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ABSTRACT. While great strides have been made in persuading the
public to become potential organ donors, actual behavior has not yet
caught up with the nearly universally favorable attitudes the public
expresses toward donation. This paper explores the issue by situating
the social marketing of organ donation against a broader backdrop of
entertainment and news media coverage of organ donation. Organ
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donation storylines are featured on broadcast television in medical and
legal dramas, soap operas, and other television serials approximately
four times per month (not including most cable networks), and feature
storylines that promote myths and fears of the organ donation pro-
cess. National news and other non-fictionalized coverage of organ
donation are even more common, with stories appearing over twenty
times a month on average. These stories tend to be one-dimensional
and highly sensationalized in their coverage. The marketing of organ
donation for entertainment essentially creates a counter-campaign to
organ donation, with greater resources and reach than social market-
ers have access to. Understanding the broader environmental context
of organ donation messages highlights the issues faced by social mar-
keting campaigns in persuading the public to become potential donors.

KEYWORDS. Media planning, organ donation, social marketing

““...social marketers need to attend to environmental/policy fac-
tors as much as individual behavior factors in structuring their
research.” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 348)

There are currently 96,964 individuals on the waiting list to receive
an organ, since 1995 over 71,000 people have died while waiting for
an organ (www.unos.org, retrieved July 3, 2007). Despite the best
efforts by scholars, organ procurement and grass roots organizations,
and the favorable attitudes of the public toward organ donation, the
results of the social marketing of organ donation is falling short of
meeting the needs of those waiting for an organ. Efforts to promote
organ donation using a variety of strategies have increased exponen-
tially over the last 10 years. Communication scholars have been at the
forefront of developing campaigns to promote organ donation, and
have focused their messages, channels of communication, and media
planning on many of the principles put forward in social marketing
approaches. Through research on the behaviors of donors and non-
donors, organ donation outreach and campaigns have been able to
focus on segmenting audiences for different messages, and have taken
campaigns to locations where people are more likely to be influenced
about health related behaviors. Using many of the recommendations
of social marketing, and extending social marketing using message
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design strategies from the field of communication, these campaigns
have exposed people to messages using such creative placement
and promotion strategies and channels as voicemail messages from
co-workers who were recipients, on-site events featuring recipients
and donor families who engage in interpersonal communication
about organ donation, email blasts that target specific fears and
myths that prevent individuals from registering, hanging the organ
donor quilt (similar to the AIDS quilt) and creating stories and pos-
ters of individuals touched by organ donation (to foster social
norms), and using kiosks to register people at locations away from
the DMV (reducing the price of seeking out opportunities to become
a donor). All of these approaches and message strategies are based on
theories of communication, and messages have been crafted to target
specific barriers to donation evident in the groups being targeted.
Evaluations of these messages, message strategies, and communi-
cation campaigns have shown that they do change the behavior
and intended behavior of the audiences they are targeting (e.g.
Morgan et al., 2007b; Morgan et al., 2003).

While the pro-organ donation marketing campaigns have been
successful, they have failed to change the behaviors of many self-
reported pro-organ donation individuals who have not yet registered
their intent to donate. Additionally, the reach of many of these cam-
paigns is quite small, and as a result, most people only get infor-
mation about organ donation from the mass media.

Unfortunately, these deliberate social marketing efforts have
encountered what is, in effect, a counter-campaign in the mass media,
one which exploits many of the same social marketing elements as
organized campaigns. The mass media, while not deliberately engag-
ing in a counter-campaign, nonetheless engages in the placement and
promotion of organ donation (the product) in ways which have far
greater reach and impact than is achievable with the smaller scale
campaigns that organ donation related groups are able implement.
This study seeks to place social marketing of organ donation in the
broader context of extensive media portrayals of organ donation that
at best reinforce general beliefs and at worst portray storylines that
exacerbate the belief in myths regarding donation for the purposes
of entertainment and profit.

It is only by examining the external environment for the messages
that people receive about organ donation that we can create more
effective social marketing campaigns to promote organ donation.
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By focusing on the placement and promotion practices of the mass
media (both in entertainment and news) we can engage in more effec-
tive communication planning to increase the effectiveness of pro-
organ donation social marketing efforts.

The Social Marketing of Organ Donation

Despite a variety of concerns about the applicability of marketing
techniques to health education and behavior, social marketing has
emerged as an accepted practice over the past 30 years (Ling et al.,
1992). Social marketing campaigns have been used for a wide range
of health related issues, including physical activity (Wong et. al,
2004), condom use (Cohen et. al, 1999), breast feeding (Lindenberger
and Bryant, 2000), dietary change (Samuels, 1993), and HIV preven-
tion (Dearing et. al, 1996) among many other issues.

While the published literature on organ donation campaigns does
not often explicitly use a social marketing framework, taken as a
whole, the body of research on organ donation campaigns shows that
promotional efforts embody the principles of social marketing
advanced by Andreasen (1995) and others (e.g. Walsh et al., 1993)
including focusing on consumer behavior, cost effectiveness, product,
price, place, and promotion, market segmentation, and design, test-
ing, and evaluation of programs and messages.

The development of social marketing campaigns for organ
donation typically follows from theoretical models that provide
insight into how the individual makes the decision to be a donor.
For example, the Organ Donor Model (Morgan and Miller, 2002),
based on the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein and Ajzen,
1975) focuses on knowledge, attitudes, values, and social norms to
predict behavioral intent and behavior toward signing an organ
donor card and talking to family members about donation. This
model, and others like it (e.g. Horton and Horton, 1991; Kopfman
and Smith, 1996), has helped in the segmentation of audiences and
the development and placement of messages for campaigns.

