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Introduction 

Critical care nurses care for the sickest and most complex patients, many who will die by nature 
of their illness or injury. Overall, 9 percent of patients admitted to any type of adult critical care 
unit in Canada will die before leaving the ICU (Bagshaw et al, 2016). Data available from 
Ontario, Canada’s most populated province, reports critical care unit mortality rates that range 
from 10.5 percent in community-based facilities to 20.4 percent in academic centres. The 
highest mortality rates are identified among patients requiring life support for multi-organ 
dysfunction (Didiodatas, 2012).  

Tissue donation (eyes, bones, skin and heart valves) may occur within 12 to 24 hours after 
circulatory death, provided, that donation criteria is met. By contrast, deceased organ 
donation can only take place in one of two possible scenarios. First, organ donation can occur 
after Neurological Determination of Death (NDD). Alternatively, it can occur after withdrawal 
of life sustaining treatment if circulatory death occurs within a defined time period. This is 
called Donation after Circulatory Death (DCD). Critical care nurses are integral to the 
provision of high-quality care for potential donors, family members and recipients (Shemie, 
2017). 

Tissue and/or deceased organ donation can also occur in conjunction with Medical Assistance 
in Dying (MAiD). Consent for deceased organ and tissue donation is usually provided by a 
donor’s substitute decision-maker. Persons requesting MAiD or consenting for deceased tissue 
and/or organ donation in combination with MAiD must be conscious and competent for 
decision-making (Downar et al, 2019). 

Background 

Canada’s demand for organs continues to grow annually (Norris, 2018; Canadian Institute for 
Health Information, 2018). Thousands of people are on the waiting list for organ and tissue 
donation. One person dies every 1.5 days while on the wait list (Canadian Institute for Health 
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Information, 2014). Organ and tissue donation are life-saving and life-enhancing procedures 
for suitable patients.  

In 2018, 4,351 patients (2,890 active/1461 on hold) were in need of a single organ transplant, 
while 141 (87 active/54 on hold) were in a need of more than one. A total of 762 donors (532 
NDD and 230 DCD) provided 2,829 organs. 

CACCN Position  

CACCN endorses the following factors as essential elements of critical care nursing knowledge 
and practice in the context of organ and tissue donation.  

1. There is a disparity between the number of Canadians waiting for an organ transplant 
and the number of organs donated  

2. All eligible persons (or their substitute decision-makers) have the right to choose or 
refuse organ and/or tissue donation.  

3. Front line providers must maintain an ethical duty of care, protecting the interests of 
dying patients while also fulfilling best practices for organ and tissue donation 
(Canadian Association of Critical Care Nurses, 2017; Canadian Nurses Association, 
2017). 

4. Advocating for and identifying potential organ and tissue donors, with the assistance 
of an organ and tissue donation specialist, is a standard of care.  

5. Supporting the patient and their family in whichever decision they make is an 
important component of high-quality end-of-life care in ICU. 

6. Critical care nurses support and participate in the organ and tissue donation process 
in accordance with national and provincial legislation, and in alignment with employer 
policies.  

7. Critical care nurses collaborate with organ and tissue donation specialists and 
interdisciplinary team members throughout the donation process. 

8. Donor and recipient anonymity are protected and respected in accordance with 
current provincial/territorial legislation and professional nursing code of ethics (CNA, 
2017;).  

9. Organ and tissue donation principles should be integrated into critical care nursing 
curricula and unit orientation. 

Statement 

The CACCN believes that all eligible persons have a right to choose to donate organs and/or 
tissues. Critical care nurses forge unique relationships with patients and families, providing 
them with the opportunity to explore organ and tissue donation at end of life. 

Responsibilities of the Critical Care Nurse  
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Critical care nurses provide expert care to patients and families at the end of life. They should 
be aware of deceased tissue and organ donation guidelines, practice standards and resources. 
Donation processes are defined by Accreditation Canada, Transplant Québec as well as 
Canadian Blood Services Canadian Clinical Guidelines on donation (Canadian Association of 
Critical Care Nurses, 2017; Accreditation Canada, 2019).  

Glossary 

Neurological Determination of Death (NDD): 

Neurological Determination of Death (NDD) is the irreversible loss of the capacity for 
consciousness combined with the irreversible loss of all brain stem functions, including the 
capacity to breathe (Canadian Council for Donation and Transplantation, 2003). 

Donation after Circulatory Death (DCD): 

Patients who do not fulfill criteria for NDD and in whom withdrawal of life support has been 

determined to be the most appropriate plan of care, may be eligible for organ donation 

immediately after Circulatory Death (DCD). DCD refers to the controlled 

circumstances where death is anticipated but has not yet occurred because of the presence 

of life-sustaining therapy in the context of a non-recoverable illness or injury. Once a 

consensual decision (physician and patient or family) is made to withdraw life sustaining 

therapies where imminent death is anticipated, organ donation can be explored (Shemie, 

2006). 

Medical Assistance in Dying (MAiD): 

Medical Assistance in Dying (MAiD) is “the administering by a physician or nurse practitioner 
of a substance to a person, at their request, that causes their death; or the prescribing or 
providing by a physician or nurse practitioner of a substance to a person at their request, so 
that they may self-administer the substance and in doing so cause their own death” 
(Parliament of Canada, 2016) 

Approved by the CACCN Board of Directors 
November 11, 2019 



CACCN Document: Deceased Organ and Tissue Donation.  Revised: November 2019.  Original statement: January 13, 2015.   
Permission to reproduce statement is granted.  Please acknowledge the Canadian Association of Critical Care Nurses (CACCN).   

