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HEALTH WORKERS’ THOUGHTS ABOUT BRAIN
DEATH AND ORGAN DONATION
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ABSTRACT

Organ and tissue grafting (transplantation) is the transfer of a healthy, functioning organ
or tissue or a portion of one, from either a living or a brain-dead patient, to replace a
corresponding but no longer functioning organ or tissue in the body of another patient. The
goal of this study was to ascertain the attitudes and knowledge of the doctors and other
personnel in our hospital concerning organ donation, to raise awareness of transplantation
in health workers, whom we deem to be the driving force in organ donation, and to identify
our shortcomings in this regard. The questionnaire in our study was administered to 315
health care personnel who work at Sivas Paradigm (Numune) Hospital. We conducted
the 32-question survey on participating staff members with the aim of determining their
positions on brain death, whether they were organ donors, their views on organ donation,
and any ideas they might have about changes that could be made in our country to increase
organ donation. The results obtained were analyzed and evaluated using the descriptive
statistical methods of the SPSS 14.0 software package. Of the employees surveyed, 42
(13.3%) indicated they had no knowledge about brain death, 119 (37.7%) declared they
had received no in-service training concerning brain death, and 201 (63.8%) said they
were not organ donors. In response to the question of what should be done to improve
organ donation, 248 (78.7%) recommended explaining its acceptability from a religious
standpoint, 171 (54.2%) advised more frequently sharing with the public both the drama of
those awaiting transplant surgery and the great joy of those who now have a new lease on
life thanks to organ transplants, 139 (44.1%) said it was necessary to explain the issue to the
public at intervals on radio and television, 100 (31.7%) endorsed expressing the importance
of this issue to health care professionals during the course of their education, and 32 (10%)
indicated cash awards should be offered to the loved ones of potential donors. We believe
health care workers are the most important group to lead the community in organ donation.
It is our considered opinion that our number one priority is to develop training programs with
the aim of enhancing the interest and knowledge of those professionals about this subject,
and also to utilize the mass media to change society’s perspectives concerning the issue.

INTRODUCTION

Organ and tissue grafting (transplantation) is the transfer of a healthy, functioning
organ or tissue or a portion of one, from either a living or a brain-dead patient,
to replace a corresponding but no longer functioning organ or tissue in the
body of another patient. Organ transplantation is seen as the last chance for
patients suffering organ failure’. Organ/tissue donation is the name given to the
certified permission granted by a living person of her own free will for the use
of her tissues and organs in the treatment of other patients after she has been
medically determined to have reached the end of her life?. The purpose of organ
transplantation is to save the lives of and improve the length and quality of the
lives of patients, the failure of whose organs has brought about the end of their
lives or decreased the quality of their lives®.
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There are two types of organ transplantation:
from live donors and from cadavers. In live donor
transplant, the organ is taken from a healthy, living
person. Laws provide for a suitable organ to be
harvested from among those of a volunteer who is
usually a close relative. In cadaver transplant, the
organs are removed from people who are clinically
dead. “Clinical death” is generally taken to refer to
cases of brain death. Organs donated from brain-
dead cadavers are transferred to patients who
need them and who have tissue compatibility*.

Organ and tissue transplantation is an important
measure of a country’s level of development.
Many nations have developed legislation related
to organ donation and transplantation. Such laws
apropos to brain death and organ transplantation
have been passed in Spain, Sweden, and
Germany, as well as in other European countries
in accordance with European Commission
meeting rules®. In Turkey, organ transplants are
performed in accordance with Law 2238, “On the
Removal, Storage, and Transport of Organs and
Tissues”, dated May 29, 1979. Additionally, it has
been reported that our country’s High Council of
Religious Affairs, in their Decision 396 of 1980,
found organ transplantation to be permissible®.
With the permission of next of kin, upon diagnosis
of brain death by relevant specialists, organs
can be harvested from the bodies of patients
who have suffered irreversible brain injury (brain
death) and died in the hospital’. Medical death
must have taken place in order for the transplant
to be performed. In accordance with Law 2238,
the decision of medical death must be made
unanimously by two physicians.

