Understanding Organ Donation in the Collaborative Era: A Qualitative Study of Staff and Family Experiences.  

While organ donation rates may be on the rise, there is little published evidence about the effects on the attitudes and experiences of those involved in organ donation. This study was conducted in the ICU of The Alfred Hospital in Victoria, Australia. Researchers used a qualitative method to enable them to gather rich narratives about the experiences of people involved in organ donation, and the relationships between health professionals, family members and the healthcare system. The study focused on family members who had agreed to organ donation in relatives who had been declared brain dead by staff. Face to face interviews were conducted with 17 family members and 25 staff members 2 to 18 months post bereavement. The interviews were conducted in the family members’ homes and were arranged to avoid any significant family events or anniversaries and holidays. 

 Some family members initially struggled with their experiences when they arrived at the emergency department. Some family members felt isolated and not kept up to date, while others were extremely happy with the care they received from ICU staff and donor coordinators. When it came to organ donation, most family members were happy with the explanations they received, but this mainly reflected on the family already knowing the patient’s wishes to donate. However, most family members had not had an actual in-depth conversation about organ donation, but even mentioning the topic was enough for the family to know what the patient wanted. Only one family member was unaware of their relative’s wishes.

While the families were generally happy about their decision to donate, most were negatively impacted by the technical aspect and length of the organ donation process. Many described the process as traumatic, stressful and a lot of technical paperwork. After donation the families had different experiences. Some felt unsupported in their decision to donate, while others felt they could not find the right kind of support that they needed.

Nurses and physicians described asking for organs as stressful and uncomfortable accompanied by feelings of guilt. Nurses spoke about the important role they play in preparing families for the discussion of organ donation and then reassuring and supporting the families in their decisions. Physicians spoke about the need to be completely up front and honest about what the organ donation process entails.

Recommendations
This article has several suggestions regarding organ donation, including:
Providing an adequate amount of time to discuss organ donation with the family

Making sure the family fully understands the organ donation process

Only discussing organ donation after brain death

Allowing an appropriate time gap between the acceptance of death and the discussion of organ donation

That organ donation should only be raised by staff that are specially trained in having the discussion about organ donation

Providing continuing support of the family throughout the process and making sure support is available after organ donation is complete
