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The use of dissection to study human anatomy is the foundation for educational excel-
lence among future health professionals, as it offers an ideal opportunity to learn the
body’s morphology in three dimensions while also providing students with a more human-
istic education. The shortage of bodies for dissection, combined with the Brazilian popula-
tion’s lack of knowledge concerning the possibility of voluntarily donating their own
bodies, led to the creation of the Body Donation Programs for Education and Research in
Anatomy at the Federal University of Health Sciences of Porto Alegre (UFCSPA). The pro-
gram is based on three pillars: Informing the general public about the program, donor
registration, and donation itself. Since the creation of the donor program in 2008, there
has been an increase in both the number of donations made during donor’s lifetime and
the number of bodies received by the university. There has also been a shift in relation to
the origin of these bodies, as before the creation of the program most bodies were
unclaimed cadavers, while today most of the bodies are sourced from voluntary donations.
The initial results regarding the public’s acceptance of the possibility of making body don-
ations have been encouraging, as shown by the annual growth in donor registrations. Con-
sequently, the quality and quantity of the material available for educational purposes have
greatly improved. Anat Sci Educ 6: 199–204. © 2012 American Association of Anatomists.
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INTRODUCTION

The study of human anatomy is essential for the proper train-
ing of health care professionals, as it permits the acquisition
of precise structural knowledge of the body’s components and
promotes the capacity to observe and respect the human
body (Dinsmore et al., 1999; Prakash et al., 2007; Korf

et al., 2008; Chakraborty et al., 2010). However, the short-
age of bodies for teaching purposes and the difficulty in
obtaining them have obliged some countries to opt for artifi-
cial and three-dimensional models to fill this gap (Rosse,
2001; Aziz et al., 2002; Korf et al., 2008).

Several studies have demonstrated that the future health
professional’s contact with the cadaver is indispensable for
learning anatomy and understanding human morphology and
physiology, as well as pathological phenomena (Dinsmore
et al., 1999; Johnson, 2002; Rizzolo and Stewart, 2006; Korf
et al., 2008; Park et al., 2011). Several surveys conducted
among both undergraduate and postgraduate medical stu-
dents have shown that they consider anatomy to be highly
relevant in the medical curriculum and that dissection deep-
ened their understanding of anatomical structures, provided
them with a three-dimensional perspective of structures, and
helped them recall what they had learned (Peterson and
Tucker, 2005; Azer and Eizenberg, 2007; Pabst and Rothköt-
ter, 1997).
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In addition, proximity to the cadaver is fundamental for a
humanistic education, as it provides students with the opportu-
nity to learn to respect the human being and the vulnerability
of life, perceive and reflect on human limitations, and deal
with the concept of human mortality (Marks et al., 1997; Pra-
kash et al., 2007; Canby and Bush, 2010; Moore et al., 2011).
Thus, aspects of professionalism can be introduced, monitored,
and evaluated as early as the first semester of medical school
(Swartz, 2006). The nonuse of cadavers can lead to real deficits
in learning and, consequently, in medical training.

The constant need to obtain bodies in sufficient numbers
to maintain a high level of teaching and learning in anatomy
has triggered the search for definitive solutions at a global
level (Chakraborty et al., 2010). Many countries, such as
Austria, France, Portugal, Germany, Romania (McHanwell
et al., 2008), Ireland (Cornwall et al., 2012), China (Shang
and Zhang, 2010; Chiu et al., 2012), the United States (Gar-
ment et al., 2007), New Zealand (McClea, 2008; McClea
and Stringer, 2010; Cornwall et al., 2012), South Korea (Park
et al., 2011), India (Ajita and Singh, 2007; Ballala et al.,
2011), Japan (Kozai, 2007), South Africa (Kramer et al.,
2008; Gangata et al., 2010; Cornwall et al., 2012), Taiwan
(Lin et al., 2009), and Thailand (Winkelmann and Güldner,
2004; Prakash et al., 2007) use bodies for teaching anatomy,
and in each of them, specific legislation regulates this use. At
the same time, in Africa, 90% of the medical schools use
cadaveric dissections (Gangata et al., 2010).

