doses are simulated as well. These 
functions can be convoluted with energetic cosmic-ray particle spectrum (e.g., on the surface of the Moon or 
Mars) to obtain the absorbed dose rate distribution inside human brains thereby. Mathematically, the procedure 
can be summarized as given below,

𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 =
∑

𝑘𝑘

𝐵𝐵𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖(𝐸𝐸𝑘𝑘)𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑖(𝐸𝐸𝑘𝑘)𝑊𝑊𝑖𝑖(𝐸𝐸𝑘𝑘)

=
∑

𝑘𝑘

𝐵𝐵𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖(𝐸𝐸𝑘𝑘)𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖(𝐸𝐸𝑘𝑘),
 (1)

𝐷𝐷𝑗𝑗 =
∑

𝑖𝑖

𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗 , (2)

where Dij is the dose induced by particle type i in the brain lobe j. Bij is the BRF in the lobe j of particle i in the 
unit of μGy/(particles/cm 2/sr). fi is the spectrum (e.g., with the unit of particles/cm 2/sr/MeV) of a given GCR/SEP 
spectrum of particle i. Wi is the bin width of Bi in the unit of MeV, which is multiplied with fi to obtain Fi with 
the unit of particles/cm 2/sr. The deposited dose induced by particle i, Dij, is then obtained after summing over k 
energy bins of the BRF. Finally, the total dose in the lobe j, Dj, can be acquired by summing up doses induced by 
different particles types of the GCR/SEP event.

It is worth to mention that the BRF results in Sections 3.2, 3.3 and Figure 6a in Section 3.4 actually refer to the 
dose in the entire head including the skull, we take the results as the “brain” dose which would be slightly larger 
than the actual dose in the brain due to the higher density and outer location of the skull. This difference will 
be shown and discussed later in Section 3.4 and Figure 6b. This means that our risk estimation is a conservative 
assessment.

3. Results
3.1. Martian and Lunar Surface Radiation Environment

As shown in the first two steps of Figure 1, using the AtRIS/Mars (Section 2.3) and the REDMoon (Section 2.4) 
models, we obtain a series of particle spectra on the Martian and lunar surfaces induced by both background 
GCRs and past GLE events and the results are shown in this subsection. In particular, we will focus on discussing 
the spectra of three types of secondary particles, protons, alpha particles, and neutrons, which make the major 
contribution to the absorbed dose.

3.1.1. Background GCR Radiation Field

Figure 2 shows GCR-induced particle flux on the surface of Mars and Moon in either the downward or upward 
direction with orange for Martian results and purple for lunar results. Not all simulated particles are plotted 
while the three most important ones, surface protons, alphas, and neutrons, are shown. The transparent color 
bands represent spectral results under a virtual solar cycle period, during which the minimum and maximum 
solar modulation parameters Φ are 427–1,377 MV, respectively, based on historical records from solar cycle 
19 to 23. The results under a typical value of Φ = 550 MV as input spectra (see Section 2.1) are shown in the 
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deeper-colored lines. This Φ value is chosen following Guo et al. (2019) where the authors validated the Mars/
AtRIS model against the Mars surface measurement during a period with an average Φ of 550 MV.

Protons, the most abundant particle component of GCRs, constitute the most significant part of both the Martian 
and lunar radiation environment as also shown in Figure 2. In the downward direction, Martian surface proton 
differential flux peaks at ∼200 MeV (panel a), which is slightly higher than the atmospheric cutoff energy of about 
160 MeV for the considered atmospheric pressure. The cutoff energy represents the energy for a proton needed to 
penetrate the Martian atmosphere and arrive at the surface (Guo et al., 2019). In the high energy range (above a 
few GeVs), proton flux on the Martian surface is slightly lower than that on the Moon suggesting that the Martian 
atmosphere can slow down or interact with these energetic particles. For protons with lower energies <∼300 MeV, 
however, the Martian surface (according to results of AtRIS) shows a higher flux compared to the original GCR 
proton spectrum (also the downward proton spectrum on the lunar surface). This is because the more energetic 
protons may lose energy when propagating through the Martian atmosphere and reach the ground with lower ener-
gies at ∼100 MeV, and also other heavier particles (i.e., alphas) may fragment into less energetic protons.

