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In April 2010, the UK’s Nuffield Council on Bioethics launched a 
public consultation on Human bodies in medicine and research 
[Ref: Nuffield Council on Bioethics]. A key question addressed by 
the consultation is whether it is ethical to use financial incentives 
to increase donations of organs and tissue, which in most cases 
is currently illegal in the UK [Ref: Human Tissue Authority]. Other 
options explored in the consultation include priority for the 
donor if they require a transplant later in life, the payment of 
more generous expenses and the sending of certificates or ‘thank 
you’ letters to the donor or donor’s family [Ref: BBC News]. The 
Nuffield consultation takes place in the context of a worldwide 
discussion about the shortage of human tissues and organs, and 
the search for more effective ways of encouraging donation is 
taking place in countries across the globe, from the USA [Ref: 
Daily News], Canada [Ref: Global Edmonton] and New Zealand 
[Ref: stuff.co.nz] to Israel [Ref: BBC News], China [Ref: Xinhuanet] 
and Malaysia [Ref: BNET]. 
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http://www.gmc-uk.org/guidance/ethical_guidance/consent_guidance/index.asp
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/organ-donation/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/personal-autonomy/
http://www.nuffieldbioethics.org/go/ourwork/humanbody/introduction
http://www.hta.gov.uk/donations.cfm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8630129.stm
http://www.dailynews.com/news/ci_14970110
http://www.globaltvedmonton.com/story.html?id=3247020
http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/3556235/Call-to-pay-donors-for-their-organs
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8416443.stm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2010-04/21/c_13261320.htm
http://findarticles.com/p/news-articles/new-straits-times/mi_8016/is_20100506/human-organs-sale/ai_n53431584/
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the problem of donor shortages
In the UK, an estimated 1,000 people die per year while waiting 
for transplants: around 8,000 people are currently waiting for an 
organ, but there were only 3,500 transplant operations last year 
[Ref: BBC News]. The increase in fertility treatment means that 
there is demand for approximately 1,200 more egg donors and 
500 more sperm donors. In response to this situation, the UK’s 
Human Fertility and Embryology Authority (HFEA) has recently 
announced a public consultation on whether to relax the cap 
on payments to egg and sperm donors[Ref: Daily Telegraph]. 
Scientists also need people to donate human tissue for research. 
It is estimated that of the 660,000 people in the world who 
require any form of transplant, 10% receive one each year: 
and of these, 10% receive their transplant through commercial 
‘transplant tourism’ [Ref: National Center for Biotechnology 
Information]. The use of organs and tissue in the UK is regulated 
by the Human Tissues Act 2004 [Ref: Human Tissue Authority]. 
 
There are different aspects to this debate, depending on which 
organs and tissues are being talked about. For organs such as 
hearts and livers, the debate is focused on encouraging people to 
donate at the time of their death. The questions about kidneys 
and bone marrow involve ‘living donors’, who will undergo risky 
and painful procedures to donate. To what extent should people 
be encouraged to put themselves through such procedures for 
somebody else’s benefit (or encouraged to do so)? Egg donation 
is more invasive than sperm donation, but in both cases the issue 
is complicated by other regulations, for example the removal 
of donor anonymity in the UK [Ref: The Times]. However, all of 
these discussions share a common theme: should individuals 

donate their organs and tissue for altruistic reasons, or should 
they receive financial rewards for doing so?

Donating for the common good?
The current situation in the UK is one where individuals ‘opt in’ 
to the organ donor register if they wish to donate their organs 
after death. Payment or incentives for living donations of organs 
and tissue is prohibited. This is based upon the ideal that people 
should donate their organs and tissues for altruistic reasons 
[Ref: Human Tissue Authority]: a situation that prevents people 
from being pressurised, through financial or legal means, and 
which represents a broader public-spiritedness that would be 
irreparably damaged by the introduction of incentives [Ref: Daily 
Telegraph]. One possible alternative that has been discussed in 
the UK is moving towards a system of ‘presumed consent’, where 
people are assumed to agree to consent to their organs being 
donated after death, unless they actively ‘opt out’ during their 
lifetime or their families are strongly opposed [Ref: The Times]. 
This system is used in Spain [Ref: BBC News], which is known for 
its high donation rate, and many other European countries [Ref: 
BBC News]. A system of presumed consent has been strongly 
supported by medical organisations including the British Medical 
Association [Ref: Medical News Today] and the Royal College of 
Physicians [Ref: Daily Mail], and former prime minister Gordon 
Brown.

A review of presumed consent by a government-appointed 
taskforce rejected such a system in 2008, on the grounds that it 
would ‘undermine the concept of a donation being a gift’ [Ref: 
Guardian]. It has been argued that forcing people to donate their 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8630129.stm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/7958588/Egg-and-sperm-donors-could-get-up-to-800-in-payments.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2322914/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2322914/
http://www.hta.gov.uk/legislationpoliciesandcodesofpractice/legislation/humantissueact.cfm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article6728391.ece
http://www.hta.gov.uk/donations/organdonations/altruisticdonations.cfm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthadvice/maxpemberton/7625651/Egg-donation-must-remain-voluntary.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthadvice/maxpemberton/7625651/Egg-donation-must-remain-voluntary.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article5151526.ece
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7183798.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7733190.stm
http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/93898.php
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-1224626/Organ-transplants-Adults-compelled-choose-want-donors.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2008/nov/18/organ-donation-health1
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organs will be counter-productive and the goal would be better 
achieved through a dedicated campaign to persuade people 
of the morality of organ donation [Ref: spiked]: UK Transplant 
launched such a campaign in 2009 [Ref: UK Transplant]. 
However, presumed consent remains a popular idea in the UK 
and elsewhere, as a means to increasing donation rates without 
offering financial incentives [Ref: Daily News]. Another option is 
that introduced by Israel, where donor card carriers are given a 
legal right to priority treatment if they should require an organ 
transplant [Ref: BBC News].