While a thorough review of organ donation campaigns is beyond
the scope of this paper, two short examples should demonstrate
how the principles of social marketing are enacted. A recently com-
pleted workplace project developed targeted campaigns for 45 differ-
ent organizations (Morgan et al., 2007b). This project used extensive
media planning in the development of the campaign. Organizations
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were analyzed for the availability of a variety of media channels,
social interaction environments, organizational structure and com-
munication climate, and past experience promoting health related
behaviors. While some messages remained constant across organiza-
tions, many messages were tailored to the specific needs of the com-
pany, reflecting the social norms of the company, or adapting to the
demographics of the company. Message channels were analyzed for
each company and messages were placed to maximize exposure in
mass mediated, private, and interactional settings (including common
gathering areas, high traffic areas, personalized voicemail messages,
email blasts, posters, and company newsletters). The promotion stra-
tegies used theories of social norms, identification, and communi-
cation message design principles and theories and included both
fact-based educational messages, designed to target barriers to
donation that had been identified in previous research, and personal
stories from organizational members to invoke social norms. To test
different strategies of social marketing, some organizations also
received on-site visits from volunteers and paid staff, and incentives
were utilized to help promote organ donation. Using these strategies
to bring interpersonal interaction to the employees constitutes
another element of the “place” concept of social marketing, and pro-
viding easy access to join the registry reduces the “price” of declaring
intent to donate. Ultimately, changes to attitudes, knowledge, and
behavior were evaluated with signed organ donor cards as the pri-
mary outcome variable. The findings of this successful campaign sug-
gest that the extensive media and communication planning were
worth the investment of time and resources. In keeping with princi-
ples of social marketing (Walsh et. al. 1993), taking the message to
the public, having staff and volunteers engage in personal selling at
events, and incentives as part of the promotion significantly enhances
the effectiveness of organ donation campaigns, even when campaigns
target diverse populations in a variety of worksite contexts.

A second example focuses on a recently completed project in North
Carolina where one of the authors used the organ donor model to
develop a successful campaign targeting African Americans. The
messages focused on many of the specific knowledge items and bar-
riers to donation specific to the African American community, such
as medical mistrust, misunderstanding of brain death, and a desire
for bodily integrity. The messages were targeted using primarily
African American radio stations, television advertising on shows that
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had heavy African American viewership, and through community
outreach (including a play focusing on African Americans and organ
donation) at African American events, and were ultimately successful
in increasing the rate of DMV donor registrations among African
Americans relative to the general population (Morgan and Gibbs,
2006). Similar approaches have been successfully used to target other
African American populations (e.g. Callendar et al., 1995; Hong et al.,
1994; Morgan, 2006), Latino populations (Alvaro et al., 2006), to
develop workplace campaigns (Morgan et al., 2002; Morgan et al.,
under review), develop culturally tailored and delivered messages
to American Indians (Fahrenwald and Stabnow, 2005) and to
target high school and college populations (Vinocur et al., 2006;
Feeley, 2007).

Ultimately, researchers and organ donation professionals have had
success applying social marketing approaches to organ donation pro-
motion. However, even with these successes the need for organs far
outpaces the availability. Given the public’s favorable attitudes
toward organ donation (over 95% of the public strongly support
or support organ donation, Gallup Organization, 2005) as well as
advances in knowledge about how to market organ donation to over-
come behavioral barriers, it is surprising that we still only have a
national rate of donor designated individuals of just over 50%
(Gallup Organization, 2005). One possible reason for this dramatic
discrepancy between attitudes and behaviors is the influence of the
news and entertainment media on knowledge, attitudes, and beha-
viors toward organ donation. Additionally, while many of the cam-
paigns promoting organ donation are very ambitious (the largest of
these campaigns may reach a population of close to 100,000), the
reach of these organized campaigns is still insignificant compared
to that of the commercial mass media. These issues will be elaborated
in more detail in the following section.

The Media and Organ Donation

There are three key warrants for the importance of studying the
media and organ donation. First, the media reaches vast audiences
in ways few social marketing campaigns can. Second, there is ample
evidence that media portrayals of organ donation are often sensatio-
nalistic and play on the fears of the public. Third, recent studies
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suggest that media portrayals of organ donation effect people’s atti-
tudes and behaviors toward organ donation.

There have been very few topics on which the public receives so
much information and yet knows so little as the topic of organ
donation. National polls and academic studies consistently report
low levels of knowledge about organ donation and yet an examin-
ation of the media reveals that organ donation is nearly ubiquitous
as a topic in entertainment television, news media, talk shows, and
reality television. The amount of attention paid to organ donation
in the media may come as a surprise to most people; even large sur-
veys indicate that only about a third of people believe that they have
heard of organ donation from the mass media (Feeley, 2007; Morgan
and Cannon, 2003; Rubens and Oleckno, 1998).

Organ donation is only the latest health issue to get so much
media coverage in both news and entertainment television. There
is a long history of marketing medical drama as entertainment.
From the few early dramas such as Marcus Welby, M.D., Quincy,
M.E., and M.A.S.H., we have seen a proliferation of medical and
medical/legal dramas so that current television and cable offerings
include shows such as E.R., Grey’s Anatomy, House, CSI and its
spin-offs, NCIS, Crossing Jordan, Bones, and even a new but
short-lived series about organ donation, Heartland. These shows
also tend to be tremendously popular. For example, Nielsen ratings
for the week of February 12-18, 2007 place House, Grey’s Anatomy,
and CSI in the top 5, with average viewership for each program in
the range of 25 million, beaten in the ratings only by American Idol
(http://www.usatoday.com/life/television /nielsen.htm,  February
21, 2007, retrieved July 3, 2007). On any given weeknight, at least
one of the major networks airs one or more of these programs dur-
ing prime-time (http://www.tvguide.com/Listings/default.aspx,
retrieved July 10, 2007), and these legal and medical dramas
frequently contain organ donation storylines. In addition to the
reach of the major networks and primetime dramas, medical and
legal shows air on cable networks, are often syndicated and run epi-
sodes nightly; organ donation storyline also appear frequently in
daytime serials, many of which revolve around a hospital setting,
such as General Hospital. While television can be used as a tool
of social marketing to promote various health-related behaviors
(Lane, 1997), in the case of organ donation storylines these dramas
use the issue merely to sell entertainment, thus working at cross
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purposes against those engaged in the social marketing of organ
donation to save lives.