Meanwhile, an upward proton component is produced in the planetary regolith via the interaction of high-energy 
particles reaching the planetary surfaces to generate secondaries which are then scattered upward. The shapes of 

Figure 2. Downward (top panels) and upward (lower panels) proton, alpha, and neutron spectra induced by Galactic Cosmic Rays on the surface of Mars (with 
a surface pressure of 827 Pa, orange lines/bands) and Moon (purple, lines/bands). Highlighted color bands cover outcomes covering the minimum and maximum 
modulation conditions, and the results under solar modulation parameter of 550 MV are lines located within the band. “Solar cycle” in labels means one virtual solar 
cycle with the minimum and maximum solar modulation parameters selected through solar cycle 19 to 23.
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the albedo spectra on Mars and Moon are very similar as shown in panel (d). In the low-energy range, say, below 
the peaks at about 70 MeV, albedo protons on the Moon have a much higher flux than the downward flux, mainly 
contributed by the abundant generation by higher-energy downward protons in the soil. Overall, upward proton 
flux on the lunar surface exceeds that on Mars by about one order of magnitude. Comparing the downward parti-
cle spectra on the Moon and Mars which are responsible for generating the upward albedo components (panels a 
and b), we suggest that these upward protons are mainly generated by protons above a few hundreds of MeV or 
high-energy alpha particles as their fluxes are higher on the Moon.

For alphas, as shown in panel (b), flux on the Martian surface exceeds that on the lunar surface below about 
10 MeV due to the fragmentation and spallation reactions of protons and HZE of higher energies with the nucleus 
in the atmosphere. But the Lunar-surface downward alpha flux is generally higher than the Martian one at higher 
energies mainly due to the fragmentation process of alphas through the Martian atmosphere. Panel (e) compares 
the upward alphas on the surfaces of Mars and Moon which shows that the flux on Mars is higher than that on the 
Moon by more than one order of magnitude below about 10 MeV. And we notice similar features of the downward 
and upward alpha flux level at the <∼10 MeV range which suggests these particles may have the same physical 
origin, for example, they are generated via the spallation processes in the atmosphere with some particles scat-
tered upward. In comparison, the lunar upward alpha spectrum extends to a larger energy range and this is prob-
ably because more higher energy particles reach the lunar surface than the Martian surface (e.g., shown in panel 
a and b) to generate albedo alphas with higher energies in the lunar regolith. It is worth noting that the current 
AtRIS/Mars model adopted the physics list FTFP_INCLXX_HP has a higher efficiency in generating secondary 
particles via spallation process (Guo et al., 2019) than the physics list FTFP_BERT_HP adopted by the current 
run of REDMoon. Nevertheless, for the calculation of dose which is the main focus of this study, these alpha 
particles make a very small contribution.

Finally, as shown in panel (f), albedo neutrons on the Moon and Mars are very similar in spectral shapes with 
the Martian upward neutron flux slightly lower than the lunar flux suggesting that they are primarily induced by 
downward high-energy protons (above ∼1 GeV) which have similar fluxes on the Moon and Mars. On Mars, as 
seen in panel (c), there is an extra downward neutron component which is generated in the atmosphere of Mars. 
It is important to note that low-energy neutrons (below about 10 MeV) from direct interactions, spallation colli-
sions, or neutron evaporation can contribute significantly to the human-body effective dose which is a critical 
concern for human Mars/Moon missions (Adams et al., 2007; Köhler et al., 2014; Röstel et al., 2020).

3.1.2. Extreme SEP-Induced Radiation Field

Figure 3 shows proton and neutron flux on the Martian and lunar surfaces induced by 65 GLE events from 1956 
to 2012 (see Section 2.1 and Raukunen et al., 2018). Since the Moon is in the vicinity of Earth and it lacks an 
atmosphere to interact with the space radiation, the originally-derived GLE spectra are considered as the down-
ward proton spectra on the lunar surface as shown in Figure 3a. After interacting with the thin atmosphere of 
Mars, the  proton flux has a significant decrease below ∼200 MeV which is consistent with the atmospheric 
cutoff energy at about 160 MeV. In the higher energy range (>∼200 MeV region), the proton flux on the Martian 
surface starts to approach that in deep space but is always slightly lower, suggesting that higher energy particles 
are less probable to interact with the atmosphere to lose their energy.

