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A recent publication based on the study of
536 questionnaires answered by surgeons and
clinicians about the relevance of basic sciences
in undergraduate studies (gross anatomy,
physiology, and pharmacology) reached the
conclusion that the role of gross anatomy is
more relevant in health studies (Sañudo et al.,
2007; Arráez et al., 2010). Teaching gross
anatomy is based on the dissection of human
cadavers, and it therefore relies on the avail-
ability of human bodies. Consequently, body
donation is a crucial aspect for any department
of Anatomy.

Historically, Spanish departments of
Anatomy have experienced a very low rate of
body donation. The Faculty of Medicine of the
Complutense University of Madrid, one of the
biggest in Spain, only registered 20 bodies for
500 students during the year 1967 (Delmas,
1967). During the seventies and eighties of
the nineteenth century many departments of
Anatomy made body donors campaigns.
However, the results of these were never pub-
lished, as far as we know. 

The lack of reliable data does not mean that
an important number of anatomists report to
media their personal perceptions about the
number of donors, admissions, or causes of
donation. For instance, the Head of our
department in 2010 (Dr. Jorge A. Murillo)
declared to a relevant Spanish newspaper, El
País, that: «The increase [in the number of donors
and body admissions in the anatomical depart-
ments] responds an economical reason: burials are
too expensive and many old people want to spare
their sons from the expenses.” The journalist fol-
lows with this interviewed assert: “…Jorge
Murillo… has seen increase the donations to 40%
in two years...” (García, 2010).

Taking into consideration the absence of
quantitative studies, we have undertaken this
study. We have reviewed the records of our
own department during the period of time
between 1981 and May 2012. A total of 3.271
signed donor forms were checked and 364
body admissions recorded. In that period of
time (31 years), we have analysed: 1) number
of people that became a donor in each year
(Table 1); 2) body admissions per year (Table
1); and 3) year when he/she became donor for
each body admission (Table 2).

When these data are represented graphical-
ly, they show that the curve “donors” rises
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progressively from the low numbers in the
beginning of the studied period, increasing its
slope at the end of the last century, and suffer-
ing a prominent increase around 2003, to
remaining fairly stable around 300 donors
from 2006 up to the present (Fig. 1). The
curve “body admissions” displays a slow but
continuous increase in its numbers, keeping
above 20 bodies per year from 2006 up to the
present (Fig. 1). On the other hand, the rela-
tion between the year when someone became a
donor and the year of his/her body admission
shows that the body admissions for a defined
year came mainly from people who became
donors in the same year, or the year before
(Fig. 2). 

The data obtained from the historical
records of our archives allow us to reach three
conclusions:

1. Donors campaigns or donations of
important persons (Fig. 1) have undergone a
progressive and continuous increase in the
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Figure 2. Bars diagram showing the number of body admissions pertaining to people that became donor in the same year of the death, the
year before, and the remaining years.

Table 1. Number of donors and body admissions per year from
1981to 05/2012.

Figure 1. Curves of the number of donors and body admission
along the period studied. 
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number of donors and body admissions along
the registered years, without any relevant dis-
turbance in the curve. 

2. If we regard 2008 as the first year of the
economic crisis, the evolution in the number
of donors between 2006 and 2011 is quite
similar (Fig. 1). Also, the projection of the
expected numbers for 2012, taking into
account the rate of the first five months, will
yield similar results to those for 2007, 2010
and 2011. In a recent study, despite the cur-
rent economic recession, only 8% of respon-
dents are prompted by economic motives to
bequeath their bodies (Bolt et al., 2010). In
that study the principal factor analysis
revealed three dimensions underlying ten dif-
ferent motivations for body donation: a desire
to be useful after death, a negative attitude
towards funerals, and expression of gratitude
(Bolt et al., 2010).

3. The correlation between donors and the
year of body admission is very similar along
the analysed period, and the higher percentage
of body admissions occurs just in the period
comprising the year of death and the year
before. This situation is known as «last-
minute» donations (Wijbenga et al., 2010).
The abovementioned study showed that a sub-
stantial number (an average 29%) of persons
registered between 2003 and 2008 died with-

in one year after registration, and seem to have
made a «last-minute» donation decision
(Wijbenga et al., 2010). «Last-minute» regis-
trations are significantly more likely to relate
to male than to female donors (Wijbenga et
al., 2010). 

Our hypothesis for «last-minute» donation
is that, just as many people think along their
lives about the funeral (cremation or burial)
and decide at the last moment, so do people
think about the possibility of donation. 

FINAL COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS

1. This should encourage similar studies
with the aim of predicting numbers of admis-
sion for future years, taking into account the
correlation of number of registered body dona-
tions and «last -minute» decisions.

2. As the bequest comes from citizens,
maximum transparency of data should be a
duty. This should require complementary
information concerning requirements for
becoming a donor, application forms, specific
uses of bodies (preclinical, continuing profes-
sional courses, research, etc.), thanksgiving
services, etc. All these should be published in
our websites.

3. Studies should be promoted in order to
record not only the information analysed here

Table 2. Correlation between the year of the body admissions and the year the deceased became donor in the period between 1990 and
05/2012.
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but another important items, such as caused of
death, causes of rejection, nationalities, profes-
sion, religion, motives for donation, etc. All
these issues should contribute to obtain more
accurate knowledge of our «benefactors». This
knowledge could facilitate more efficient
future donors campaigns. 
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