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Physicians—more than any other segment within the healthcare industry—have long been 
a trusted source of information, service, and compassion within their local communities. 
Building upon the special relationships they have with their patients, many physicians have 
stepped forward in recent years to discuss the most sensitive of all topics: death and dying. 
By not dodging this topic or passing it along to a surrogate, these physicians should be 
applauded for helping their patients confront dying on their own terms—with assurance 
that their wishes will be respected.

It is now time for these same physicians to take the lead in facilitating a thoughtful 
conversation on another sensitive topic where patients’ wishes need to be respected. It’s a 
topic that far too few physicians presently discuss: organ, eye, and tissue donation.

It is a cold, hard fact that every day in the United States, 22 people die unnecessarily while 
waiting for an organ transplant. Currently, more than 115,000 of our fellow citizens are 
waiting to receive lifesaving hearts, livers, lungs, kidneys, and pancreases—but there are 
simply not enough donors to meet the growing demand. For physicians concerned with 
saving and preserving life, these numbers should be unacceptable. 

TALKING ABOUT DONATION—NOW

Far too often, the question of organ donation doesn’t arise until a catastrophic 
circumstance has occurred. By then, if individuals have not previously registered as donors, 
it is too late for them to express their intent. Instead, it rests upon the next of kin to guess 
what their loved one would have wanted.

Physicians can be of great value by suggesting to their patients that they have a 
meaningful conversation with a donation specialist and make their organ donation decision 
known. Physicians are also uniquely positioned and charged with helping patients address 
their end-of-life planning. This planning should include becoming comfortable with the idea 
of donation and seeing it as an opportunity to give greater meaning to their loved ones or 
their own lives. This is especially true and valuable for patients whose cultural backgrounds 
and places of birth never exposed them to donation and transplantation.

Just as physicians routinely ask their patients about their health and lifestyle habits, 
they should also take the time to ask patients if they are registered to be organ or tissue 
donors. This unexpected question may trigger some curious looks, but the connection will 
become clear when it is explained that a single organ donor can save the lives of up to 
eight people—and improve the lives of up to 75 more through cornea and tissue donation. 
Saving and improving lives whenever possible is what medicine is all about.

ADDRESSING PATIENTS’ CONCERNS

Be prepared to explain that there is no inherent conflict between saving lives and using 
organs for transplant. Patients need to understand that the doctors who work to save a 
patient’s life are not the same doctors involved with organ donation.
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It is only after every attempt has been made to save a 
life that the appropriate medical professionals review the 
deceased’s medical and social history to determine if the 
individual is a candidate for donation. The bodies of donors 
are then treated with the dignity and respect they deserve.

These donation conversations should take place with 
patients of all ages, not just with the sick or elderly or when 
palliative care is being discussed. And it should be explained 
that while most organ and tissue donations occur after the 
donor has died, some organs (including a kidney or part of a 
liver or lung) and tissues can be donated while patients are 
alive and well.

Even for a donation that occurs after death, it is not about 
sadness and loss. In fact, donor families repeatedly say that 
for them, donation helps give greater meaning and fulfills the 
life of their loved one while keeping their memory alive. In 
short, donation is really about life.

Many other questions will arise in this conversation, including:

• What do religions say? The truth is that every major
religion in the United States supports organ, eye, and
tissue donation as one of the highest expressions of
compassion and generosity.

• Is there favoritism in selecting transplant
recipients? No. When an organ becomes available, it is
given to the best possible match based on blood type,
body size, the recipient’s medical condition, and the
length of time the recipient has been waiting.

• How can I register? Individuals can register to be a
donor at their local DMV. California residents can register
online at https://register.donatelifecalifornia.org/register/
OneLegacy.

HEARTWARMING NUMBERS

Nationwide, a record 34,772 organ transplants were 
performed in 2017, using organs from both deceased 
and living donors. That marked the fifth consecutive 
record-setting year for transplants in the United States. 
Millions more lives were healed through tissue and cornea 
transplantation.

These heartwarming numbers tell us that the message is 
getting through. But there is still a lot of work left to be done 
in dispelling myths, building understanding, and spreading 
this message of hope. We urge physicians to help in this 
cause. o

Tom Mone is CEO of Los Angeles-based OneLegacy, the 
nation’s largest organ, eye, and tissue recovery organization.
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