In the upward direction, as shown in Figure 3c, proton flux on the Martian surface is lower than that on the lunar 
surface by at least one order of magnitude. Both spectral shapes are relatively flat below about 100 MeV with 
a smooth transition toward a power-law at higher energies and the slope is slightly steeper for Mars than for the 
Moon.

Concerning the results of GLEs, both Martian and lunar modeled results show similarities in GLE-induced 
albedo neutron spectra (Figure 3d) while there is an additional downward neutron component on Mars surface as 
a result of the atmospheric interactions with the incoming radiation (Figure 3b). Since the neutron spectra have 
rather consistent shapes between different cases, we fit the neutron flux with a power-law function 𝐴𝐴 F𝑛𝑛 = 𝑐𝑐1 ⋅ E

𝑐𝑐2 
in the relatively low-energy range (where a power-law function can be applied) for both GCR- and GLE-induced 
neutron spectra. We use the GCR-induced neutron spectra in Figure  2 and neutron spectra induced by GLE 
event on 28 May 1990, whose flux is in a mid-range among different event spectra shown in Figure 3. The fitted 
parameters of the power-law are shown in Table 1 for different cases. The upper energy for most cases is about 
10 MeV, except for the Martian downward GLE-induced spectra, which is about 100 MeV. As shown in the 
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table, the Martian downward GCR-induced spectra have the steepest (softest) 
power law with c2 = −1.0, while the lunar GLE-induced upward spectrum 
has the most flat (hardest) power law with c2 = −0.77. For GLE events, the 
fitted c1 are certainly different for different events with different fluence, but 
the power-law index c2 should be very similar observing the spectral shape 
distribution in Figures 3b and 3d.

In addition to the spectra presented here in Section 3.1 of protons, neutrons, 
and alpha particles, GCR HZE ion spectra have also been obtained from 
our models either in the lunar downward GCR components or as secondary 
composition on the Martian surface. Examples of the HZE secondary spectra 
on Mars can be found in a recent study by Zhang et al. (2022) while those 
on the Moon have been shown in Dobynde and Guo (2021b). Following the 
procedure introduced in the BRF section, we further consider these lunar/
Martian surface particles to be transported in the head and brain structure 

Figure 3. Proton and neutron spectra in downward (panels a and b) and upward (panels c and d) directions induced by 65 
selected ground-level enhancement events. Orange lines/circles are for Martian surface spectra with a surface pressure of 
827 Pa and purple lines are for the lunar surface results.

Energy range 
(MeV) c1 c2

Martian downward GCR 10 −5–10 1 e −2.46±0.058 −1.00 ± 0.009

Martian upward GCR 10 −5–10 1 e −1.95±0.052 −0.97 ± 0.008

lunar upward GCR 10 −5–10 1 e −11.06±0.041 −0.89 ± 0.005

Martian downward GLE 10 −5–10 2 e −11.44±0.045 −0.91 ± 0.007

Martian upward GLE 10 −5–10 1 e −11.71±0.052 −0.90 ± 0.008

lunar upward GLE 10 −6–10 1 e −11.65±0.063 −0.77 ± 0.009

Table 1 
Parameters, Energy Range and Standard Error of Two Parameters of the 
Power-Law Fit in Selected Neutron Spectra Which Are Galactic Cosmic 
Rays (GCR)- or Ground-Level Enhancement (GLE) (28 May 1990)-Induced 
Neutron Flux on the Martian and Lunar Surface
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(Figure 1) with/without the Al shielding around the head and the final deposited dose (or dose rate) is calculated 
for “future brains” exposed on the surface of the Moon or Mars, as shown in the next subsection.

3.2. Radiation Exposure of Brains on the Martian Surface

The “brain dose” on the Martian surface is the result of convolution of surface particle spectra (both those shown in 
Section 3.1 and secondary HZEs on Mars) with the corresponding BRFs for each particle type hitting the “head.” 
Note that the HZE-induced dose (of C, N, and Fe) is also taken into consideration despite that HZE flux is much 
lower compared with the proton flux due to absorption of the Martian atmosphere. Downward and upward fluxes 
are considered separately in the above procedure with each occupying half of the full 4π-solid angle and the total 
dose is the sum of the two directions and of different particle types.