The human factor is very important in organ
donation. When planning education to raise
awareness of organ donation, the socio-cultural
aspects of the people living in the community
must be taken into account. Research has
shown that as the education level rises, and as
increased importance is given to public education
that continuously keeps organ donation on the
agenda, so does organ donation also increase®.

This study was performed in order to determine
both the awareness, attitudes, knowledge, and
perspectives of our hospital’s staff and physicians
concerning organ donation and what can be done
with the experience of health workers to bring
organ donation in our country up to the desired
levels.

MATERIALS AND METHODS:

In this study, a questionnaire was administered to
315 health personnel employed by Sivas Paradigm
(Numune) Hospital. A 32-question survey was
conducted of the participants for the purpose of
determining their views on brain death and organ
donation, their ideas about what changes could
be made in Turkey to increase organ donation,
and whether they themselves were organ donors.
The results of the survey were analyzed with the
SPSS 14.0 software package, using descriptive
statistical methods.

RESULTS

A total of 315 health care workers who work at
Sivas Paradigm (Numune) Hospital participated
in our study. Of the participants, 75 (23.8%)
were physicians and 113 (35.85%) were male;
71 (22.5%) had worked in the health sector for
less than five years, 92 (29.2%) for between five
and ten years, and 150 (47.6%) for more than
ten years (Table 1). Forty-two (13.3%) of the
employees participating in the study said they
had no knowledge about brain death, and 119
(37.7%) said they had never received in-service
training concerning brain death; 201 (63.8%)
said they were not organ donors. Of those non-
donors, 43 (13.6%) said organ donation was
contrary to their religious beliefs and 41 (13%)
said they believed it was necessary for the body
to remain intact after death (Table 2). In response
to the question of what must be done to improve
organ donation, 248 (78.7%) said it should be
explained that organ donation was compatible
with the potential donor’s religion, 171 (54.2%)
said it was necessary to more frequently share
with the public both the drama of those awaiting
organ donation and the great joy of those to whom
organ donation has given a new lease on life, 139
(44.1%) recommended periodically explaining the
issue to the public via radio and television, 100
(31.7%) said the importance of organ donation
should be stressed to health care workers in the
course of their education, and 32 (10%) advised
offering the donors’ next of kin cash awards (Table
3).
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Table 1: Employee specifics

%

Profession
Doctor 75 23.8
Midwife, nurse, health officer 190 60.3
Health technician (emergency medical technician, laboratory, radiology, anesthesia) 50 15.9
Sex
Female 202 64.15
Male 113 35.85
How long have you been working in the health sector?
Less than 5 years 73 23.8
5-10 years 92 29.1
More than 10 years 150 471
Where do you work?
Operating Room. 68 21.6
General Intensive Care Unit 35 11.1
Service Worker 212 67.3
Table 2: Health workers’ level of knowledge and thoughts about brain death
n %
Do you have any knowledge about brain death?
Yes 254 80.6
No 42 13.3
This subject does not interest me. 19 6.0
If you have knowledge about brain death, in what year did you obtain this
knowledge?
Before 2000 75 23.8
2000-2010 151 47.9
After 2010 65 20.6
No knowledge 24 7.6
Where did you first hear the term “brain death”?
Newspaper or television 83 26.3
Education 188 59.7
From another health care worker 39 12.4
I've never heard the term “brain death” 5 1.6
Have you ever received education concerning brain death?
Yes 177 56.2
No 119 37.8
| don’t remember 19 6.0
Have you ever had in-service training about brain death?
Yes 98 31.1
No 199 63.2
| don’t know 11 3.5
| don’t remember 7 2.2
What is brain death?
I've only ever heard the term 41 13
Reversible impairment of brain function 60 19
Irreversible impairment of brain function 204 64.8
Impairment in which body organs affect brain functions 2 0.6
When brain functions cause deterioration of body organ functions 8 2.5
Can a brain-dead patient breathe without the assistance of a ventilator?
Yes 75 23.8
No 226 71.7
| don’t know 14 4.4
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Is medical treatment and/or mechanical support necessary to preserve the cardiac
functions of a brain-dead patient?

Yes 244 77.5
No 59 18.7
| don’t know 12 3.8
Is brain death any different from a coma or a vegetative state?

Yes 198 62.9
No 94 29.8
| don’t know 23 7.3
Do you want to obtain information on brain death?