Similarly in Brazil, the teaching of anatomy is based on
the use of cadavers. However, many Brazilian institutions
have great difficulty in obtaining bodies for medical educa-
tion. Historically, the use of bodies for teaching in Brazil has
relied exclusively on unclaimed bodies originating from
regional Institutes of Forensic Medicine, as permitted by the
Brazilian Legal Code (Brazil, 1992). This dependence on
unclaimed bodies has led to a lack of cadavers in the univer-
sities, as the number of bodies that remain unclaimed by fam-
ilies has diminished. At the same time, the public in general
is unaware of the possibility of donating one’s body voluntar-
ily during life. This is demonstrated by the sporadic nature of
voluntary donations reported in Brazil, compared with those
in other countries (Garment et al., 2007; McClea, 2008; Paw-
lina et al., 2011). Hence, it has become increasingly difficult
to maintain the quality of teaching anatomy by dissection.
Moreover, around the world, there is a trend toward banning
the use of unclaimed bodies without consent due to ethical
and legal issues (Halperin, 2007; Jones and Whitaker, 2012).

Given this situation, the Department of Anatomy at the Fed-
eral University of Health Sciences of Porto Alegre (UFCSPA)
organized a Body Donation Program for Education and
Research in Anatomy, to inform the population of the State of
Rio Grande do Sul about the possibility of donating the body
and how to make such a donation. The purpose of this article is
to describe the structure of this program and how it functions.

BODY DONATION PROGRAM AT THE
FEDERAL UNIVERSITY OF HEALTH
SCIENCES OF PORTO ALEGRE

Program Structure

The body donation program, including all pertinent docu-
ments required from the donor, was submitted to the local
‘‘Research Ethics Committee’’ and fully approved under the

registration number 408/08 in 2008 when the program for-
mally began at the university. The documents included The
Donor’s Organ and Mortal Remains Donation Declaration,
The Body Donation for Education and Research Informed
Consent Form, The Witness to the Declaration of the
Donation Statement, The Donor Registration Form, and The
Family’s Organ and Mortal Remains Donation Declaration.

The ‘‘Donor’s Organ and Mortal Remains Donation Dec-
laration,’’ which must be registered with a notary by the
donor, regulates, and makes the donation official. Similarly,
‘‘The Body Donation for Education and Research Informed
Consent Form’’ legally ensures that the donor has been
clearly informed regarding the donation and accepted the
terms for the use of the body not only for teaching but also
for research. The ‘‘Witness to the Declaration of Donation
Statement’’ is a means of informing the family of the donor’s
wishes and to ensure that the donation was made voluntarily.
The ‘‘Donor Registration Form’’ is used to obtain identifica-
tion and demographic data, and information relating to reli-
gion and the motives for the donation, among other data.
The Family’s Organ and Mortal Remains Donation Declara-
tion is used when the deceased’s immediate family (first
degree and second degree relatives) wishes to donate the
body, without previous documental consent from the
deceased, which is permissible under Brazilian law.

The program was structured on three distinct pillars: (1) a
campaign to raise awareness, (2) contact between the donor
with the university, and (3) the donation of the body itself.

As part of the campaign to raise awareness, a range of
materials were printed, such as pamphlets and posters, con-
taining the most important information, frequently asked
questions, and how to contact the donor program. All the
official publicity material used a standard design and asked
the same highlighted question, ‘‘Have you considered donat-
ing your body to science?’’ The printed material and the uni-
versity website contained objective answers to ‘‘frequently
asked questions’’ (Table 1). The posters were distributed in
large hospitals and the pamphlets were circulated to the gen-
eral public within the region of Porto Alegre during events
sponsored by the UFCSPA, such as at the Museum of Anat-
omy, which received about 700 visitors in 2012, as well as
courses and workshops, which generally involve between 50
and 200 participants. Moreover, once a year there was a pub-
licity campaign about the program in the local media.