In addition to having extensive reach, media coverage of organ
donation is seldom flattering. A study by Maloney and Walker
(2000) is one of the earliest empirical studies of representations of
organ donation in the mass media. Although conducted in Australia,
it provides clues as to the nature and frequency of the types of stories
being aired on television. Their results demonstrate that early cover-
age of organ donation (in the 1960’s) ranged from early descriptions
of Frankenstein-like experiments and the characterization of trans-
plant surgeons as a ‘“gang of vultures” or vampires (Maloney and
Walker, 2000, p. 213) and, alternately, as Messiahs for the dying
patients in need of organ transplants. In the 1970’s news coverage
focused on the miracle of transplantation and emphasized stories of
children saved by organ transplants. At the same time, however, there
were several stories about ‘“‘organs as spare body parts,” including
one true story about a family in Michigan discovering their loved
one’s organs in a bag that was supposed to contain personal effects.

One might question why, when given the freedom to present such
stories in a variety of ways, television media continuously portrays
sensationalized accounts or stories that represent outliers and anoma-
lies instead of the norm. According to Greenfield (1988), the answer
is relatively simple: “[W]hen it comes to news stories, those with a
powerful element of human emotion contain much more appeal than
a more abstract story, say, on changing patterns of demographics or
populations™ (p. 1038). And yet, both Greenfield (1988) and Mate-
sanz (2002) point out that the media may be our best hope of educat-
ing the public about organ donation. “[TThe best way of influencing
public opinion is the media. .. Misconceptions must be addressed
openly, and at the same time emphasizing and highlighting the posi-
tive and life-saving aspects of organ donation and transplantation”
(Matesanz, 2002, p. 988).

Ultimately, the effect of an uneducated media broadcasting sensa-
tionalized organ donation stories is of serious consequence. In the
UK, France and Belgium, organ donation rates dropped precipi-
tously when stories aired that questioned brain death criteria or high-
lighted the number of non-citizens who were on national waiting lists,
or discussed rumors of international organ trafficking (Matesanz,
2002). Although it is important to promote public dialogue about
many issues regarding donation, it is imperative that existing rumors
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of organ trafficking in Western countries, for example, be very care-
fully and responsibly explored rather than simply fueled by images
captured by the media in developing nations that lack enforceable
laws preventing human trafficking.

Although it is often said that ‘“‘there is no such thing as bad
publicity,” the sensationalistic treatment of organ donation in enter-
tainment television is also having a negative impact on organ
donation-relevant behaviors, including the willingness to register as
an organ donor or to donate the organs of a loved one (Morgan
et al., 2005). In a close examination of the myths heavily promoted
on television for their entertainment value, (Morgan et al., 2007a;
Morgan et. al, 2005) show how the storylines presented on entertain-
ment television mirror the reasons individuals give for not becoming
potential organ donors, with family members actually reciting story-
lines from specific television episodes to justify their positions. The
theory of social representations provides an explanation for how
these media portrayals become the source of misgivings and enters
the realm of interpersonal interaction. Social representations theory
argues that when individuals lack personal experience with a
relatively unknown phenomenon, they rely on the mass media for
information (Moscovici, 1998; Morgan, in press). Once this infor-
mation is shared in interpersonal interactions, we can be sure that
particular social representations have formed. These social represen-
tations then influence our attitudes and behaviors toward organ
donation. In social marketing terms, the price attached to organ
donation in many of these plotlines is higher than the average viewer
is willing to pay. For example, organ donors in these shows risk hav-
ing their organs procured before they are dead.

A more recent study (Morgan et al., in press) demonstrates that
viewers of shows with negative organ donation storylines report a
negative shift in attitude toward the specific topic or theme of that
episode. For example, an episode of Law and Order portrayed a
storyline focusing on a black market for organs. Viewers of that show
reported a significant increase in the belief of a black market after
viewing the show and a significant decrease in willingness to become
a donor. While the entertainment media can have profound negative
effects, an episode of NUMBERS had a primarily negative storyline,
but concluded with a lengthy discussion of the benefits of organ
donation, including a scene where one of the key characters shows
his driver’s license listing him as an organ donor. Subjects who
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viewed this episode reported negative attitudes toward organ
donation that reflected the main theme in the storyline, but increased
in their willingness to become a donor (Movius, Cody, Huang,
Berkowitz, & Morgan, 2007). Ultimately, the framing of organ
donation in television episodes can have a dramatic impact on both
the way people perceive organ donation, and the behavioral choices
that they make regarding organ donation.

The existing body of literature on the media’s treatment of
organ donation provides a series of important snapshots of the
type of information to which the public has been exposed, and
the consequences of that exposure. Unfortunately, this small collec-
tion of studies provides only a fragmented picture. We know that
the media has a vast reach, that organ donation receives frequent
coverage in both news and entertainment media, and that the
coverage is affecting the public’s attitudes and behaviors toward
organ donation. What is needed is a comprehensive study of the
information coming from television media that holds sources con-
stant over a specific (and preferably) extended period of time. Only
then will we be able to fully appreciate where the public has gotten
their ‘“‘crazy ideas” about organ donation and what these ideas
may be.

While the body of knowledge surrounding the media and organ
donation is growing, little is known about how organ donation is
marketed in entertainment and news media. Systematic analysis of
the nature (promotion) and frequency (placement) of organ donation
coverage will provide key information for media and communication
planning to aid in the design of messages, the timing and placement
of pro-organ donation messages, and will facilitate more effective
social marketing campaigns promoting organ donation. To attain
these goals, this study seeks to address the placement and promotion
of the product of organ donation. To do so, this study asks the fol-
lowing research questions:

R1: What is the placement (defined by frequency, type of show,
length of coverage) of organ donation in news and enter-
tainment television?

