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Donate Your Brain, Save a Buck
Hard times are making tissue donation more appealing

By Gary Stix
January 2011 Issue
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The Great Recession changed the way many people live—and its repercussions appear to be altering how some people choose to die.
At least two prominent tissue banks have seen an increase in the number of individuals who are interested in donating their bodies to research in exchange for a break in funeral costs.
The Banner Sun Health Research Institute near Phoenix typically receives some 1,000 inquiries every year about making donations. That number has increased by 15 percent since the beginning of the recession in 2008, and a waiting list for donors has lengthened. “People have less valuation in their 401Ks, and on top of that their home values started to take a hit, so they started to look at alternative ways [of making death arrangements],” says Brian Browne, a spokesperson for the institute, which uses the donated tissue for research on Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease, among other disorders. Savings from forgoing cremation costs can range between $1,000 and $1,500.
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The Anatomy Gifts Registry, a nonprofit in Glen Burnie, Md., that supplies tissue for medical research, has seen donor calls increase from 150 to 250 a month to as many as 400. “People are turning to this option because of the high cost of funerals,” says Brent Bardsley, the registry’s executive vice president, who also attributes the uptick to the downturn. Bardsley has even talked to undertakers trying to help desperate families unable to afford the full costs of a funeral. A small savings on last arrangements could translate into a valuable contribution for science.
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Gary Stix, Scientific American's neuroscience and psychology editor, commissions, edits and reports on emerging advances and technologies that have propelled brain science to the forefront of the biological sciences. Developments chronicled in dozens of cover stories, feature articles and news stories, document groundbreaking neuroimaging techniques that reveal what happens in the brain while you are immersed in thought; the arrival of brain implants that alleviate mood disorders like depression; lab-made brains; psychological resilience; meditation; the intricacies of sleep; the new era for psychedelic drugs and artificial intelligence and growing insights leading to an understanding of our conscious selves. Before taking over the neuroscience beat, Stix, as Scientific American's special projects editor, oversaw the magazine's annual single-topic special issues, conceiving of and producing issues on Einstein, Darwin, climate change, nanotechnology and the nature of time. The issue he edited on time won a National Magazine Award. Besides mind and brain coverage, Stix has edited or written cover stories on Wall Street quants, building the world's tallest building, Olympic training methods, molecular electronics, what makes us human and the things you should and should not eat. Stix started a monthly column, Working Knowledge, that gave the reader a peek at the design and function of common technologies, from polygraph machines to Velcro. It eventually became the magazine's Graphic Science column. He also initiated a column on patents and intellectual property and another on the genesis of the ingenious ideas underlying new technologies in fields like electronics and biotechnology. Stix is the author with his wife, Miriam Lacob, of a technology primer called Who Gives a Gigabyte: A Survival Guide to the Technologically Perplexed (John Wiley & Sons, 1999).
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