Similarly, the academic community was informed each
year at a presentation given by the donor program coordina-
tor during the reception for freshmen. Furthermore, with the
aid of the information technology support team from the uni-
versity, information about the donor program was made
available on UFCSPA’s website. This information could be
easily located on the Institution’s homepage and provided
clarification regarding body donation, including the relevant
legislation, while the documents necessary to make the dona-
tion could also be downloaded (UFCSPA, 2012). The donor
program provided an email address and a dedicated phone
line in which standardized answers were given to frequently
asked questions according to guidelines prepared by the
team. The team’s composition and the functions of the staff
are described in Table 2.

All the expenses related to the printing of the material and
publicity as well as the costs related to the transportation of
the bodies were met by the university. Although the team
consisted of unpaid volunteers, participating undergraduate
students received a scholarship related to the program.
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Program Operation

To ensure that the donation was effective and the body was
delivered to the university, the following steps had to be com-
pleted:

� All the program forms had to be completed in duplicate.
The Donor’s or the Family’s Organ and Mortal Remains
Donation Declaration Form, as appropriate, and the Wit-
ness to the Declaration of Donation Statement had to be
registered with a public notary.

� The original documents had to be stored and the donor’s
information included in the database.

� After being registered in the program, the donor was given
a ‘‘Body Donor ID Card,’’ containing the Program contact
information.

� The family had to inform the university of the donor’s
death by telephone.

� The operating staff was then dispatched to meet the family
and accompany them to the public notary, so that the don-
ation could be registered on the death certificate. According
to the family’s wishes, funeral rites could be performed
before the body was transferred to the university.

� The embalming process was begun.

Brazilian Legislation

The use of unclaimed bodies for study or research is permit-
ted under Brazilian Civil Code by Law No. 8.501/1992
(Brazil, 1992). Article 2 of this law states that, ‘‘after thirty
days, a body that remains unclaimed from the public author-
ities may be allocated to schools of medicine for educational
purposes and research of a scientific nature.’’ Article 3 of the
same law states that in cases of bodies without any identity
documentation, or even when identified, if the address of the
family is unknown, the competent authority should publish
news of the death in the leading newspapers of the city for at
least ten days. Only after complying with these requirements
can the body be transported to the university. However, this
law did not consider aspects regarding the voluntary donation
of bodies. Therefore, as of 2002, a new article (Number 14)
was included in the Civil Code, which states, ‘‘it is valid to

make the body available, in whole or in part, for scientific or
altruistic objectives, after death,’’ and in its sole paragraph:
‘‘the authorization to make the body available may be freely
withdrawn at any time’’ (Brazil, 2002). Although the intro-
duction of this article made it possible to donate the body
during life, it failed to address the important issue of whose
wishes should prevail following a donor’s death, those of the
donor or the donor’s family. Thus, currently in practice, the
legislation governing the donation of organs for transplanta-
tion is used in this situation. Article 4 of Law No. 9.434/
1997, states that ‘‘the removal of tissues, organs and body
parts of deceased persons for transplantation or other thera-
peutic purposes will depend on the consent of the spouse or
relative of legal age, according to the line of succession, direct
or collateral, to the second degree, inclusive’’ (Brazil, 1997).
Thus, family members (of the first or second degree) may
legally donate the body of their deceased relatives or oppose
the expressed wishes of that relative to donate their body, af-
ter death, even though the ‘‘Donor’s Organ and Mortal
Remains Donation Declaration’’ has been completed by the
donor and duly notarized. Moreover, ‘‘The Witness to the
Declaration of Donation Statement’’ is essential, as it con-
firms that the donation, made during life, occurred on a vol-
untary basis, although it does not override the decision of the
family members.

Table 1.

Frequently Asked Questions Included in the Donor Program In-
formation Materials

Questions

1. Have you considered donating your body to science?

2. How important is donation?

3. Is it the same as donating organs?

4. What’s going to happen to my body?

5. Will I receive any payment in exchange?

6. How can I donate my body?

Table 2.