Yes 230 73
No 81 257
| don’t know 4 1.3
Is brain death diagnosed in our hospital?

Yes 237 75.2
No 42 13.3
| don’t know 36 11.4
Who diagnoses brain death?

Doctors 279 88.6
Nurses 35 11.1
| don’t know 1 0.3
Do you know how brain death is diagnosed?

Yes 167 53
No 91 28.9
| don’t know 57 18.1
Have you ever witnessed diagnosis of brain death?

Yes 104 33
No 211 66.9
Do you believe a person diagnosed as brain dead can come back to life?

Yes 44 14
No 238 75.6
| don’t know 33 10.5
Do you think a person diagnosed as brain dead should continue to receive

treatment if his/her organs have not been donated?

Yes 121 38.4
No 147 46.7
| don’t know 47 14.9
What is chronic organ failure?

Permanent disease of organs 60 19
Reversible organ failure 232 73.7
Irreversible organ failure 15 4.8

| don’t know 8 25
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Table 3: Health workers’ level of knowledge and thoughts about organ donation

n %
Are you an organ donor?
Yes 81 257
No 201 63.8
I’'m considering it 29 9.2
I’'m not considering it 3 1
| absolutely will not donate my organs 1 0.3
If you are an organ donor, what is your most important reason for becoming one?
Because | believe that my donation can save a life 52 64.1
Because such a situation could happen to me or my family, | believe organ donation is 20 247
necessary
Because people who've received organ donations have said it's necessary 7 8.6
Because of my previous education/training 1 1.3
Because of my religious belief that organ donation is necessary 1 1.3
If you are not an organ donor, what is your most important reason for not becoming
one?
Because I'm afraid of becoming an organ donor 40 19.9
Because | believe my organs will fall into the hands of organ thieves 12 3.8
Because | believe it will disrupt the integrity of my body 28 13.9
Because | don’t know who my organs will be donated to 12 59
Because | don’t have enough money " 5.5
Because I'm not completely sure organ donation is compatible with my religion 98 48.9
According to the laws of some countries, any citizen who is brain dead is
considered an organ donor. What are your views on Turkey implementing this
practice?
| support it 114 36.2
| don’t support it 117 37.1
| have no opinion 84 26.7
What effect do you think implementation of such a practice would have on the
numbers of organ donations?
It would reduce them 46 14.6
| don’t think it would have any effect 94 29.8
It would increase them 175 55.6
If such a law were passed in Turkey, what do you think the public’s reaction would
be?
They would accept it 95 30.1
They would oppose it and apply to cancel their donor status 220 69.9
Is one of your loved ones a patient awaiting organ donation?
Yes 60 19
No 227 721
| don’t know 28 8.9
If one of your close relatives needed an organ, would you become a donor?
Yes 175 55.6
No 75 23.8
| don’t know 65 20.6
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Would you donate the organs of a loved one diagnosed as brain dead?

Yes 130 41.3
No 63 20
| don’t know 122 38.7
Should family permission be required before harvesting the organs of a person who

became a willing donor while healthy?

Yes 166 52.7
No 127 40.3
| don’t know 22 7
What do you think should be done to raise the organ donor rate in Turkey?

Th.e .public should.be educated about organ donation and told that it is acceptable from a 248 78.7
religious perspective

Both the c?rama of patients awaiting organs and the gr_eat joy of pgtients who got a new 171 543
lease on life thanks to transplants should be shared with the public

The importance of this issue should be explained at intervals on radio and television 139 44 1
This issue should be explained and its importance continuously stressed to health care

workers in the course of their training 100 317
Health care workers dealing with this issue should be rewarded 40 12.7
Cash rewards should be offered to the donors’ next of kin 32 10.2
| don’t know 0 0
DISCUSSION death, and 14% claimed a person who had been