R2: How is organ donation promoted in the news and enter-
tainment media? In other words, what are the major themes
and storylines that appear?
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METHODS

Sampling Frame

Data for this project came from ShadowTV, a media monitoring
service that provides streaming video clips and closed caption tran-
scripts based on the search parameters provided by the authors. Sha-
dowTV monitors programming from specific channels and scans all
content for specified key words. When key words are identified, Sha-
dowTYV captures the relevant clip and provides the clip and closed
caption transcripts to the subscriber. ShadowTV monitors only cer-
tain channels. During the timeframe of this study, ShadowTV pro-
vided monitoring of the following channels for national markets:
ABC, CBS, NBC, WGN-WB, FOX, FOXNEWS, CNN, CNN
Headline, CNN Financial, MSNBC, Bloomberg, CSPAN, and
CSPAN2.

The service monitored for television clips relevant to organ
donation and clips were collected from March 5, 2003 through June
30, 2006. We began ShadowTV data in March of 2003 to examine the
Jesica Santillan organ transplant tragedy and the amount of media
coverage it generated (see Morgan, Harrison, Chewning and Habib,
2006 for details of the case and media coverage). We chose to end
monitoring for this project in June of 2006 because we were seeing
few new themes and had compelling data to report. The search para-
meters included the terms organ donor, organ donation, organ trans-
plantation, organ transplant, transplant recipient, kidney transplant,
liver transplant, and heart transplant. The terms were selected by
reviewing print media coverage, testing search terms using internet
search engines, and our observations of televised coverage of organ
donation. The initial ten months of coverage did not use all of these
terms and we realized we were occasionally missing coverage of a
program. We added additional terms, such as kidney and liver, so
we could capture coverage of more specialized stories, even though
this added to the amount of irrelevant material that had to be viewed
and discarded.

Coding

Coding of the data began by categorizing the show into news,
reality/talk show, or entertainment/serials. News shows were defined
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as shows that presented news and true stories on a variety of topics or
issues. This included programs such as 60 Minutes, The Today Show,
broadcast nightly news programs, Entertainment Tonight, C-Span, as
well as talk related news shows such as Scarborough Country on
MSNBC, and Robin and Company on CNNH. Reality or talk shows
were defined as shows that often presented in-depth stories of real
people and the serious issues or problems they face, but do not
present themselves as a “news” program. Additionally, the truth of
the story was not a deciding criterion in placing a program in the rea-
lity /talk show category, but rather the telling of a story by real people
who were presenting the story as true. This category includes pro-
grams such as Oprah, Montel Williams, Judge Hatchett, The John
Walsh Show, Crossing Over with Jon Edwards, Extreme Makeover
Home Edition, and Last Call with Carson Daly. Finally, programs
were classified as purely entertainment if they were serial in nature
and/or fictional movies, designed for entertainment, and stories were
not presented as being true stories. Programs in this category include
such shows as ER, Law & Order, CSI, One Life to Live, General Hos-
pital, House, and Grey’s Anatomy. Because the nature of the shows is
self evident, there were no discrepancies in the categorizing of the
programs.

Since our primary research questions focus on the difference in the
amount and nature of coverage of real versus fictionalized coverage
of organ donation, additional coding and categories arose from
analyses of the different types of programs. News programs presented
real stories that tended to be focused on only one dimension of the
topic of organ donation (e.g. medical crisis, scientific advancements
in transplantation), often occupying no more than 1-2 minutes of a
program. While talk/reality shows were frequently longer, they also
tended to focus on a single theme (e.g. outrage over alleged medical
misconduct, the “miracle of life” offered to a transplant recipient).
The initial coding scheme for news and reality/talk show program-
ming was drawn from Morgan et al.’s (2006) work on news coverage
of the Jesica Santillan story, but was left open to allow for new
themes to arise from coverage that was broader in nature than in
the Jesica Santillan case. Coding was conducted by the first author.
Overall, nine major themes arose in news coverage, and nine major
themes arose in talk /reality programming, with some categories hav-
ing sub-themes as well (see Tables 1 and 2 for complete coding
categories and frequencies). The major themes of news shows
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TABLE 1. News Media Categories and Frequencies 3/05/2003—

6,/30,/2006
Category Frequency
Recipients/potential recipients
Need organs 30
Got organs (adult) 24
Got organs (child/baby) 68
Family problems resulting from needing or getting an organ 2
Potential tragedies/not getting organ or organ failure 33
Donors/donor families
Family donation (exclusive of living donation) 5
Living donation 84
General donor/donor family stories 12
Family problems resulting from donation: man who was released 32
from prison to donate to his son, but skipped town without
donating
Donors and recipients
Reunions 8
Directed donation 2
Matched/triangulated donation/domino 31
Awareness
Fundraising events for organ donation 4
General awareness/spokespeople: Consider donation/knowledge 52
Books dealing with organ donation 4
Celebrity experiences
Alonzo Morning 5
George Lopez 11
Steven Cojocaru 31
Larry Hagman 5
Jim Nabors 6
Memorials for recipients who died, celebrities donating at 18
death: Pat Morita, Kirby Puckett, Billy Preston, Mickey Mantle,
George Best
Miscellaneous celebrity experiences 16
Crises/scandal: West Nile, Jesica Santillan, rodents, black market, 72
transplant hospital scandal, medical tourism, tissue harvesting
Religion/spirituality 4
Scientific issues/advances
Stemcell research 12
Medical processes or advances in OD 39
General health issues related to donation 14
Health implications for recipients 9
Brain death 4
Use of older organs 3
HIV donation 2
Face transplants 39

(Continued)
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TABLE 1. Continued

Category Frequency
Ethics
Advertising for organs: billboards, websites 16
First-person consent 6
Inmates rights as donors and recipients 7
Medical Mistrust/living wills 1
Incentives for donation 20
Insurance to be on list/cost to public 5
Congressional hearings on policy/ethics/law 33
Myths: Trait transference 2
Miscellaneous 25
Total occurrences 796

were: stories about donors and recipients, awareness of organ
donation, celebrity experiences, crises or scandals involving organ
donation, religion and spirituality, scientific issues and advances, eth-
ics, congressional hearings, myths, and other miscellaneous stories.
Talk /reality programming did not focus on congressional hearings
or crises, but did contain jokes and interviews with celebrities about
their roles in shows focusing on organ donation.

