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References
Xenotransplantation Risk

Method

Speci�cation 
9.2. Health Risks 
 
Textbook 
Chapter 4 
Chapter 7 pages 96-97

More information on 
xenotransplantation can 
be found in the activity 
�Is xenotranplantion 
ethically acceptable?�
http://www.scpub.
org/resources/medical-
ethics,3,MO,AC.html

Aims 

The aims of this activity are:
     Students should have some understanding that:
     Å the beneþts and risks of adopting a new technology will be
        distributed unevenly among different groups in society.
     Å  more research may be needed to make responsible decisions  
        about new technologies.
     Å  ignorance is inherent in even the most well understood 
        technological options.

Plan 

1)  Introduction  (10 minutes)
2)  Gradient of argument activity  (5 -10 minutes)
3)  Role play  (20 minutes and 45 minutes)
4)  Conclusion  (15 minutes)

1)   Introduction
        Introduce some key aspects of risk that will come up in the role- 
        play. Risk can be thought of as an expression of the likelihood of  
        harm being caused by a particular option. Point out that not only 
        risks but also beneþts can be uncertain. Draw studentsõ attention  
        to different kinds of risk that may affect different groups, and get  
        them to think about uncertainty and ignorance.

         Ask them to think of the different groups affected by risks from:
        Å  mobile phones
        •  car use
        Å  electricity generated by: coal; nuclear; wind.

        Introduce the idea of voluntary versus involuntary risks, using the  
        examples of hang-gliding and work-place exposure to asbestos.

2)   Argument gradient
        Get students to line up in order of how ready they would be to  
        receive a pigõs kidney in a transplant operation. Encourage them 
        to discuss with their neighbours in the line and þnd out their  
        personal opinions of xenotransplantation.

3)   Role play
        Introduce scenario (stress that this is only a hypothetical  
        situation), give out Xenotransplantation role play sheet, and  
        groupõs ôperspectiveõ for the activity.

4)   Conclude
        Emphasise the governmentõs role in balancing risks and beneþts 
        of new technologies among groups in society.

Some basics of role play 
� timing and structure 
It is important when using 
role play to include each 
of the following elements 
unless there is a VERY good 
reason not to. You must make 
very clear to the students 
where the transition points 
are so that they know when 
they are supposed to be 
acting in role and when they 
are themselves. Role play is 
a very good way to explore 
other viewpoints but it can 
be dif�cult for students if 
others associate attitudes 
or behaviour in role with 
their own opinions.
If you are asking students 
to act in an unfamiliar 
way or follow an initially 
alien line of thought and 
behaviour it is important to 
ease in to the situation. If 
students are following an 
emotional line in role it 
can take a little time to 
bring themselves back. 
�  preparation 
�  set up (transition into 
   role) 
�  action in role 
�  return (transition out of  
   role) 
�  debrief 
Debrie�ng is a (usually 
structured) way of 
recalling/rehearsing and 
consolidating what has been 
learnt in the experience of 
the role play.
As a general rule of thumb 
set up should be at least as 
long as the action in role. 
Transitions need time. Allow 
at least four or �ve times 
the length of time in role 
for debrie�ng.
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Xenotransplantation Role play
You are a government advisory committee whose job it is to advise the Secretary of State for Health 
on applications to hold clinical trials of xenotransplantation. As this is a new and controversial area of 
medical research the government has set up a committee that contains a wide range of perspectives. On 
this committee there are representatives of surgeons involved with xenotransplantation; patient groups; 
public heath experts; animal welfare campaigners; and ofþcials from the Department of Health.

You have just received an application from a hospital in Birmingham that wants to start a clinical trial 
transplanting a genetically modiþed pigõs kidney into very seriously ill humans. It is stressed that patients 
are very ill and will probably die in a matter of months whether or not they receive the transplant. The 
purpose of the surgery is to þnd out if the human body will accept the pigõs kidney. The hospital will 
provide counselling to the patients and will consult the patients and their families before getting informed 
consent from the patient to take part in the trials. After the operation the patients will be monitored closely 
for infections transmitted from the pigõs kidney.

The committee must come up with a list of the major risks of allowing this application to be approved. The 
list of risks supplied to the Secretary of State will include: 

      1.	 the risk
      2.	 who is affected by the risk
      3.	 how certain the risk is
      4.	 what more information is required
      5.	 how the risk can be reduced or managed.

You will now be split into þve groups. As a small group you must think about what your perspective on 
the issue of xenotransplantation trials will be. Come up with a list of the three major risks of the clinical 
trial, ranked in order of seriousness starting with the most serious risk.

After spending 30 minutes in small groups the committee will come together. We will write up on a ÿip 
chart the main three (or so) risks from each group. Then as a committee we will try to prioritise the major 
risks and beneþts and come to a recommendation for the Secretary of State.

Student Sheets

Xenotransplantation Risk
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Student Sheets

Group perspectives for role play
Xenotransplantation Risk

Group 1: Surgeons

You are involved with Xenotransplantion research, 
but not the trials under discussion. You are trained in 
transplant surgery and most of your work is human 
kidney transplant operations. You are worried that 
there are not enough human kidneys to meet the 
demand. You think that if xenotransplantation can 
be made to work then the quality of life of future 
patients will be vastly improved.

Group 2: Patient Groups

You are very keen to support any medical research 
that might result in improved treatments. You are 
supportive of xenotransplantation clinical trial, 
although you are concerned about the rights of the 
patients in these experimental procedures.

Group 3: Public Heath Experts

You are concerned about the risks to the population 
at large from infections transmitted from the pigõs 
organ to the patient. The patient will be taking drugs 
to suppress the immune system making infection 
more likely. It is then possible that the infected 
patient will be able to pass the infection on to other 
humans.

Group 4: Animal Welfare 
Campaigners

You are concerned about the welfare of the pigs 
used in the clinical trials. You are worried about 
the ethical issues of genetically modifying pigs for 
human uses. You think that other options should be 
used to provided kidneys for transplantation such as 
encouraging more organ donation.

Group 5: Ofþcials from the 
Department of Health

You are keen to see a clear decision reached. You 
want to balance the beneþts to the individual 
patients with the risks to public health from new 
infections. In addition you want to encourage 
medical research in British hospitals. You think 
that if this research goes ahead it will be good for 
British science and the British biotech industry.