Rewarding people for their sacrifice?
There are many forms of financial incentive up for discussion. 
One is a system similar to that used in Iran, where a 
compensated and regulated living-unrelated donor renal 
transplant program was adopted in 1988: eleven years later, 
Iran had eliminated its waiting lists for kidney transplants 
[Ref: Clinical Journal of the American Society of Nephrology]. 
Suggested alternatives to cash payments include incentives 
such as help with paying for funeral costs, a system of grants 
to reimburse living donors [Ref: Vancouver Sun], or tax credits 
[Ref: Science Daily]. Some have raised concerns that payment 
for organs and tissue will exploit the poor and vulnerable; 
however, some studies suggest that payments motivate people 
to donate kidneys across income groups [Ref: American Medical 
News], and that payments do not deter people from donating 
altruistically [Ref: Penn Medicine News]. It is argued that 
the ban on financial incentives in the developed world leads 
to ‘transplant tourism’, where individuals buy organs from 
desperate members of less wealthy societies: or even on the 

black market in countries like the USA [Ref: PR Newswire]. It is 
also argued that living donors face financial barriers to donating, 
and that incentives should be thought of as reimbursement [Ref: 
Canadian Medical Journal]. Some argue that offering financial 
incentives could encourage people to lie about their medical 
history, and put recipients at risk [Ref: Business Wire]; but others 
counter that these problems could be overcome with medical 
screening and regulation [Ref: FindLaw]. It is widely argued that 
altruism alone does not work, and nor is it straightforward, 
forcing the recipient of an organ to carry an emotional debt [Ref: 
American]. 

http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php?/site/earticle/4280/
http://www.uktransplant.org.uk/ukt/campaigns/index.jsp
http://www.dailynews.com/news/ci_14970110
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8416443.stm
http://cjasn.asnjournals.org/cgi/content/full/1/6/1136
http://www.vancouversun.com/health/Province+offers+grant+living+organ+donors/3246973/story.html
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/06/100603132449.htm
http://www.ama-assn.org/amednews/2010/03/22/prsc0322.htm
http://www.ama-assn.org/amednews/2010/03/22/prsc0322.htm
http://www.uphs.upenn.edu/news/News_Releases/2010/03/kidney-donation-incentives/
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/dan-rather-reports-investigates-black-market-organ-trafficking-81133897.html
http://canadianmedicaljournal.ca/cgi/content/full/174/6/797
http://www.businesswire.com/portal/site/home/permalink/?ndmViewId=news_view&newsId=20100322005621&newsLang=en
http://writ.news.findlaw.com/colb/20091109.html
http://www.american.com/archive/2009/when-altruism-isnt-moral
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https://consultation.nuffieldbioethics.org/go/SiteSections/Section/BackgroundInformation.html;jsessionid=ayAZLzb0uYud
http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/haveyoursay/2010/04/should_there_be_a_cash_incenti.html
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/woman/2895213/Should-British-women-be-paid-to-donate-their-eggs.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php?/site/earticle/4280/
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_090312
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_090312
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7733190.stm
http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/93898.php
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/guest_contributors/article7148469.ece
http://writ.news.findlaw.com/colb/20091109.html
http://writ.news.findlaw.com/colb/20091109.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cifamerica/2009/jul/23/new-jersey-corruption-organ-donation
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1733716/pdf/v029p00137.pdf
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthadvice/maxpemberton/7625651/Egg-donation-must-remain-voluntary.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/opinion/your-finest-legacy-should-be-the-gift-of-life-for-a-stranger-14779321.html#
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1833858,00.html
http://www.kidney.org/news/newsroom/positionpaper03.cfm
http://www.cato-at-liberty.org/how-to-save-more-lives-with-transplantable-organs/
http://www.eubusiness.com/topics/health/organ-donations.10/
http://www.ama-assn.org/amednews/2010/03/22/prsc0322.htm
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/dan-rather-reports-investigates-black-market-organ-trafficking-81133897.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1202418/Pay-sperm-donors-end-IVF-egg-shortage-says-fertility-watchdog.html
http://www.american.com/archive/2009/when-altruism-isnt-moral
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7729009.stm
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7183798.stm
http://cjasn.asnjournals.org/cgi/content/full/1/6/1136
http://cjasn.asnjournals.org/cgi/content/full/1/6/1136
http://canadianmedicaljournal.ca/cgi/content/full/174/6/797
http://canadianmedicaljournal.ca/cgi/content/full/174/6/797
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3622/is_199410/ai_n8730452/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2322914/
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http://www.ichle.com/image/users/87091/ftp/my_files/schicktanz.pdf?id=3440651
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http://www.jpost.com/Home/Article.aspx?id=174896
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/feeds/Mobile_Feeds/ipad-weekend/article2574011.ece
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/7771845/A-new-kidney-a-new-life-ahead-and-then-tragedy-struck.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/leading-articles/leading-article-new-thinking-on-a-matter-of-life-and-death-1949441.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8416443.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7729009.stm
http://www.bma.org.uk/ap.nsf/content/home
http://www.bts.org.uk/
http://www.esot.org/
http://www.hta.gov.uk/
http://www.patientconcern.org.uk/
http://www.patients-association.org.uk/Presumed-Consent-for-Organ-Donation
http://www.transplantation-soc.org/
http://www.kidney.org.uk/
http://www.uktransplant.org.uk/ukt/default.jsp
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2008/nov/18/organ-donation-health1
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