Coverage of organ donation in entertainment serials did not lend
themselves to such easy categorization. These stories were often
embedded in the story line or were a major focus of the entire episode
(or multiple episodes in the case of several soap operas), and tended to
be multi-faceted in their themes. These stories tended to focus on the
major myths that people cite as reasons for not wanting to be organ
donors (see Morgan and Miller, 2002). For the purposes of this pre-
liminary study, we focused on the frequency of coverage of organ
donation on each type of show and the length of each segment in order
to highlight the ubiquity of organ donation in the media. Coding of all
of the myths presented in the story lines for each of these serials is
beyond the scope of this paper, but select examples will illustrate
the tenor of coverage and brief examples of plot lines are presented.

Our units of analysis for the content of episodes are different
according to the different types of coverage. This is simply because
stories presented in entertainment programming seldom have one
theme, are often carried over from one week’s program to the next,
and are embedded in much longer and more complex story lines.
The goal of the coding, then, was not to provide systematic analysis
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of all of the themes or storylines in entertainment serials, but to dem-
onstrate the prevalence and general nature of the storylines.
Additional analysis of the myths and portrayals of organ donation
in entertainment television during this timeframe can be found in
Morgan et al., (2007a).

RESULTS

Research question one asked about the placement (defined by fre-
quency, type of show, length of coverage) of organ donation in news
and entertainment television. The results are broken into sections dis-
cussing news coverage, reality /talk show coverage, and entertainment
media.

News Coverage of Organ Donation

Overall, we captured 796 national news segments related to organ
donation over 40 months of monitoring, an average of approximately
20 stories per month or 4.6 stories per week. Segments averaged
approximately 2% minutes each (this number is slightly inflated over
typical news segments given the inclusion of several hour long in-
depth segments on channels such as C-Span). Overall, the most com-
mon stories on news programs focused on recipients and potential
recipients, donors or donor families, or reunions between donor fam-
ilies and recipients. These accounted for approximately 42%
(n = 331) of news stories on organ donation (with approximately
25% of those stories focusing on living donation), not including stor-
ies about celebrity experiences which make up an additional 12%
(n = 92) of the stories. Almost all of the celebrity coverage focuses
on two individuals, George Lopez and Steven Cojocaru. Stories
focusing on scientific issues and advances about organ donation
account for 15% (n = 122) of the segments. A significant number
of the stories focused on crises or scandals surrounding organ
donation, including stories that focus on recipients catching rare dis-
eases from their transplanted organs, transplant surgeons manipulat-
ing the system and causing entire programs to be shut down, or
focusing on the international black market in organs. These stories
account for approximately 9% (n = 72) of the coverage of organ
donation on the news. General stories promoting awareness of organ
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donation are the next most common, accounting for approximately
8% (n = 60) of stories. Stories about other ethical issues that may
cause people to view organ donation skeptically, such as the use of
billboards or online advertising to bypass the transplant waiting list
through directed donation, accounts for another 6% (n = 50) of
the coverage. The remaining coverage focuses on medical or scientific
issues or issues related to law or policy regarding organ donation,
with much of this coverage broadcast on C-Span or C-Span2. A com-
plete breakdown of segments appears in Table 1.

Realityl Talk Show Coverage of Organ Donation

ShadowTV captured 96 stories about organ donation on reality
and talk shows over the 40 month period, averaging 2.4 times per
month. The average time organ donation was a topic per show aver-
aged approximately 12 minutes and 12 seconds. Coverage of organ
donation followed many of the same themes as presented in the news
media. Stories of donors and recipients accounted for 35% (n = 34)
of the stories with celebrity experiences accounting for another
19% (n =18). General knowledge and awareness accounted for
14% (n = 13), discussions with actors about plot lines in television
shows or movies accounted for 7% (n = 7), scientific issues and ethics
accounted for 11% (n = 11), and jokes accounted for 8% (n = 8).
The remaining 5 stories dealt with a variety of miscellaneous issues.
Overall, stories of organ donation typically focused on one individual
who had been touched by organ donation and provided an in-depth
profile of that person or their experiences, with donor, recipient, and
celebrity stories accounting for approximately half of all coverage.
Additionally, many of these stories focus on children who are in ser-
ious need or have gone through multiple organ transplantation.
Occasionally a show would have a brief mention of organ donation
(for example, when a celebrity would appear on shows like Wheel
of Fortune to play for a charity, or when a talk show host would
make a joke about donation). A complete breakdown of segments
appears in Table 2.

