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YOUR LOVED ONE’S 
GIFTS MAKE A 
DIFFERENCE.
Thank you for donating the tissues of your loved 
one at a most difficult time. The information in this 
booklet is provided by the National Donor Family 
Council (NDFC) of the National Kidney Foundation. 
We hope that it will help to explain the process of 
tissue and eye donation and clarify how your loved 
one's generous gifts helped people in need of eye, 
bone or other tissue transplants.

WHAT IS CONSIDERED A TISSUE?

Eyes, bone, skin, ligaments, tendons, and veins are 
considered tissues. Heart valves, pericardium and 
fascia lata, as well as the cornea and sclera of the 
eye, are also tissues. Please see the glossary for 
more information.

WHY IS TISSUE NEEDED?

Medical uses for donated tissue have increased 
over the past several years. Success in the 
transplantation of bone and other tissues has 
also greatly increased. Tissue transplants can 
dramatically change and improve the quality of  
life for many individuals and may even save lives.

 �   Tissue is needed to replace bone, tendons and 
ligaments lost because of cancer, sudden and 
severe injuries, degenerative joint disease, 
arthritis and other conditions.

 �    In many cases, bone transplants can prevent the 
need for amputation or multiple surgical sites 
during spinal fusion. Bone can help rebuild the 
facial structure such as the jaw. It can also be 
used in dental and periodontal surgeries. 

 �    Skin is urgently needed for patients with severe 
burns and can mean the difference between 
life and death. Skin can also be used for various 
reconstructive surgical procedures.

 �  Eye tissue restores sight.

 �     Heart valves replace those damaged by disease 
or deformities and offer the chance of an active 
life for many children and adults.

 �     Inner ears can help restore hearing for certain 
types of deafness.

WHAT ARE OTHER 
MEDICAL USES OF 
TISSUE?
Tissues can also be donated for medical research 
and education. Research gifts are vital to help 
medical professionals work toward finding effective 
treatments for various tissue diseases.

WHY IS THE MEDICAL AND SOCIAL HISTORY OF 
MY LOVED ONE SO IMPORTANT?

All tissue and eye banks and other recovery 
agencies must evaluate donated tissues to ensure 
that the tissues are safe for transplantation. 
As part of that evaluation, the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) requires that a series of 
questions be asked about every potential donor’s 
medical history and social behaviors. These 
questions are very similar to questions that are 
asked when you donate blood. 

We know that the questions were very personal, 
but they were necessary to ensure that tissues 
from your loved one could be safely transplanted 
into waiting recipients.

Did you know that there are 

more than one million tissue 

transplants performed in the 

United States each year?
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HOW WERE MY LOVED ONE’S  
TISSUES REMOVED?

Your loved one was treated in a respectful manner. 
The tissues that you consented to donate were 
carefully removed in a clean, surgical procedure 
with the utmost respect. The tissues were then 
evaluated and prepared for use. 

WHEN WILL THE TISSUES  
ACTUALLY BE TRANSPLANTED?

Some of the tissue, such as the corneas, will 
be transplanted within five to seven days of the 
donation. Tissues such as bone have many uses 
and can be stored for many years until needed 
for transplant. Please remember that every effort 
is made to transplant donated tissues. However, 
sometimes it is determined that tissues cannot be 
used. There may be several reasons why donated 
tissues are not used, most often related to possible 
risks to recipients’ health and well-being.

HOW CAN I OBTAIN INFORMATION  
ABOUT THE RECIPIENTS?

You should receive acknowledgment of your gift 
from the recovery agency, which will provide you 
with general information available at that time 
about what tissue was recovered. It is important to 
remember that some tissue, such as bone, can be 
stored for many years. In these cases, it may not be 
possible to provide you with recipient information. 

Your recovery agency is available to assist you with 
obtaining additional information. However, this 
information may not be available for several months 
or more after the donation.

WILL I BE CHARGED FOR THE DONATION?

No. There is no charge to the donor family. If 
you mistakenly received a bill for the cost of the 
donation or think you were charged extra for 
funeral preparation due to donation, please contact 
the recovery agency that assisted with your loved 
one's donation.

THE GIFT OF LIFE
Your decision to donate your loved one's tissue 
has most likely reduced the suffering of other 
individuals and improved or actually saved another 
person’s life.

We hope this knowledge brings some solace 
during this most difficult time of living without 
your loved one. Others have traveled the grief 
journey before you and survived. Please contact 
the National Donor Family Council for additional 
resources and information. Membership in the 
Council is free.
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 BONE:  Bone transplantation aids with limb-saving 
procedures, restores mobility and agility, and provides 
independence in activities of daily living. It may be used 
in spine, joint and limb procedures, as well as facial 
reconstruction and dental surgery.

 CORNEA:  The clear tissue that covers the eye. Cornea 
transplants prevent blindness and restore vision.

 EYE BANK:  An organization that participates in the 
recovery, processing, and distribution of ocular tissue for 
transplantation and research.

 FASCIA LATA:  Tissue that surrounds the muscles. Fascia 
lata is used to return mobility to orthopedic patients 
and is also used in joint replacement, brain surgery, and 
tendon replacement.

 TENDONS AND LIGAMENTS:  Can be used for 
repair of torn tendons and ligaments, such 
as in sports medicine.

 PERICARDIUM:  Tissue that surrounds the heart. 
Pericardium forms a protective covering replacement for 
the inner ear and can also be used in brain surgery.

 RECOVERY AGENCY:  The organ, tissue, or eye 
organization responsible for obtaining consent from 
family members and for recovering the organs or tissue 
from your loved one.

 HEART VALVES:  Transplanted heart valves are used to 
replace those that are diseased or malfunctioning.

 SAPHENOUS VEINS:  Saphenous veins allow blood to 
travel to the heart or extremities.

 SCLERA:  Tissue that makes up the whites of the eyes. 
Sclera is used in glaucoma surgery and to create 
movement for prosthetic eyes.

 SKIN GRAFTS:  Skin grafts provide a natural barrier 
to infection for burn victims. The most common skin 
grafting provides temporary protection from infection 
and fluid loss following severe burns. Skin from donor 
gifts can be used to repair bladder leakage problems, to 
restore voice loss due to damaged vocal cords, and to 
repair facial scars.

 TISSUE BANK:  An organization that participates in the 
recovery, processing, and distribution of human tissue 
for transplantation and research.

NATIONAL DONOR 
FAMILY COUNCIL 
(NDFC)
The National Donor Family Council — the home 
for donor families — was founded by the National 
Kidney Foundation in 1992 to serve families of 
those who gave the gift of life by providing a 
strong, unified voice in meeting their needs and a 
safe haven as they learn to live  
without the ones they love.
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The National Donor Family  

Council is the oldest and largest 

national voluntary organization 

dedicated exclusively to the 

needs of tissue, eye and organ 

donor families.