 

 

 
References 

Accreditation Canada. (2019). Organ and tissue donation standards for deceased donors. 

Retrieved from https://store.accreditation.ca/products/organ-and-tissue-donation-

standards-for-deceased-donors 

 

Bagshaw, S., Dodek, P., Fowler, R., Garland, A., Martin, C., Scales, D., Shaw, S., and 

Wunsch, H. (2016). Care in ICUs in Canada. Canadian Institute for Health Information. 

Ottawa, Ontario. Retrieved from https://secure.cihi.ca/free_products/ICU_Report_EN.pdf 

Baxter, D., & Smerdon, J.  (2000). Donation matters: Demographics and organ transplants in 

Canada, 2000 to 2040. Retrieved from 

http://www.lhsc.on.ca/Patients_Families_Visitors/MOTP/Organ_and_Tissue_Donation/Rep

ort46.pdf. 

 

Canadian Association of Critical Care Nurses. (2017). Standards for critical care nursing (5th 

edition).Retrieved from https://caccn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/STCACCN-2017-

Standards-5th-Ed.pdf 

 

Canadian Blood Services. (2019). Leading practices and clinical guidelines related to 

deceased donation [web page]. Retrieved from https://profedu.blood.ca/en/organs-and-

tissues/leading-practices-and-clinical-guidelines/deceased-donation 

 

Canadian Council for Donation and Transplantation. (2003). Severe brain injury to 

neurological determination of death: A Canadian forum. Report and recommendations. 

Medical management to optimize donor organ potential: A Canadian forum. Retrieved from 

http://www.giftoflife.on.ca/resources/pdf/Severe%20Brain%20Injury%20.pdf  

 

Canadian Nurses Association. (2017). Code of ethics for registered nurses.  Retrieved from 

http://cna-aiic.ca/en/on-the-issues/best-nursing/nursing-ethics 

 

Canadian Institute for Health Information. (2018). Annual statistics on organ replacement in 

Canada. Dialysis, Transplantation and Donation 2008 to 2017. Ottawa, Canada. Retrieved 

from https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/document/snapshot-corr-2018-en.pdf  

 

Canadian Institute for Health Information. (2014). Deceased organ donor potential in Canada. 

Ottawa, Canada. Retrieved from 

https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/organdonorpotential_2014_en_0.pdf 

 
Didiodato, G. (2019). Comparison of Ontario’s intensive care units reported mortality rates 

from 2009-2012 using data from the Critical Care Information System (CCIS). Abstract 

https://store.accreditation.ca/products/organ-and-tissue-donation-standards-for-deceased-donors
https://store.accreditation.ca/products/organ-and-tissue-donation-standards-for-deceased-donors
http://www.lhsc.on.ca/Patients_Families_Visitors/MOTP/Organ_and_Tissue_Donation/Report46.pdf
http://www.lhsc.on.ca/Patients_Families_Visitors/MOTP/Organ_and_Tissue_Donation/Report46.pdf
https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/document/snapshot-corr-2018-en.pdf


CACCN Document: Deceased Organ and Tissue Donation.  Revised: November 2019.  Original statement: January 13, 2015.   
Permission to reproduce statement is granted.  Please acknowledge the Canadian Association of Critical Care Nurses (CACCN).   

presentation. Critical Care Canada Forum. Retrieved from 
https://criticalcarecanada.com/abstracts/2012/comparison_of_ontarios_intensive_care_unit
s_reported_mortality_rates_from_2009-
2012_using_data_from_the_critical_care_information_system.php 

 

Downar, J., Shemie, S., Gillrie, C., Fortin, M., Appleby, A., Buchman, D. Z., Shoesmith, C., 

Goldberg, A., Gruben, V., Lalani, J., Ysebaert, D., Wilson, L., Sharpe. M. D., Canadian 

Blood Services, Canadian Critical Care Society, Canadian Society of Transplantation, 

Canadian Association of Critical Care Nurses. (2019). Deceased organ and tissue donation 

after medical assistance in dying and other conscious and competent donors: Guidance for 

policy. CMAJ/journal de l'Association medicale canadienne, 191(22), E604–E613. 

doi:10.1503/cmaj.181648 

 

Emergency Nurses Association. (2004). Emergency Nurses Association position statement: 

Role of the emergency nurses in tissue and organ donation (Retired). Retrieved from 

http://www.ena.org/SiteCollectionDocuments/Position%20Statements/OrganDonation.pdf 

 

Norris, S. (2018). Organ donation and transplantation in Canada. Retrieved from 

http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2018/bdp-lop/bp/YM32-2-2018-13-eng.pdf 

 

Parliament of Canada. (2016). Bill C-14, An Act to amend the Criminal Code and to make 

related amendments to other Acts (medical assistance in dying). (2016). 1st session, 42nd 

Parliament. Retrieved from https://www.parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/42-1/bill/C-14/royal-

assent 

 

Shemie, S, Simpson, C, Blackmer, J, MacDonald, S, Dhanani, S, Torrance, S, Byrne, P. 

(2017). Ethics Guide Recommendations for Organ-Donation–Focused Physicians 

Endorsed by the Canadian Medical Association. 

 

Shemie, S. D., Baker, A. J., Knoll, G., Wall, W., Rocker, G., Howes, D., et al. (2006). Donation 

after cardiocirculatory death in Canada. Canadian Medical Association Journal, 175(8), S1. 

doi:10.1503/cmaj.060895 
 

https://www.parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/42-1/bill/C-14/royal-assent
https://www.parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/42-1/bill/C-14/royal-assent