Entertainment Serials Featuring Organ Donation Plots or
Story Lines

Coverage of organ donation in fictionalized televisions serials and
movies was also ubiquitous, with 153 captured episodes (3.8 per
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TABLE 2. Reality/Talk Shows Categories and Frequencies 3/05/2003 —
6,/30/2006

Category Talk/Reality Shows

Recipients/potential recipients
Need organs
Got organs (adult)
Got organs (child/baby)
Family problems resulting from needing or getting an organ
Donors/donor families
Family donation (exclusive of living donation)
Living donation
General donor/donor family stories
Family problems resulting from donation
Donors and recipients
Reunions 3
Awareness
Fundraising events for organ donation
General awareness/ spokespeople: Consider 7
donation/knowledge
Celebrity experiences
Alonzo Mourning
Steven Cojocaru
George Lopez
Robert Altman
George Best
Discussions of movies/television series/interviews with actors in
movies
Religion/spirituality 1
Scientific issues/advances
Face transplants 10
Ethics
End of life discussions
Myths: Trait transference
Jokes
Miscellaneous
Total occurrences 9
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month) featuring organ donation as a major part of the plot line. An
additional 52 episodes included at least one scene that mentioned
organ donation, but where organ donation was not part of the major
plot line. Serials that had plots featuring organ donation had seg-
ments that averaged approximately 18 1/2 minutes per episode.’
While some serials made brief mention of organ donation, the
majority of serials featured organ donation as one of the major plot
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lines that was embedded throughout the episode. Almost all of these
episodes were original episodes, although there were a small number
of episodes (n = 10) that aired multiple times. Many of the shows
that aired episodes about organ donation are successful daytime or
primetime shows, regularly performing in the Nielsen Top 20 at some
point during their run. For example, for the first half of the 2006—
2007 season, shows such as CSI, Grey’s Anatomy and House finished
third, fifth, and eighteenth, respectively (retrieved January 15, 2007
from: http://tv.zap2it.com). The Law & Order franchise has run
for over 16 years, spawned two successful spin-offs, and runs episodes
multiple times daily in syndication on various cable stations. The suc-
cess of such shows not only lends credibility to the storylines featured
therein, but also attests to the audience’s interest in and engagement
with the programs’ characters. Almost without exception these and
other entertainment shows feature story lines that play into the major
myths and fears that people cite as barriers to becoming organ donors
(see Morgan et al., in press, for a content analysis of entertainment
media). For example, a recent episode of Law & Order focused on
a black market for kidney transplants, where a prominent surgeon
illegally brokered the buying and selling of organs and performed
the transplants in his hospital. A complete breakdown of televisions
shows featuring extended stories lines or brief mentions of organ
donation appears in Table 3

Research question two asked how organ donation is promoted in
the news and entertainment media. Identification of major themes
and storylines, as well as similarities and differences in the coverage
of non-fictional and fictionalized accounts of organ donation provide
the answer to this question.

News Coverage of Organ Donation

For news segments, stories come in clusters and tend to focus on
sensationalistic stories. When a big story breaks, the story will show
up on several or all monitored networks and include frequent or
repeat airings on those networks, often leading to 20 or more seg-
ments related to one story. Examples of this include a story of infant
twins who both needed hearts, a woman in France who received the
first ever face transplant, the father released from prison to donate to
his son who subsequently skipped out before donation, the transplant
of a beating heart in England, “domino” transplants, a teacher who
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donated a kidney to her student, Steven Cojocaru’s kidney trans-
plant, and a reverse transplant for a girl whose transplanted heart
was failing but still retained her original heart. These eight stories
comprise over 20% of the segments. These news stories tend to be
very one-dimensional and brief. They typically serve to heighten
awareness about one dimension of organ donation and transplan-
tation, but do not ever educate the public about misconceptions sur-
rounding organ donation. Additionally, on 24-hour news stations,
such stories are sometimes accompanied by banter between anchors,
lending a speculative and opinion-based element to the story.

Realityl Talk Show Coverage of Organ Donation

Coverage of organ donation on reality and talk shows follows very
closely the coverage on news programs. The categories are largely the
same, but talk and reality shows often go inot more depth with their
coverage. For example, while a news segment may spend 30 seconds
or a minute on a simple story of an individual needing a transplant,
a reality/talk show may spend 15 minutes on that same story.
Additionally, reality/talk show coverage of organ donation often
offers the advantage of interviews with one or more of the parties
involved in organ donation. These individuals can often provide a face
to the cause, as well as serve as grateful advocates for organ donation.
However, because these individuals were involved in only one aspect
of the transplant process, they are often misinformed on certain
aspects of organ donation and thus may unintentionally misrepresent
some elements of the organ donation process in their enthusiasm for
the cause. Thus, while the coverage of organ donation in reality or
talk shows is often more positive or detailed than in news coverage,
it often remains sensationalistic and one-dimensional to some extent.

Entertainment Serials Featuring Organ Donation Plots or
Storylines

Entertainment serials are seldom as one-dimensional. They gener-
ally contain plot lines embedded in an overall episode, or even season.
Whereas news coverage is usually finite and easy to segment, place-
ment of organ donation in entertainment television is often woven
into overarching show themes and tied to the actions of major char-
acters, making it difficult to isolate. For example, placement of organ
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donation has been as simple as a one-liner (often a joke told in poor
taste to no other end) and as prevalent as serving as a major storyline
spanning multiple episodes, as in daytime serials, where plotlines can
last as long as a month or more. As a result, we primarily focused on
capturing the programs on which the stories appeared. While full
coding of individual episodes is beyond the scope of this manuscript,
a sample of the plot lines should serve to demonstrate the general
tenor of these episodes.

A recent episode of Grey’s Anatomy featured two concurrent story
lines related to organ donation. The first plot line focused on a
woman who had been declared brain dead and was waiting to have
her organs procured. The tension in the story line revolved around
a young intern who concluded the woman was not actually brain
dead by performing a simple nervous system test (causing the
woman’s reflexes to engage) and the group of “organ harvesters”
(transplant surgeons) who insisted she would be dead by the time they
reached the operating room. Finally the young intern persuaded the
resident neurosurgeon to examine the patient, and he concluded she
had a tumor that was operable and that she would fully recover. The
organ harvesters circled, argued, and protested, but eventually left
while showing their frustration and anger.

