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As of September 11, 2012, there are 93,268 candidates on the waiting list for a kidney transplant in the United States, based on data from the Organ 
Procurement and Transplantation Network. To circumvent the long wait for a kidney, individuals on the list are encouraged to ask family members and friends to 
be tested as potential kidney donors. In recent years, many people have expanded these requests, successfully soliciting altruistic kidney donors on social media 
sites like Facebook and Twitter. 
 
This grounded theory study addresses the online kidney solicitation process from the recipient’s point of view with the objective of developing a descriptive 
theory of online organ solicitation. This research has many practical applications: it will provide recipient-based evidence about the process for medical ethicists 
concerned with altruistic donors, will aid in the development of online interfaces for organ sharing, and will provide a base of knowledge for potential solicitors. 
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Once you’re sick, you’re not Fred or Bill or Jim. You’re 
Sick Jim. You’re somebody else. (Ted) 

I got this text and it said, 
“We’re a match.” (Darren) 

She’s one of my best friends. 
We’re family now. (Bonnie) 

You need to run this like a campaign. You need to build 
a brand and sell the brand. (Julio) 

•  Learning to cope with changing 
identity 
•  Narrow disclosure – only close 
family and friends 
•  Worsening health condition 

•  Eliciting help from family and 
friends to express need 
•  Breaking usual social boundaries 
•  Spreading message exponentially 
to an already-large network 
•  Limiting negative sharing 
•  Feeling awkward after 
oversharing 

•  Connecting with weak ties 
•  Trying not to take advantage of 
the supportive behaviors of others 
•  Setting records for number of 
interested donors 
•  Dealing with potential donors 
who wanted payment 

Before I reached out online I had to grapple with 
the reality of it. (Ryan) 

It’s kind of hard to go public with something like this. I don’t think anything in 
your life prepares you to  publicly share private medical issues like this. (Ryan) 

There was a tremendous outpouring of people wanting to help. 
It was kind of amazing. (Darren) 

The kidney was really important, but 
having the people around; that saved my 
life as much as anything. (Ted) 

Putting it online had major impact. There 
were over 100 legitimate requests for 
applications to be donors. (Philip) 

•  Involving others in 
the story 
•  Creating a caring 
community 
•  Harnessing the 
network to also help 
the donor  

Though other people 
haven’t had luck with it, 
we were incredibly lucky. 

She was a near perfect 
match. (Bonnie) 

• Two types of subjects found by searching Google: people currently looking for an altruistic kidney donor 

online, and people who have successfully located a donor using the Internet 

• 8 semi-structured interviews, audiotaped and transcribed; pseudonyms assigned 

• Grounded theory approach to analysis; open coding to aggregate responses and isolate interview themes 

• What happens when people ask for a 

kidney donor online? 

• How does the disclosure process work? 

• What supportive activities are present? 
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My donor comes over every year for 
Thanksgiving, and my wife is a hairstylist 

and she cuts his hair for free. (Ted) 


