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Ethical Redesign in Organ 
Transplantation

• Ethical principles guiding 
organ allocation include 
balancing utility, justice 
(equity), and respect for 
persons (autonomy)

• "Every system is perfectly 
designed to achieve exactly 
the results it gets.“ Donald 
Berwick, MD, MPP

• Disparities in transplantation 
persist, begging the question: 

• How should the transplant 
system be redesigned to 
achieve a different, more 
equitable, outcome?



Disparities Along the Clinical Continuum: Organ Failure to Transplantation



Equity Requires Purposeful Reframing in Allocation 
of Scarce Resources: Example from COVID-19 
Vaccination

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine. 2020. Framework for Equitable Allocation of 
COVID-19 Vaccine. Washington, DC: The National 
Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25917.

CA COVID-19 Effort: 
https://covid19.ca.gov/equity/



Rationale For Reliance on Subjective Criteria

Need to improve efficiency 
(minimize bad outcomes)

Expertise Risk Aversion



What Does the Ideal Candidate Look Like?
Subjective Criteria: Psychosocial Factors

• Patient motivation
• Adherence
• Potentially injurious behavior
• Disability
• Social Support
• Socioeconomic status

Heuristic: Simplified cognitive strategy, 
used to save time and improved efficiency, 
allowing decision-maker to make acceptable 
deductions



Ethical Concerns with Using Subjective Criteria



Social Support: 
Key Factor in 

Transplant 
Decision-
Making



Social Support: Key Factor in Transplant Decision-Making

Ladin K, Emerson J, Butt Z, et al How important is social support in determining patients’ suitability for transplantation? Results 
from a National Survey of Transplant Clinicians. Journal of Medical Ethics 2018;44:666-674.



Disparities in Access to Transplantation: Accidents of 
Geography, or Consequences of Poor Social Policy?

• A health equity framework posits that all people should have a 
fair opportunity to live a long and healthy life and to receive 
access to life-saving treatment irrespective of geography, race, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, income and other social conditions.



Considerations 
for 

Geographical 
Equity

• Although organ allocation and distribution policies can 
address only issues related to transplant candidates 
and cannot rectify broader social inequities, 
transplantation policies do not function in a vacuum. 
Therefore, the effect of new policies on already 
disadvantaged populations should not be neglected. 

• While broader geographic sharing and removal of hard 
boundaries reduces arbitrariness, it also impedes local 
prioritization which may be ethically important.

• In other words, risk of premature death, risk of organ 
failure, access to health care, and access to 
transplantation, are not evenly distributed within the 
United States. By redistributing only organs, and not 
considering the cause of premature death or access to 
transplantation within these communities, we may be 
harming an already structurally underserved group.







Equity Requires 
Purposeful 

Reframing in 
Transplantation

• Data: National data for all ‘funnel’ stages 
• Equity Metrics: Development and 

publication of equity metrics 
• Subjective Criteria: Reduced use and 

reliance on subjective, poorly defined criteria
• Consideration of potential harms (and 

benefits) to worst-off: Consideration of 
local priority in organ allocation
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