The second story line in this episode revolved around a son and his
parents who had been in a car crash that killed the driver of the other
car. While the family initially tries to cover it up, it becomes apparent
the crash was caused by the father’s road rage (making him guilty of
murder). The rage was fueled by a fight with his wife, a wife who had
suffered long-term physical abuse at his hands. The father had pre-
vious liver damage from drinking and was on the organ transplant
waiting list. He was also severely injured in the accident and would
not survive the surgery without a transplant. There were no available
organs for transplant, and the only match was the son. The son, while
being pressured by the mother, is forced to decide on the life or death
of his abusive, murderous father whom he hates. He eventually
donates his kidney, but sets as a condition that his mother must leave
his father.

These two story lines clearly play upon many of the fears and
issues that influence people not to be donors. The public currently
voices fears that surgeons won’t try to save the lives of organ donors,
do not believe brain death is “real”” death, and often view surgeons
and transplant teams as vultures waiting to harvest their bodies.
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There is also mistrust of the organ allocation system, and issues
around the ‘“‘deservingness” of potential recipients are frequently
cited in decisions to not become a donor (Morgan et al. 2005). While
this story line is clearly inflammatory, it is by no means an anomaly
in the entertainment media.

In a second example, an episode of Law & Order begins with the
police discovery of a dead body. Upon examination of the body,
the coroner declares that the body has had an organ removed, but
that it was not the cause of death as the scar had started to heal. This
leads the detectives down an avenue of investigation where all poss-
ible kidney recipients on the transplant waiting list are suspects in
the death. Eventually they uncover a funeral director who is involved
in harvesting body parts from cadavers for sale to the scientific com-
munity, but also brokers live kidney transplants for $50,000. The
police dramatically burst into an operating room where a kidney
has just been removed, but has not been transplanted into the body
of a young black male on the verge of death. In the story, the
“National Transplant Clearing Center” says the kidney absolutely
may not be transplanted as it violates every ethical standard related
to donation, but one detective facilitates the operation so the child
may live. Implicit throughout the story line is the message that many
families on the waiting list know how to illegally obtain an organ.
However, this is currently a medial and logistical impossibility in
the U.S.

While these are only two examples, they demonstrate fairly typical
plot lines that focus on issues of black markets for organ donation,
abuse of the system by unethical doctors, an unfair allocation system,
individuals committing murder to obtain organs, and a host of other
myths that many of the general public believe have some truth to
them (see Morgan et al., 2005, Morgan et al., 2007a).

DISCUSSION

Most people, including those in the organ procurement field as well
as academic researchers in the area of organ donation, are likely to be
surprised by these findings. The public is inundated with information
about organ donation. Morgan and colleagues (2006; Morgan et al.,
2007a) have demonstrated that much of this coverage is either sensa-
tionalized or outright false. While the news media tends to focus on
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factually accurate events surrounding organ donation, the sensatio-
nalizing of crises such as the deaths of recipients due to undiagnosed
diseases carried by donors, and the manipulation of the evaluation of
potential recipients by less-than-ethical doctors promotes public fear
and mistrust of a nonetheless strictly regulated organ allocation sys-
tem. Highlighting the deaths of a few recipients because of diseased
organs plays on public fears of contagion which are probably rooted
in ancient death taboos—and thus all the more easily exploited. Simi-
larly, widely trumpeting the failure of one hospital to monitor the
activities of one transplant surgeon who manipulated the system to
obtain a liver for a patient (which resulted in the temporary suspen-
sion of the hospital’s entire transplant program) plays on public fears
that the rich receive organs before the poor, and that both the medi-
cal and organ allocation systems are not to be trusted. Of course, we
are not the first to point out that media coverage of news events is
rarely in proportion to the importance or frequency of those events
relative to larger day-to-day reality.

What is most disturbing is the patently false information appear-
ing in entertainment media. Based on the results of Morgan et al.’s
(2007a) content analysis of the myths promoted on entertainment
television, it appears that at least 90% or more of entertainment
programs featuring organ donation contain false information.
Unfortunately, most people who do work or research in the area
of organ donation believe that such representations are isolated inci-
dents. Sadly for the nearly hundred thousand people waiting for a
transplant, this could not be further from the truth. In just 40
months, 33 shows carried 153 episodes with plot lines pertaining
to organ donation, most of which, unlike the non-fictional media,
are extended and compelling narratives of people being deliberately
killed by doctors for their organs, organs being bought and sold on
the black market, and so on. Especially troubling are storylines car-
ried by Law & Order, partly because of their high frequency of false
and exploitive content (black markets for organs leading to the dis-
covery of dissected bodies in stairwells or alleys seem to be a favor-
ite plotline), and partly because of the syndication of the show
which allows these stories to be aired over and over again for years,
but also largely because of Law & Order’s well-known tagline:
“Stories Ripped from the Headlines.” And indeed, regular viewers
can attest to recognizing many plots as parallels of last month’s
news. It is no jump of logic to conclude that the average viewer
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would be likely to believe that there is, at the very least, a kernel of
truth to episodes about organ donation.

Taken together, sensationalized news coverage and exploitative
entertainment television provide a double-blow against organ
donation. It is possible, even likely, that audiences will see a news
report of a doctor who manipulates the system, and then see the same
thing happen on Law & Order or Grey's Anatomy. As a result, audi-
ences are not given an incentive to become a potential organ donor by
joining the state registry or signing a donor card. Rather, they are left
to draw the likely conclusion that the price attached to this behavior
is too high. If left to believe what is on television, one might conclude
that while organ donation is a “good thing,” the risks simply out-
weigh the benefits. While the placement of organ donation in news
and entertainment media has reached a level that brings significant
attention to the cause, the tenor and content of its promotion need
to be addressed in order to prevent the further spread of misinfor-
mation and fear.

