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Abstract 

The donation of bodies is constituted as an alternative to the teaching learning of human anatomy, since the dissection of 

materials from these works as a foundation for excellence education among health professionals. Due to the relevance of 

the topic addressed, the objective of the study was to evaluate the factors that influence the positioning of people, as well 

as the knowledge of the same in relation to this subject. In this way, a qualitative field research was carried out through 

the application of semi-structured questionnaires to 36 students of the Biology, Nutrition and Nursing course. The results 

of these were interpreted and exposed through statistical data. It was evidenced that 83.3% of the interviewees would 

not donate the body for teaching and research in Universities, among which, the majority (53.2%) claimed the desire to 

be buried or cremated, while the minority (9.1% %) claimed to be ashamed to be recognized. Among those who voted in 

favor (16.7%), there was a balance between the options that suggested the costs to the family and the claim to help 

society and science. As for the knowledge about the subject, 97.2% claimed to have only one prior notion and 2.8% did 

not know it. Given this, it is perceived that the donation of bodies is a very controversial topic, either because it involves 

religions and traditions, or because it is little debated by society. The need for awareness campaigns about the 

importance of the theme in question, as well as the lack of taboos that exists on the theme, are then discussed. 
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Introduction 

     The use of human cadavers began systematically in the 
late Middle Ages and this use has been evolving over the 
years [1,2]. Thus, it is highlighted that the greatest source 
of these is through the donation of bodies, characterized 
as important didactic material and research for the 
medical and biological sciences courses [3]. The use of 
human cadavers for medical teaching purposes is a 
common practice throughout the world and throughout 
history. This use, however, is not devoid of ethical and 
social dilemmas [4]. From a bioethical point of view, the 
human corpse should not be seen as a simple object of 
study, since an emotional and affective bond surrounds it 
with the individuals with whom it has established a 
relationship, and this emotional bond is an important 
hindrance to the donation for the study anatomical [5]. 
The use of cadavers by the professional has an aspect not 
only of technical learning, but also as a way of perceiving 
and reflecting on human limitations and dealing with 
death as an occurrence of life, which is essential for those 
who work in the area of health [6]. In recent years several 
universities in the world have faced difficulty in acquiring 
new cadavers for teaching and researching anatomy.  
 
     In this context, it is worth mentioning that the donation 
of bodies is of fundamental importance for the study of 
anatomy, defined as a basic discipline for the training of 
health professionals. It is possible to know the 
morphology and the location of organs / structures of the 
human body and its different functions [7]. Human bodies 
are essential for teaching and research in health. In order 
to have a full training of the professionals who work in it, 
it is necessary during their formation that they have the 
opportunity to study the anatomy directly in human 
bodies, in not only artificial forms and books. The contact 
with the corpse is fundamental, besides its contribution to 
the deepening of the anatomical learning, in the 
humanistic formation of the students and their perception 
about the limitations and the confrontation of the death 
[8]. In Brazil, the bodies used for dissection in educational 
institutions are mostly unclaimed bodies obtained 
through a complex bureaucratic process that ends up 
restricting significantly the number of cadavers available 
for study. Other bodies become available by donation, but 
still in very small numbers, since this is a theme little 
known by the general population. We are experiencing a 
critical moment, without a concrete source of obtaining 

human material, consequently running the risk of training 
professionals who cannot have this resource to 
adequately carry out this fundamental stage of their 
training [9]. Thus, based on this premises the objective of 
the study was to evaluate the positioning of biological and 
health sciences students on the donation of bodies for the 
teaching and research of anatomy. 
 

Methodology 

     A descriptive, cross-sectional exploratory study with a 
quantitative approach was carried out with 105 students 
of Biology, Nutrition and Nursing from a Federal 
University of the Northeast of Brazil. The sample was of 
the convenient type. For the selection of the individuals 
who participated in the sample, we used the snowball 
method recommended by researcher, following the 
following criteria of inclusion, have active enrollment in 
the university and be over 18 years old [10]. The sole 
exclusion criterion was refusal to participate after being 
informed of the study's designated objectives. The 
instrument used for data collection was a semi-structured 
questionnaire, containing easyto-understand questions 
and previously tested in a pilot study. This instrument 
was a questionnaire based on the model of Freitas, et al. 
adapted through self-fulfillment and in a secretive way 
[11]. Data collection was performed by a researcher and 
two previously trained students to apply the 
questionnaire. The data analysis was used descriptive 
statistics. The Excel 2003 computer program was used to 
organize the database and the GraphPad Prism version 
5.0 applications was used as statistical instrument. Senso 
considered significant values that presented the p <0.05. 
This study followed the rigor of research ethics. This 
research has no conflict of interest and follows the 
precepts of Resolution 466/12 of the National Health 
Council, which regulates research involving human beings 
and Declaration of Helsinki [12]. All participants signed a 
free and informed consent form. In this study there is no 
conflict of interest. 
 

Results 

     All students reported using pieces of human cadavers 
to study in their practical classes at the university. Of 
those, only 16.7% said they would donate their body to 
the teaching and research of anatomy, while 63.3% said 
they would not donate (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Student who confirmed or not the donation 
of bodies for teaching and research of anatomy. 

