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Fig. 2. Advertisement from the 2003 campaign by the Indian Human
Organ Procurement and Education Trust (HOPE). Note the text in the
bottom left corner, saying ‘Donated organs don’t see race, religion, age
or sex.” Copyright by Ogilvy and Mather. Image kindly provided by
Ogilvy and Mather Ltd., New Delhi, India.

Directed donation and religion

Directed donation can be defined as a transplant procedure
in which donors or their family members direct the organs
to a group of recipients who are determined by the presence
or absence of a particular characteristic, such as age, gen-
der, ethnicity or religion [54]. Most transplant programmes
do not allow directed deceased donation except for the very
rare case where a potential recipient has a pre-existing re-
lationship with the deceased donor as defined by the
American Society of Transplant Surgeons (ASTS) in
2006 [55]. Similarly, current UK guidelines [56] emphasize
unconditional altruism as the fundamental principle of all
deceased organ donation and only allow for directed de-
ceased donation in exceptional circumstances akin to those
defined in the 2006 ASTS statement. Others have disagreed
with this view [57]. Not much is known regarding attempts
at directed deceased donation on the basis of religion. A
request for directed donation was reported in a man of
the Jewish faith from New York who volunteered to donate
a kidney on the condition that the recipient was also of the
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Jewish faith [58]. The Halachic Organ Donor Society
(HODS) originally promoted donation among people of
the Jewish faith (D. Truog, personal communication) but
now endorses donation to non-Jews [34]. It is conceivable
that attempts at directed donation within religious groups
as well as attitudes and beliefs in this regard are
under-reported. Lam and McCollough [59] demonstrated
that Chinese Americans were not generally against organ
donation but greatly preferred donation to someone from
their own home country and religion. It is reassuring that
good rates of deceased donation across religious barriers
have been reported from Israel [60]. Of note, directed do-
nation could be very detrimental to ethnic minorities if they
are excluded as recipients. It is also noteworthy that some
countries have taken a proactive approach to foster the idea
that donation should be altruistic and not end at religious
boundaries. One good example is the 2003 organ donation
campaign by the Indian Human Organ Procurement and
Education (HOPE) Trust. In their evocative and prized
ads, HOPE included one picture symbolizing a Hindu re-
cipient of a Muslim heart transplant (Figure 2).

Conclusion

The clinical encounter with our patient revealed some rele-
vant and embarrassing gaps in our knowledge, and we
took the opportunity to explore and learn how different re-
ligions view organ donation and transplantation. This re-
vealed some striking differences between the major
faiths, but also a common theme, namely the dilemma be-
tween religious concerns and altruism. Our patient’s family
appreciated the existence of unanimously positive Muslim
rulings in this matter, and we were able to restart the evalu-
ation of potential live donors. Sadly, further evaluation
showed them to be not suitable. Religious concerns may
be an under-reported obstacle to deceased and live dona-
tion and/or the willingness to accept a transplant. Many
western countries are becoming increasingly multicultural,
and immigrants are likely to retain religious concerns
abroad [59]. Transplant teams, donation coordinators, in-
tensivists and nephrologists need to be more aware, and
strategies to increase donation should take into account re-
ligious concerns, although a proactive approach [61] must
be balanced against the patient’s right to keep this issue
confidential. We now stock a leaflet [62] on Islam and
transplantation in our clinic (similar leaflets on other faiths
are available for download from the NHS Blood and
Transplant website). In many cases, providing information
alone will not be sufficient to overcome the concerns of
prospective donors. It is also conceivable that prospective
donors use religious concerns to conceal their reluctance to
donate. Having a multicultural transplant team may help
[51], but it is worthwhile to remember that religious opi-
nions among care providers themselves may also influence
medical decision-making [63]. In the UK, the Organ Do-
nation Taskforce has commissioned a survey among faith
leaders [64], which also revealed a positive attitude [65].
The concurrent Wall of Life initiative to increase organ do-
nation in the UK [66] is endorsed and supported by Angli-
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can and Catholic bishops, the Muslim Council, the Sikh
Network, a chief rabbi, and others. Such initiatives should
be encouraged and their effects evaluated in greater detail.

Conflict of interest statement. Two of the authors are of the Muslim faith,
and two are Christians.
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