The dose (or dose rate) induced by each GLE event (or GCRs) from 1952 to 2012 over more than five solar cycles 
(from the end of Cycle 18 to the first half of Cycle 24) is shown in Figure 4, where the monthly sunspot numbers 
are also plotted to demonstrate the solar activity evolution over the cycles. The unit of the BRF is μGy/particle 
fluence following Equation 1, and the input GLE spectra are also integrated over the duration of each event. So the 
GLE results in Figures 4–7 are the doses induced through the entire period of each event. The input GCR and GLE 
fluxes arriving at Mars or the Moon are assumed to be isotropic and we consider neither Mars nor the Moon has 
an effective magnetosphere to modulate the energetic flux at different locations of the planet. Nevertheless, vari-
ations in the results of GLE doses due to changes of the Martian pressure are discussed in Section 3.5. For results 
before that section, the surface pressure is fixed as 827 Pa. Note that no extra shielding around the astronauts are 
considered in the results plotted here and the shielding effect will be considered in Section 3.5.

International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) divided radiation effects into stochastic effects and 
deterministic effects. For stochastic effects, limits are set to keep the risk of exposure-induced death less than 3% 
from fatal cancer for career exposure (Cucinotta, 2010), and the risk estimation is based on ground-based occu-
pational experience. Deterministic effects include clinical radiation effects experienced after a threshold dose is 
exceeded and continue to change in severity with dose. In this study, we adopt the NASA dose limit for short-term 
or career non-cancer effects in CNS as criteria to evaluate the risk of space radiation impact on a brain, that is 
500 mGy for the 30-day limit (Cucinotta, 2010). In Figure 4, curves and bars in blue (instead of red) mean that 
monthly accumulated GCR- and GLE-induced dose is within this safe range for CNS.

The dose rate induced by GCRs in a human head, varies with the solar cycle and ranges from 0.032 (in 1959) 
to 0.120 (in 2010) mGy/day. Referring to a possible NASA design reference mission (Drake et  al.,  2010), 
GCR-induced dose in solar minimum during a 500-day surface stay is in the range of 16 and 60 mGy, which 
is still within the 30-day limit in the CNS system. The evolution of the Martian surface dose in the head is 
anti-correlated with the sunspot number, with a slight delay in its temporal variation. This follows the expectation 
since the transport of GCRs in the interplanetary space is modulated by the heliospheric magnetic field which 
follows the solar activity cycle featured by the sunspot number (e.g., Potgieter, 2013). When solar activity and 
solar modulation become weaker (or stronger), there is an increase (or decrease) of GCR fluxes, particularly 
in the below-GeV part of the spectra (see the purple downward fluxes in Figures 2a and 2b). The delay of the 
variation is due to the fact that the observed GCR variation is a combined result of the varying interplanetary 
magnetic field and the inward propagating charged particles while both had a delay after the sunspot variation 
(e.g., Cliver & Ling, 2001; Thomas et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2022), although the exact process quantifying this 
delay is still under debate.

On the other hand, the frequency and intensity of GLE events only roughly follow the evolution of solar cycle 
activity, which is depicted by sunspot numbers. Figure 4 shows that the GLE dose level distribution is highly 
unpredictable across different solar cycles. Cycle 20 and cycle 21 showed relatively low dose for each GLE event, 
while events with conspicuously high dose occurred during cycles 19, 22, and 23. Among all of the 58 days with 
event occurrence, the event doses range from 0.05 to 33.50 mGy/event, while most of the events (about 60%) 
induced dose below 1 mGy. None of past GLE events induced dose higher than 500 mGy on the surface of Mars.

3.3. Radiation Exposure of Brains on the Lunar Surface

Following a similar procedure of Martian surface radiation dose calculations in Section 3.2, we also calculate and 
plot the lunar-surface dose (rate) profile in Figure 5. On the surface of the Moon, half of the radiation source is the 
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Figure 4. Long-term variations of dose (or dose rate) induced by Galactic Cosmic Rays (blue lines, right y-axes) and by each 
ground-level enhancement event (blue bars, left y-axes) over more than 5 solar cycles on the Martian surface with a surface 
pressure of 827 Pa. Sunspot numbers are plotted as yellow (odd cycle) and orange (even cycle) backgrounds.
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original deep space radiation (downward component) while the other half (upward component) is the lunar albedo 
radiation (e.g., Dobynde & Guo, 2021b). Our calculations show that the GCR dose rate ranges from 0.039 to 
0.184 mGy/day and the monthly-integrated GCR dose in the brain on the Moon stays under the 500 mGy 30-day 
limit. However, due to the lack of atmospheric shielding, the GLE-induced dose can reach up to 8,214.02 mGy/
event for the 1972 August 4 event, and there are 13 events above the CNS 30-day limit of 500 mGy.

