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Abstract

The use of social media is an important strategy to raise public awareness about blood donation, especially 

in the lockdown during the ongoing COVID-19 scenario. The pandemic has caused a sizeable shortage of 

blood donations across the country. WhatsApp is an important communication tool with many unique 

features. We analysed the use of WhatsApp for donor mobilization during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

results of the study were encouraging with 31.65% donors responding to the WhatsApp message and 

donated blood. Females exhibited a higher degree of response rate (42.25%) as compared to males 

(25.62%). Further quantitative and exploratory research studies are needed to see the impact of WhatsApp 

in the retention of these donors.

INTRODUCTION

Social media such as Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, WhatsApp, Instagram, Telegram, YouTube, among 

others, strongly affect our daily life. During the last decade, the potential use of social media has increased 

in the healthcare industry. A study has shown that up to 70% of social media users are below the age of 30 

years,[1] highlighting the fact that it can be used for many different purposes including the donor 

mobilization campaigns. The ever-growing social media industry brings new angles to the issue of blood 

donation. 

Research has already assessed the impact of social media for blood donation purposes including the 

Facebook,[2] short message service (SMS),[3] interventions combining SMS with audio calls,[4] the A
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assessment of mobile apps,[5] and more recently, the successful use of WhatsApp for recruitment and 

retention of donors.[6]  Over the years, the WhatsApp, an application software from Facebook, Inc., with 

over 2 billion users,[7]  has become one of the most commonly used social media across the globe. The 

WhatsApp has a massive market reach owing to its distinctive features including free downloading, free 

instant messaging service, voice calling, video calling, and group calls (both video and voice), provided an 

internet connection is available. By contrast, telephone calls or sending bulk emails are costly and time-

consuming.

The recruitment and retention of blood donors is a global challenge. Blood is a scarce human resource and 

demand for blood is ever increasing while donations are reducing even in high-income countries like the 

USA.[8] In low-income countries, such as Pakistan, this problem is worsened by the fact that the country has 

a fragmented demand-driven blood system with a heavy reliance on family replacement donors (~82%) 

rather than the voluntary blood donors which makes only minute contribution of 18% in the annual blood 

collection of 2.7 million.[9] This scenario is largely attributed to a lack of education and awareness about the 

need for safe blood and the myths and misconceptions,[10,11] associated with the blood donation. 

During the current COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing lockdown in the country, the blood supply chain has 

been dismantled and the pandemic has resulted in a shortage of blood available for patients.[12] This 

scenario coupled with the budgetary issues for donor mobilization campaigns makes the quest for voluntary 

donations a challenge for the sector. This prompted a low low-cost strategy to cope with the potential blood 

shortages. Besides, traditional communication strategies such as campaigns and advertisements have 

proven to sensitize the general public to donate blood but do not always convert this intention into 

behavior.[13] The objective of the present study was to analyze the effectiveness of sending text messages 

and videos by WhatsApp in an attempt to increase the numbers of blood donations amid the COVID-19 

crisis.

METHODOLOGY

We conducted this cross-sectional study at the Department of Pathology and Transfusion Medicine, 

Divisional Headquarters (DHQ) Teaching Hospital, Mirpur, Azad Jammu Kashmir, Pakistan. The study 

was approved by the ethical committee in the DHQ Teaching Hospital, Mirpur (No. 8174/MS/2020). The 

average number of monthly blood donations in the hospital blood banks is ~ 600. However, as a 

consequence of the lockdown, the number of blood units collected in the month of March was only 298 

despite no decrease in the need for blood at the hospital. To mitigate this unprecedented scenario, the 

surgeries (planned before the lockdown) were reviewed by the hospital transfusion committee headed by 

the hospital administrator (Medical Superintendent), and all elective ones were canceled hence lowering the 

burden on blood bank. Besides, the directive issued by the Government to enforce the lockdown included A
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the closure of the Out Patient Department (OPD) of the hospitals. Therefore less number of forthcoming 

patients for admissions except for emergencies.