 
 
     Among those who said they would donate their body 
for teaching and researching anatomy, when asked about 
the reasons 83.3% said they would like to contribute 
science to improving teaching and medical treatments. 
Already 16.7% stated that they would not like to generate 
funeral costs for the family. Since in Brazil these services 
are very expensive (Figure2). 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Motives that would lead to donating the body 
to the teaching and research of anatomy. 

 
 
     Among the several factors that led the interviewees to 
affirm that they would not donate the body to anatomy 
teaching, 56.7% had the desire to be buried or cremated. 
Already 17.04% stated that they would be ashamed to be 
recognized in the anatomy laboratory, 13.13% stated that 
religion or family did not allow the donation of the body. 
 

Reason % 
Desire to be buried or cremated 56,70 

Shame to be recognized 17,04 
Religious motivation 13,13 

Family does not accept 13,13 

Table 1. Reason for non-donation of bodies for anatomy 
teaching and research.  
 
 

 

Figure 3: Previous knowledge about body donation for 
human anatomy teaching and research. 

 
 
     It was observed that 97.2% of the interviewees showed 
previous knowledge about the body donation program for 
anatomy teaching and research, and only 2.8% did not 
know this type of program. 
 

Discussion 

     The use of cadavers in teaching and research presents 
strong axiological ambiguity within our society. By the 
customs and customs, we always use, almost exclusively, 
the unclaimed corpse as a source for teaching and 
research. This, however, has never been, let us say, 
sufficient, since necessity, not infrequently, is greater than 
availability. Both the literature and the history of mankind 
provide us with numerous examples of cases involving 
theft, trade, or murder of bodies for educational 
institutions. The use of human cadavers, even if only for 
the demonstration of anatomical structures, was 
considered indispensable to the teaching-learning process 
in the study of human anatomy. The student's handling of 
the cadaver was seen as a way to strengthen the 
humanization of future health professionals, reflecting on 
their behaviors with patients [5]. The use of human 
material in anatomy education depends on the generosity 
of the body's donors. However, in the last decades, the 
global awareness of the legitimacy of cadaver donation 
has intensified, considering today the form worthy of 
bridging this lack [13]. 
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     In this study we observed that few students would 
donate their bodies to the teaching and research of 
anatomy or a very low index of donation. Our data diverge 
with studies carried out among university students from 
the state of Ceará, Brazil, where the authors verified that 
51 (44%) would donate their bodies to universities [14]. 
In a survey carried out with secondary students, 128 
(57%) of the students were not in favor of donating their 
body to study. The largest organ donation program in 
Brazil at the Federal University of Health Sciences in 
Porto Alegre, the pioneer in Brazil, has since found that 
the donation program since its inception, found that 297 
people registered as donors and 48 bodies were donated 
for the University, compared with 23 bodies received 
between 2001-2007. This increase in the number of 
bodies allowed the implementation of the Dissecting 
Workshop, in which students prepare high quality 
anatomical specimens to be exhibited at the Museum of 
Anatomy [15]. 
 
     It was also verified that of the reasons that would 
prevent the donation of bodies the students reported the 
disrespect on the part of the students. Thus, even in the 
medical school, few students know the law and the 
acceptance of donation of their bodies is small, given the 
disrespect on the part of colleagues. Thus, there is a need 
to deal more with legislation and ethics during anatomy 
classes, so that disrespect for the corpse is not an obstacle 
to donation, as well as ignorance about legislation. A 
portion of the interviewees have already heard about the 
donation of cadavers to the anatomical study, however all 
were not aware of the current Brazilian legislation. While 
most interviewees are aware of the importance of cadaver 
donation for study, most interviewees report that they 
would not donate their own body for anatomical study, 
primarily because of factors such as disrespect, shame or 
religious beliefs, or the simple desire to be buried. These 
data corroborate with studies carried out in Ceará, Brazil 
[16]. It is alleged that anonymity aims not to expose the 
image of the donor and his family, but it is undeniable that 
this also has the desirable effect of omitting the social 
dimension of the corpse being a conflict in the process of 
donating bodies [17] . 
 
     In a recent study, [18] researchers stated that in order 
to maintain donation programs, it is essential first to 
understand the meaning of public opinion and then adopt 
strategies to improve donations. In addition, the same 
author suggested that donor profile surveys provide 
useful information about donors and the reasons they 
donate, which can be used to direct potential donors 
when setting donor programs, to circumvent difficulties 

in finding donors, or to monitor changes in donor profiles 
[18,19]. Body donation research shows that the 
identification of donor profiles facilitated campaigns 
aimed at informing the target population about voluntary 
donation of cadavers [19]. 
 
     It was verified the need to implement a popular 
education program on the importance of body donation 
for teaching and anatomical research among students and 
the population in general, since in the Brazilian northeast 
the population does not have the culture to donate the 
body for teaching and research. The lack of donation of 
bodies can contribute to an anatomically inadequate 
formation, since the synthetic parts do not allow the 
accuracy of the anatomical and topographic description 
and do not allow the manipulation of the structures. In 
addition, dissection is an important tool for anatomical 
study and training to perform surgery. Universities 
should contribute through extension by creating body 
donation programs for study and research as well as 
promoting educational campaigns to increase body 
donation and break down cultural roots 
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