Limitations

Timing the clips in serials running major plot lines focusing on
organ donation is a difficult task. The story lines are embedded
within the larger plot, and while it is possible to identify clips that
focus solely on organ donation, doing so misses the development of
the plot that may be relevant but fails to use the terms in our search
parameters. As such, when the episode involved a major plot line, we
included the entire show in the timing of the clips. A few examples are
included for those interested in specific segments. An episode of
Grey’s Anatomy had nine segments in one episode that accounted
for approximately 25 minutes of the show. An episode of House
had 11 segments that accounted for 22 minutes.

There are three other limitations to this study, all of which suggest
we are conservative in our report on the extent of organ donation
coverage in the media. First, because of concern that we might not
be capturing every possible story, we added a few additional terms,
such as “kidney”, to our search parameters approximately 10 months
into the study, which implies that our total number of stories may be
a conservative estimate. Second, the ShadowTV monitoring service
does not cover many cable television stations. While most news chan-
nels and major broadcast channels are covered, stations like TNT,
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USA, TBS, and HBO are not. The channels mentioned above air fre-
quent reruns of some of the most serious “offenders” of organ
donation coverage like Law & Order. The implication of this is that
we have fairly comprehensive coverage of national news program-
ming, but we have limited coverage of entertainment media. A final
limitation is the lack of inclusion of local television programming.
Monitoring of local markets by ShadowTV is limited to about a half
a dozen major metropolitan markets. Early monitoring of these local
markets revealed there were almost as many local news stories focus-
ing on donors and recipients as there were in the national media, sug-
gesting that local news may contribute substantially to overall
coverage of organ donation. The coding and reporting local market
data is beyond the scope of the paper and would produce results gen-
eralizable only to specific markets captured by ShadowTV.

Application

There are two potential areas of application suggested by the find-
ings of this research. The first deals with proactive approaches to
changing the nature of programming of organ donation. Part of
the problem has been a lack of available information made available
to media industry professionals (the “place” component of social
marketing). Organizations representing other health issues have made
expert consultants readily available (at no cost) to television writers
and producers, host regular informational events in Hollywood,
and reward programs that provide accurate prosocial content. The
organ procurement field has only recently begun to take any of these
steps,” but unfortunately, even simple steps such as including organ
donation on the Center for Disease Control’s information clearing-
house website for the media have yet to be taken. The CDC’s website
includes more than 130 other health topics, yet organ donation is not
among them. Because nature abhors a vacuum, it is not surprising
that writers and producers have “filled in the gaps” with whatever
creative (albeit destructive) storylines they believe will have the most
entertainment value. While this is not marketing to the general pub-
lic, it is essentially marketing to the marketers. This can also be sup-
plemented by grassroots pressure from recipient organizations
through organized letter writing campaigns. This type of grassroots
pressure is necessary to break the hegemonic stranglehold of negative
media coverage in entertainment media.
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Because it is likely to be a long process to get producers and writers
to change how they present organ donation, a second application
should focus around proactive media planning for those promoting
organ donation. Many of the storylines from popular entertainment
programming and much of the sensationalized news coverage of
organ donation essentially follows a pulsing strategy, with extensive
coverage for a few weeks surrounding a dramatic (and frequently
negative) story. Pulsing strategies have been shown to be effective
(Naik et al., 1998) and grassroots and other transplantation organiza-
tions should be prepared to counter their messages. Three approaches
toward countering the negative effects of sensationalized news stories
include press releases and pressuring news organizations to allow
comment by organ transplantation professionals, grassroots organiz-
ing among transplant recipients (and organized groups such as TRIO
- Transplant Recipients International Organization) to use a network
approach whereby the bring the story up in conversation and then
provide a counter point to the story, and finally, a targeted campaign
by the public education branches of organ procurement organizations
(OPO’s) that follows a similar bursting strategy that seeks to provide
a counterpoint to the damaging stories. This strategy is likely to be
more effective than many of the general awareness campaigns that
are currently conducted by OPO’s.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately this analysis should provide insight into the challenges
faced by those engaged in the social marketing of organ donation.
Organ donation makes for compelling viewing in both news and
entertainment media. The story lines tend to reflect sensationalistic
news or promote storylines that highlight fears about the organ
donation process. Those stories that are positive are generally fea-
tured in the news media and tend to be one-dimensional and thus will
do little to change specific attitudes that will lead individuals to
become donors. Additionally, the combination of compelling, embed-
ded storylines placed in highly realistic medical and medical legal dra-
mas, delivered to individuals in their own homes, combined with the
reach of entertainment television are likely to provide far more influ-
ence in individual attitudes than the often small scale campaigns run
by organ procurement professionals and academics. This appears to
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be a case where social marketing has met its match in the marketing
of organ donation for entertainment.

NOTES

1. Timing the clips in serials running major plot lines focusing on organ donation is a dif-
ficult task. The story lines are embedded in the larger story, and while it is possible to identify
clips that focus solely on organ donation, doing so misses the development of the plot that may
be relevant but fails to use the terms in our search parameters. As such, when the episode
involved a major plot line, we included the entire show in the timing of the clips (45 minutes
for one hour programs and 22 minutes for 30 minute programs). For those interested in specific
segments, though, we are including a few examples of the number of segments and times for
several different sitcoms. An episode of Grey’s Grey’s Anatomy, for example, had nine seg-
ments in one episode that accounted for approximately 25 minutes of the show. One episode
of House had 11 segments that accounted for 22 minutes. Killer Instinct had nine segments that
accounted for over 31 minutes. And Crossing Jordan had four segments that accounted for just
over 13 minutes of the episode. The exception to this rule is soap operas. Soap operas consist-
ently run ongoing storylines focusing on organ donation. However, given the format of soap
operas (that they run multiple discrete story lines) it is possible to isolate story lines focusing
on organ donation without having to count the entire episode.

2. The Division of Transplantation and the CDC have recently engaged the services of Hol-
lywood, Health, and Society, a consulting firm affiliated with the Annenberg School of Com-
munication at the University of Southern California, to work with writers and producers to
create more accurate storylines.
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