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Organ & Tissue 
Donation
LIFESAVING GIFTS

Organ donation and transplantation save over 28,000 
lives each year. Every ten minutes, another person is 
added to the waiting list. As of January 2019, 113,000 
men, women, and children are on the national 
transplant waiting list. 95% of adults in the U.S. state 
they support organ donation, but only 58% of those 
adults actually register as a donor. One donor can save 8 
lives by donating 8 separate lifesaving organs.

HOW DOES ORGAN DONATION WORK?

While most organ and tissue donations occur once the 
donor has died, there are some donations that can be 
given while the donor is alive. Out of approximately 
1000 deaths, only 3 people qualify to be an organ or 
tissue donor. There are roughly the same number of 
both living and deceased donors, but the need for more 
is constantly increasing.

The Organ Procurement and Transplantation Network 
(OPTN) follows strict standards for those on a waiting 
list to ensure a fair and ethical distribution. There 
are many factors at play when matching donors and 
recipients, including:

 » Blood type

 » Body size/type

 » Severity of medical condition (of recipient)

 » Distance between donor and recipient - some organs 
or tissues can survive outside of the body longer 
and thus, can travel farther. Specifically for the 
heart and lungs, they must be transplanted into 

the recipient much sooner, as they can only survive 
outside of the body for 4-6 hours.

 » How long the recipient has been on the waiting list

 » Whether the recipient is available and healthy 
enough to receive the transplant

Once a person dies, if they are declared a donor, the 
search for matching recipients begins. The surgical 
team removes the organs, cornea, skin, and bone as 
authorized and the incisions are surgically closed, as 
they would do in any surgery. This eliminates a common 
concern that an open-casket funeral wouldn’t be an 
option. 

THE LIVING DONATION PROCESS

Almost 6,000 living donations are made each year, 
typically between family or close friends. The decision 
to become a living donor is not an easy one. You have to 
balance the possibility of health risks after donation with 
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the possibility of saving someone’s life. The National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) is conducting a study on 
living donors to keep track of health affects as time goes 
on. There is some question on the stress that is placed on 
the remaining organ, but overall, it appears that living 
donors do quite well.

Potential living donors are evaluated thoroughly by the 
transplant center to ensure they are healthy enough to 
donate. Each donor needs to be physically, emotionally, 
and psychologically stable. They are typically between 
the ages of 18 and 60 and should not have ever had high 
blood pressure, diabetes, cancer, kidney disease, or heart 
disease.

THE DECEASED DONATION PROCESS

Step 1 is to register! You can say ‘yes’ on your driver’s 
license, but it’s also very important to discuss your 
wishes to be a donor with your loved ones. Take control 
and go to registerme.org to register yourself as a donor. 
This will serve as legal consent.

Whether or not you’ll be able to donate after life depends 
on the specific circumstances surrounding your death. 
Most of us will not actually be able to donate. Your 
decision to be a donor does not affect the medical care 
you receive toward the end of your life. The number 
one goal will always be to save your life first. Only after 
brain death has been declared by a doctor, can organ 
donation become a possibility.

Being a living donor, a loved one to a deceased donor, or 
a recipient will bring up very strong emotions. Support 
groups are available and encouraged. There are systems 
in place if a recipient would like to reach out and 
thank their donor, which extends this process beyond a 
medical procedure to truly the gift of life.

LIVING DONORS MAY DONATE:

 » One of two kidneys

 » One of two lobes of the liver

 » One lung or part of a lung

 » Part of the pancreas

 » Part of the intestines

 » Skin

 » Bone after knee or hip replacements

 » Healthy cells from bone marrow and umbilical 
cord blood

 » Amnion (donated after childbirth)

 » Blood

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.