Body Donation Program at the Federal University of Health
Sciences of Porto Alegre: Team Composition, their Roles
and Responsibilities

Staff/title Position/role
(number)

Responsibilities

Faculty
member

(Professor)

Coordinator
(1)

� Planning
� Training
� Supervising
� General

management

Social

worker

Public relation

coordinator

(1)

� Communication

management
* Answering

phone calls
* Welcoming

visitors
� Handling

documentation

Undergraduate

students

Manager

(4)

� Preparation of:
* Posters
* Flyers
* Comprehensive

leaflets
� Answering

e-mails
� Publicity
� Database

management

Laboratory

technicians

Operating

staff (2)

� Receiving the

body
� Embalming

procedures
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Data Analysis

The data related to the donations made to the donor program
since its creation in January 2008 until July 2012 were
analyzed and compared with data held by the anatomy
department referring to sporadic donations received by the
university before the creation of the program (2003–2007).
For the analysis of the origins of the bodies obtained during
the two time periods, before and after the start of the Body
Donation Program, three categories were established: (1) don-
ations in life, referring to the bodies of donors who had
made donations during their lives; (2) donation after death,
referring to bodies donated by the relatives of the deceased;
and (3) unclaimed bodies, referring to bodies originating
from the State Forensic Medicine Department. For the pur-
poses of analysis, simple percentage calculations were used in
Microsoft Excel v.2003 (Microsoft Corp., Redmond, WA).

OUTCOMES OF THE BODY DONATION
PROGRAM

Benefits of the Body Donation Program

Although donations had been made sporadically for some
time, the only records that could be examined were those in
the archives of the anatomy laboratory of donations made in
life to UFCSPA in the period 2003 to 2007. There were 26
recorded donations made during life (documents written by
the donors themselves), which is an average of 5.2 registra-
tions per year. From the start of the program in January
2008, there was a five-fold increase in the number of people
who signed up, during life, to donate their bodies (Table 3).

In terms of the average number of bodies received annu-
ally by the University, the figure almost doubled in the period
following the start of the program, 2008–2012 (Fig. 1). The
origins of the bodies received during these two periods also
changed. The proportion of bodies received from donors who
had declared their wish to donate their bodies (donation dur-
ing life) or whose families decided to donate the body of a
family member after death (donation after death) surpassed
that of the unclaimed bodies, as can be seen in Figure 1.

Increase in Number of Outreach Programs

Due to the increase in the number of bodies received by the
Body Donation Program, more material has become available

for teaching, and because of this, new interconnected out-
reach activities have been developed, such as The Dissection
Workshop, The Museum of Anatomy, and The Ceremony in
Honor of Body Donors. The Dissection Workshop is a
40-hour extension course, during which students prepare
special anatomical specimens (prosection) for use as teaching
material in practical classes for undergraduate courses as well
as for exhibition. The Museum of Anatomy is an annual
event in which bodies and the anatomical specimens are pre-
pared by undergraduate students and fellows of the project
and put on exhibition for the public. During the annual Ecu-
menical Ceremony in Honor of Body Donors, organized by
undergraduate students, the families of donors are invited to
attend a ceremony during which the university faculty and
students have the opportunity to thank the donors and the
families for their noble gesture.

DISCUSSION

In Brazil, anatomy lessons, based on the use of cadavers,
traditionally constitute a considerable numbers of hours in
health care courses (300 hours in the first year of the medical
course at UFCSPA). However, most universities almost
exclusively use unclaimed bodies, the availability of which
has dramatically diminished in recent years (Dembogurski,
2012; SBA, 2012). Thus, in Brazil, acquiring bodies for teach-
ing purposes by means of organized donation programs, as
practiced in other countries, should be considered a feasible
solution. Successful experiences have been reported in a mul-
ticenter study involving universities in New Zealand, South
Africa, and Ireland (Cornwall et al., 2012). Permanent solu-
tions to the problem of obtaining bodies for anatomy depart-
ments through donation programs organized by universities
have also been reported in Korea (Park et al., 2011), Europe
(McHanwell et al., 2008), and the United States (Garment

Table 3.