As the academic institutions have been closed, there was no opportunity to conduct blood camps that have 

proven successful in any disaster situations in the past. The blood bank management had over the past few 

years regularly organized blood donation awareness seminars in the colleges and universities within the 

city. These sessions always had a registration of blood donors where they pledged to become a blood donor 

and their blood group and mobile number registered. Hence, the record of potential donors was available 

and a WhatsApp group was created with the available mobile numbers of 1,248 individuals. During the last 

week of March 2020, three different types of motivational messages and four videos were sent through the 

WhatsApp group on alternate days to 1,248 potential donors registered with the hospital blood bank. These 

1,248 potential donors comprised of 63.78% (n=796) males and 36.22% (n=452) females. The age range 

was 18 to 33 years. 

The motivational messages and videos have been developed by the national safe blood transfusion 

programme (www.sbtp.gov.pk) in Urdu language for in-country donor mobilization campaigns. The text 

content of the three messages (translated into English) is as follows: (1) Donate blood and save three lives - 

visit DHQ hospital blood bank and give the gift of life; (2) Blood donation is good for your health and hope 

of life for others - visit DHQ hospital blood bank and donate blood; (3) Whoever saved one life will be as if 

he had saved the whole mankind (The Quran 5:32).

The reception desk was instructed to inquire from all forthcoming donors if they are visiting in response to 

the messages received through WhatsApp and note it down.  

RESULTS

From April’s second week onwards, an overwhelming response was witnessed and during the course of 

next four weeks, a total of 701 donors had donated blood which is above the monthly average donations 

(116.83%). Thank you messages were sent by the same channel to all donors who visited the blood bank. 

The results showed that 56.34% (395/701) donors had donated only after they had received the WhatsApp 

message by the blood bank showing a response rate of 31.65% (395/1,248). Out of these 395 donors, 

48.35% (n=191) were females indicating a higher response rate (42.25%, 191/452) when compared with 

males (25.62%, 204/796). The age range of the ‘WhatsApp donors group’ was 18 to 32 years with a mean 

age of 24.2 years. The majority (51.89%) of these donors were first time donors while the remaining 

(48.11%) had donated at least once in the last year. 

From the remaining 43.66% (n=306) blood donors who visited without receiving a WhatsApp message, 

28.53% (n=200) belonged to the ‘replacement’ category and donated for their friends and families admitted 

in the hospital. The age range of this group was 21 to 45 years with a mean age of 34.1 years. One hundred A
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and six (15.12%) donors were voluntary donors internally motivated by factors such as Facebook appeals 

by individual patients’ attendants, announcements in mosques and the high burden of thalassaemia patients 

in the city and adjoining areas. The age range of this group was 19 to 35 years with a mean age of 22.3 

years. 

All donors were provided with broachers and pamphlets having frequently asked questions and altruistic 

and religious messages about blood donation. 

DISCUSSION

The study highlighted the fact that WhatsApp plays a substantial role in terms of recruitment for blood 

donors. Our results indicated that a significant percentage of blood donors 31.65% (n=395) practically 

responded to messages and videos shared through the WhatsApp group to 1,248 individuals. The 

encouraging element was the high percentage of female donors responding to the appeal, which is 

significant because according to national statistics, less than 5% of females donate blood.[9] Earlier studies 

have highlighted a set of belief systems prevalent in the society which steer the process of female 

donations.[10, 11] To understand the existing levels of knowledge and awareness regarding blood donation in 

both males and females, a nationwide KAP survey has been conducted by the national safe blood 

transfusion programme.[14] The study generated some interesting results and identified possible causes of 

gender discrepancy in blood donations. The findings informed a public awareness campaign which is yet to 

be launched addressing the issue of female donations as one of the core target areas, among others. This 

intervention would strive to reduce prejudices, misconceptions and to lower the barriers erected by the 

gatekeepers of family, community and society.

The present study qualifies WhatsApp as a valuable tool to recruit young donor population for blood 

donation purposes. Also, the outcomes of this research highlighted that the popularity of WhatsApp is key 

to ensure the effectiveness of any campaign targeted at the promotion of blood donations in the country. A 

survey from Saudi Arabia on the use of social media in the donation process showed that WhatsApp was 

the preferred platform to communicate about the process of blood donation.[15] Further studies will be 

needed to assess the effectiveness of WhatsApp as a key tool for the retention of these voluntary blood 

donors. 
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