
THE TWO PATHWAYS TO DECEASED ORGAN DONATION

Organ donation is made possible thanks to the generosity of donors and their families, and the collaboration 
between hospitals, Organ Procurement Organizations (OPOs), and transplant centers. While there are two 

distinct clinical pathways to deceased donation, each one begins with a selfless gift and ends with lives saved.

One organ donor can save 
up to 8 lives.

Sign up to be an organ donor @ RegisterMe.org/AOPO50K | aopo.org

Medical Evaluation
�e OPO reviews the patient’s medical history and 

coordinates testing with medical team to see which organs 
are healthy enough for transplant.

Death is Declared
Doctors wait until heart circulation and breathing stop. A�er a 
short observation 5-minute period, the hospital sta�, separate 

from the OPO, formally declare death.

Hospital Identification & Referral
�e hospital identifies a patient with a severe injury on a 

ventilator who is not likely to recover and notifies the local OPO, 
as required by federal law.

Donor Family Care
�e OPO stays in touch with the family, o�ering ongoing 

emotional support, grief resources, and updates about how the 
donation helped others.

Donation After 
Brain Death (DBD)

Donation a�er loss of brain function

Brain Death Testing
Doctors perform specific tests to check for brain activity. �ey 
look for reflexes and the ability to breathe without a ventilator. 

Death is Declared
If all brain function is irreversibly lost, the patient is declared 

legally brain dead based on medical criteria. �e hospital sta� - 
separate from the OPO - formally declare death.

Family Discussion & Authorization
�e family is informed about brain death. If the patient was a 

registered donor, donation moves forward. If not, the OPO team 
o�ers the opportunity to donate and obtains authorization.

Family Discussion & Authorization
�e medical team talks with the family about ending 

life-sustaining treatments and ventilator support. If the family 
agrees, the OPO explains the donation process and confirms 

authorization. 

Donation After 
Circulatory Death (DCD)

Donation a�er the heart stops

Medical Evaluation
�e OPO reviews the patient’s medical history and 

coordinates testing with medical team to see which organs 
are healthy enough for transplant.

Ventilator Support is Withdrawn
�e hospital medical team removes the ventilator while the 

OPO and surgical teams are on standby.

Organ Matching & Recovery
Using the national waitlist, the OPO o�ers donated organs to 
transplant centers with matched patients. Once an organ is 
accepted, it is recovered, preserved, and transported for a 

lifesaving transplant.