Total Number and Corresponding Annual Averages of Registered
During-Life Donors Before and After the Start of the Donor
Program at the the Federal University of Health Sciences
of Porto Alegre

Period Registered
donors

Average
registrations

per year

Before (2003–2007) 26 5.2

After (2008–2012) 147 29.4

Total 173 17.3

Figure 1.

Number of donated bodies versus source of donation before and after the start
of the donor program. Main percentages indicated.
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et al., 2007). Donated cadavers make up 80% of the total
cadavers in North American medical schools and all the
cadavers used for dissection in the United Kingdom (Gangata
et al., 2010).

The Body Donation Program for Education and Research
at UFCSPA was organized in accordance with current Brazil-
ian legislation, as well as that found in Europe (McHanwell
et al., 2008), New Zealand (McClea, 2008; Cornwall et al.,
2012), and the United States (Garment et al., 2007). This
program also uses documents that ensure the integrity and le-
gality of the during-life and after-death body donation proce-
dures. Thus, since the donor program’s creation, there has
been a steady increase in the number of donations made in
life, which is directly reflected in the number of bodies
received annually, as has been reported in similar programs in
other countries (Garment et al., 2007; McClea, 2008;
McHanwell et al., 2008). Furthermore, a clear change has
been seen in the origin of the bodies received by the univer-
sity. Since the start of the program, 50% of the bodies have
been received from donors who were enrolled in the program
and 46.4% from donations made by family members, while
only 3.5% were unclaimed bodies. Moreover, with the
increased number of cadavers for study generated by the
Body Donation Program, it was possible to create the Anat-
omy Outreach Program, which has generated a cycle of
interconnected activities related to teaching, research, and
outreach to the community. The Museum of Anatomy has
made it possible to show the community how donated bodies
are used in the teaching of anatomy. In addition, due to the
increased amount of material available, the Dissection Work-
shop has been able to provide the students with enhanced
training, research, and learning opportunities. The Ceremony
in Honor of the Body Donors has come to play an important
role in this context, as it brings the University closer to the
local community and provides the families of donors with an
opportunity for closure, as has been noted in universities in
those countries where such rites are performed (McClea,
2008; Park et al., 2011; Pawlina et al., 2011).

In this context, it should be noted that in Brazil the legal
process to acquire unclaimed bodies is long and expensive.
This means that the time taken for the universities to receive
the bodies is prolonged, which ultimately affects the quality
of the preparation of the material. This fact, together with
the results presented here, demonstrates that acquiring bodies
through a body donation program is a viable alternative that
should be considered. Nevertheless, while Brazilian legislation
(Brazil, 2002) provides for and allows the donation of the
body in life, only a few initiatives aimed at informing the
population of the possibility of donating the body have been
adopted (Melo and Pinheiro, 2010; Dembogurski et al.,
2011; UFMG, 2012). Thus, despite the efforts of several Bra-
zilian States and universities, and that of the Brazilian Society
of Anatomy (SBA, 2012; UFCSPA, 2012), aimed at facilitat-
ing the acquisition of bodies for teaching and research by
providing information on the subject, no publications were
found in Medline that reported the results of those efforts.
Such reports could be used to compare the experience and
results of different campaigns and programs and so guide
ongoing and future initiatives.

Although this program is relatively new, the initial results
in relation to the acceptance of the possibility of body dona-
tion by the population are encouraging, because it has led to
a year-on-year increase in donor enrollment and an increase
in the number of bodies received.

CONCLUSION

The authors believe it is possible to establish such body dona-
tion programs in other universities and that the Body Dona-
tion Program for Education and Research at UFCSPA can
serve as a model, which can be improved on and adapted to
the conditions in different states and institutions, so that don-
ation in life may become a permanent means of acquiring
bodies for teaching and research in anatomy in Brazil.

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS
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