Again, we note that event-dose level shows great variance at the same phase of solar cycles among each GLE 
event, which reflects the irregularity of SEP events and the unpredictability of their scales. During periods with 
frequent event occurrence, the 30-day limit can also be reached even if single events are below this limit, such as 
during October 1989. However, these dose results are calculated with no shielding around the head which seems 
to be an unrealistic scenario, that is, the “brain” is only protected by the skull of the head while no space helmet/
habitat shielding is considered. Results with shielding considerations will be discussed in Section 3.5.

3.4. The Correlation Between the Martian and Lunar Results

Figure 6a shows the correlation between the brain doses of each GLE event on the surfaces of Mars (y-axes) and 
the Moon (x-axes). Both Martian and lunar results are shown in the logarithmic scale where we observe a good 
linear relation, with the Pearson correlation coefficient being 0.83. For studied GLE events, the Martian-surface 
brain dose y can be formulated as a function of the lunar-surface brain dose x using the linear least-squares fitting 
(the light blue line) as log(y) = 0.65 ⋅ log(x) − 3.20. The standard error of two linear fit parameters are 0.28 and 
0.06, respectively. A 90% confidence band of the fitting result is also shown in light blue range. Overall, there is 
a big difference, more than two orders of magnitude, between an event dose on Mars and that on the Moon. This 
is caused mainly by the Mars atmosphere which can effectively stop or slow down energetic protons with energy 
below a few hundreds of MeV.

The cerebrum, the largest and the main part of the brain, contains the cerebral cortex which is divided into four 
lobes: the frontal lobe, temporal lobe, parietal lobe, and occipital lobe. Each lobe is responsible for different 
functions, such as reading, movement, vision, etc. Therefore, it is necessary to obtain the dose in separate lobes 
to better evaluate astronauts' performance in certain functions. More details of the calculation procedure of dose 
in different lobes can be found in Khaksarighiri et al. (2020).

Figure 6b gives the correlation of GLE-induced lunar-surface dose and Martian-surface dose in the whole brain 
(blue dots), frontal lobe (red dots), parietal lobe (turquoise dots), temporal lobe (orange dots), and occipital lobe 
(green yellow dots). The frontal lobe is in the outer region of the brain and occupies the biggest portion of the 
brain, located just behind the forehead. The temporal lobe is located in the most medial part of the brain and is 
surrounded by other lobes. The dose in the lobes are less than those in the entire head by nearly one order of 
magnitude for both the Martian and lunar cases. This is due to the protection by the human cranium, which can 
serve as a good shielding against low-energy particles below ∼10 MeV (Khaksarighiri et  al.,  2020). For the 
outermost frontal lobe and the innermost temporal lobe, doses in them are generally close on Martian surface, 
while doses in the frontal lobe are higher than those in the temporal lobe on the lunar surface. In Figure 3, the 
most significant difference in the two planetary environments is the low-energy proton component (<200 MeV) 
in the downward direction. Located in the upper and frontal part of the head, the frontal lobe tends to withstand 
more radiation exposure from these low-energy protons which are more intense on the Moon. The dose corre-
lation in the other two lobes (the parietal and occipital lobe) are similar to the frontal lobe and temporal lobe 
correlation, that their values are comparable on the Martian surface among different lobes, while the dose values 
in the parietal and occipital lobes on the lunar surface are in between those in the frontal (outermost) and temporal 
(innermost) lobes.