In Turkey as in every other country in the world,
one of the most important problems standing in the
way of organ transplantation is the insufficiency
of organ donation. In 2012, the total number
of brain deaths in Turkey was 1,477, while the
number of organ donors utilized was only 345.
The number of patients currently awaiting kidney,
heart, liver, pancreas, and lung transplants is over
60,000, and every year between 7,000 and 8,000
patients are added to that list. In 2012, thanks to
insufficient organ donation, thousands of people
lost their lives while waiting for human organs;
meanwhile, the number of cadaveric transplants
performed that year was a mere 881°. Studies
show that while the proportion of Middle Eastern
countries’ populations who wish to participate in
organ donation ranges from 29.7% to 75%, that
of European countries varies between 51.8% and
90%"%12. In a trial with 408 participants in Pakistan,
the organ donation rate was 3.5%; meanwhile, a
study in Germany reported a corresponding rate
of 20% among 1,002 participants, and the rate in
our study was 25.7% 13,

Of the participants in our study, 13.3% indicated
they had no knowledge about brain death, 37.8%
said they had received no information about brain
death during their educational lives, 63.2% had
not had in-service training, 35.2% did not know
the meaning of brain death, 29.8% said brain
death was the same as a permanent vegetative
state, 25.5% did not want to learn about brain

diagnosed as brain dead could come back to life.
These results make it clear that we have not yet
been able to ensure that even health care workers
understand the meaning of brain death. The vast
majority of our study’s participants do not approve
of organ donations, and 63.8% of the whole have
never even considered donating their own organs.
While 48.9% of non-donor participants were not
sure donation was acceptable according to their
religious beliefs and yet 55.6% would accept an
organ donation for a loved one who needed one,
the fact that the proportion of those who would
donate the organs of a next-of-kin who had died
dropped to 41.3% is another indicator explaining
the insufficiency of transplantation from cadavers
in Turkey.

Several studies performed in Islamic countries
show that religious beliefs are very important
among people’s reasons for rejecting organ
donation™". In fact, such studies conducted
in communities of Muslim countries have
shown that the participants were not aware that
organ donation was acceptable in Islam™. The
Department of Religious Affairs of the Republic
of Turkey, in the results of a review performed
by the High Council of Religious Affairs, reported
in Decision 396 dated March 3, 1980, that organ
donation was permissible®. The Department must
spearhead the education of the community about
organ donation and transplantation.
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The inclusion by clerics of this subject in their
sermons in mosques, as well as the inclusion
in the organ donation campaign of positive
messages from religious leaders about organ
transplantation, can contribute to the rise in the
organ donation rate. In our study, in answer to
the question, “What is the most important factor
affecting your opinion of organ donation?” 13.7%
of the participants answered that organ donation
was contrary to their religious beliefs, 13.9%
said it was necessary for their bodies to remain
whole, and 13% replied that they themselves
were not healthy enough to donate. Fear was
cited by participants (19.9%) in their reasons for
refusing to become organ donors. As was stated
earlier, it was determined that a large proportion
of participants in our survey (37.8%) had not
received any information on this subject in the
course of their education, and 63.2% of the total
had received no in-service training. By educating
society at large and raising their information level,
we can make donors of those who in the past had
harbored negative or ambivalent attitudes toward
organ donation and transplantation. The easiest
way to transmit information about organ donation
and transplantation to the public is via the mass
media. Television is the most effective vehicle for
informing and mobilizing the public; including some
scenes about organ donation and transplantation
in broadcasts can lead to increased attention to
this topic. We asked the question, “What do you
think should be done in Turkey to increase the
numbers of brain death diagnoses and of organ
donors?”. Of the respondents, 78.7% believed it
was necessary to educate the public regarding
this issue, and to explain that organ donation was
acceptable from a religious viewpoint; 54.3% felt
that the correct course of action was to share
more frequently with the public both the drama of
patients awaiting organ transplant and the great
joy of those who had gained a new lease on life
when they received transplants; 44.1% said they
thought this subject should be explained to the
public at intervals via radio and television; and
31.7% supported explaining and emphasizing the
importance of this issue to health care specialists
throughout the course of their education.

CONCLUSION

Our conclusion is that educating the public about
organ donation and transplantation, and having a
positive attitude about them, are very important
to increasing the number of organ donations. We
believe health care workers are the most important
group for leading the community in matters
concerning organ donation. We feel that the first

priorities should be preparing a training program
to increase the interest of health workers in this
issue and to educate them about organ donation
and transplantation, and utilizing the mass media
toward changing society’s perspectives about the
subject.
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