3.5. Varying Martian Atmospheric Shielding Effect and Extra Shielding Around the Head

During actual space missions, shielding will be adopted to protect the astronaut from radiation risk and the 
harsh space environment. For instance, the international space station provides at least 5 g/cm 2 of aluminum 
(Al)-equivalent shielding (Dastider et al., 2021). Personnel ionizing radiation protection is required by NASA 
Technical Standard (NASA, 2022), including launch, entry and abort suits and extravehicular activity suits that 
shall provide or accommodate radiation monitoring and alerting functions. To simulate a more mission-realistic 
situation, we calculate the average dose induced by radiation in the head shielded by the different thickness of Al, 
using BRFs under different shielding conditions (Khaksarighiri et al., 2020).
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Figure 5. Long-term variations of dose (or dose rate) induced by Galactic Cosmic Rays (blue lines, right y-axes) and by each 
ground-level enhancement event (blue or red bars, left y-axes) over more than five solar cycles on the surface of the Moon. 
Sunspot numbers are plotted as yellow (odd cycle) and orange (even cycle) backgrounds.
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In addition to the Al shielding, the shielding effect of the Martian atmosphere has already been mentioned in 
Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2. The variation of the pressure due to the regional (mainly altitude-related) differences on 
Mars may range from below 100 Pa to more than 1,000 Pa. In a previous study based on the same Mars model, 
Zhang et al. (2022) showed that the quiet-time GCR radiation on the Martian surface is not very sensitive to the 
surface pressure. However, changes of the pressure may modulate the GLE flux that reach the Martian surface 
effectively, especially for surface pressures with a value lower than 400 Pa.

Figure 7 shows the three most extreme GLE events that induced the largest dose in deep space among past GLEs 
studied here. The gray error bars on the Martian surface doses show the dose variation range caused by the 
changes of the pressure from about 300 Pa (upper limit for the surface dose) and 1,200 Pa (lower limit for the 
surface dose). Martian surface doses are considerably below the risk threshold even when the surface pressure is 

Figure 6. Correlation between the “brain doses” induced by past ground-level enhancement events on the Martian (y-axes) 
surface with a surface pressure of 827 Pa and on the lunar (x-axes) surface. (a): Each dot represents the result of an event; The 
blue line is the result of linear least-squares fit between the lunar and Martian results with the blue region denoting the 90% 
confidence band. The label “fit” in the legend gives the fitting parameter and function while “stderr” includes the standard 
errors of two fitting parameters. (b): Blue, red, turquoise, orange and green yellow dots denote the correlation of doses in the 
entire head and four lobes, respectively.

Figure 7. Event dose of three selected events (from left to right, ground-level enhancement event dates are 23 February 1956, 12 November 1960, and 4 August 1972) 
on the Martian surface with a surface pressure of 827 Pa (orange), on the lunar surface (purple) and in deep space (light blue) and the comparison of different results 
from different shielding scenarios. The vertical red line represents the 30-day dose upper limit in Central Nervous System defined by NASA which is 500 mGy. Error 
bars on the Martian dose results indicate the dose variation range due to the change of the Martian surface pressure from about 300 to 1,200 Pa.
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low (300 Pa corresponds to a vertical column mass of about 8 g/cm 2), however, doses on the lunar surface and 
deep space can exceed the 500 mGy limit, if there is no adequate shielding protection. With a shielding thick-
ness around 5 g/cm 2 (about 2 cm of Al) or above, all event-induced doses in the head would be reduced to a safe 
value for CNS both in deep space and on the lunar surface. However, these results are for single events, it is not 
unlikely that the accumulated dose of several events encountered during a long mission period may exceed the 
recommendation limit. We estimate the accumulated dose for 4 events during October 1989 on the lunar surface 
to be 361 mGy under 2 cm Al shielding or 983 mGy under 5 mm Al shielding. These values are comparable to 
the 500 mGy limit.

4. Summary and Discussion
The biological effects of space radiation involve most organs of the human body, in which the CNS and particularly 
the brain is paid with special attention due to possible neurocognitive impairment and motor dysfunction. A recent 
study by Khaksarighiri et al. (2020, 2021) utilized GEANT4 Monte-Carlo simulations and developed the BRFs, 
representing particle interaction with a realistic human head and brain structure. The BRFs provide the dose depos-
ited by energetic particles with different types and energy in the head and in four cerebrum lobes of the brain. In 
this study, we adopt the AtRIS and the REDMoon models to obtain the radiation environment on the Martian and 
lunar surfaces, respectively, for both GCR and extreme SEP conditions. First, BON14 GCR model and most GLE 
events from 1956 to 2012, across five full solar cycles, are taken as the primary radiation sources in deep space. 
Next, these primary source spectra are convoluted with the AtRIS and the REDMoon matrices to obtain the surface 
radiation environment of the two planetary bodies. At last, doses in different cases (i.e., different brain regions or 
various shielding thicknesses) are obtained and compared with one another. Our main results are summarized below.

1.  On the Martian surface with a pressure of 827 Pa without extra shielding, overall GCR-induced dose rate in 
a human head ranges from 0.032 to 0.120 mGy/day; the maximum GLE-induced dose value is 33 mGy/event 
(on 23 February 1956) and no GLE-induced event dose in this time range exceeds 500 mGy.

2.  On the lunar surface without additional shielding, background GCR-induced doses rate ranges from 0.039 to 
0.184 mGy/day; the maximum GLE-induced dose value is about 8,000 mGy/event (on 4 August 1972) and 13 
out of 65 historical GLE-induced doses are greater than 500 mGy.

3.  Doses induced by GLE events on the Martian surface with a pressure of 827 Pa have a good correlation 
with those on the lunar surface. A linear formula is fitted in the double-logarithmic scale for these two quan-
tities. The dose values for different brain lobes are relatively similar on Mars, and the dose in the frontal 
lobe is slightly higher for GLE events on the Moon, due to its outermost position allowing for the access of 
low-energy particles which exist abundantly during SEP events.

4.  When examining the dose levels of all 63 selected GLE events in the brain, we found that none of the events 
induced a dose reaching an alarmed limit on Mars. As for the cases of events on the lunar surface and in deep 
space, all of the GLE events studied here can be reduced to a safe level for CNS by >5 g/cm 2 of Al-equivalent 
shielding.

The current study hasn't considered the body part of a human being when evaluating the radiation impact on our 
brains. Based on a simple human phantom considering a Chinese male astronaut with an average height of 169 cm 
(whose geometry can be simplified as a spherical head with a radius of 11.5 cm on top of a cylinder (body) with a 
height of 145.5 cm and a radius of 18.8 cm below the sphere), we roughly estimate the solid angle blocked by the body 
is up to 0̃.22π. This is a rather small portion of the full solid angle (4π) surrounding the head. Thus the omission of the 
body part should not significantly influence the primary radiation arriving at the head. However, we still need to pay 
attention to the upward neutron flux generated in the body due to abundant water in our bodies. On the one hand, in an 
aqueous environment, oxygen radicals produced by radiation-induced disintegration can easily lead to more harmful 
chemical reactions (Allen et al., 1951; Martínez-Cayuela, 1995). On the other hand, water has been proven as a good 
modulator for fast neutrons, and water in our body may also lead to a reduction of the neutron contributed effective 
dose. Thus it is non-trivial to estimate if water in our body would increase or decrease the radiation impact on the 
head. Considering the above issues as well as the scattered rays of other secondaries from the body, a simulation with 
a full-body phantom is needed for a more accurate assessment of the radiation effects in the head.

Reitz et  al.  (2012) have simulated GCR proton, alpha, oxygen, Fe induced dose rate using an International 
Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) human-body phantom surrounded by 0.5 g/cm 2 polycarbonate 
shielding in the lunar surface environment. Their results of the brain dose under a solar minimum condition is 
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larger than ours by 0.05 mGy/day (around 30%) under the same shielding thickness (0.5 g/cm 2 of the Al). We 
consider this as a good agreement, given different model inputs and setups, such as different input GCR spec-
tra, head geometry, shielding material, Lunar surface environment, GEANT4 physics list, and that we haven't 
accounted for the body geometry. They also showed that dose rate in other organs is not much of a difference from 
the brain dose rate and is all around 0.2 mGy/day.

Besides, during actual space missions, spacesuit geometries and the habitat structures will be surely more compli-
cated than the aluminum-shell shielding employed in this work. Thus more realistic considerations of the mission 
scenario should be applied as well.

Finally, our results should be combined with biomedical research on mechanisms of radiation impact on the CNS 
to better understand the biological effect of space radiation on human brains. In addition, more focused studies 
and quantitative estimations of radiation in the hippocampus or spinal cord, would be helpful for better evaluating 
the radiation impact on critical brain functions such as learning and memory.

Data Availability Statement
The particle interactions with the Martian environment are calculated via the GEANT4-based AtRIS model 
which is uploaded at Zenodo platform (Banjac,  2019). The particle interactions with the Lunar environment 
are calculated via the REDMoon code which is also uploaded at Zenodo platform (Dobynde & Guo, 2021a). 
The Brain Response Functions used in this study have been developed by Khaksarighiri et al. (2020). Monthly 
averaged sunspot numbers (version 2.0) used in this study are obtained from Sunspot Index and Long-term Solar 
Observations (SILSO) dataset (SIDC, 2015).
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