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Can text messages save lives? A field experiment on blood donor
motivation
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BACKGROUND: Continuous effort around the globe is
exerted into donor management, with the overall aim of
keeping a constant flow of new donations. To achieve
this goal, blood banks and blood donor associations are
taking initiatives to get the same donor to make repeated
donations. In general, such initiatives are implemented
without proper evaluation. This study circumvents this
trend and evaluates the effect on donations from sending
blood donors a text message when their donation has
helped a patient.
METHODS AND MATERIALS: In a large-scale field
experiment (n = 20,365), we randomized donors such
that half are sent a text message when their donation
was used. Among those who were randomized to the
text message, we also randomized the time of day the
text message was sent.
RESULTS: The messages increased subsequent
donations by 3.6% (p = 0.023), compared with donors
who did not get the message. It was also shown that
optimizing the time of day when the text messages were
sent increased the effect substantially. Text messages
sent in the evening increased donations by 6.5%
(p = 0.011). Finally, it was found that, among whole
blood donors, the text messages did not have a
significant effect (p = 0.554), whereas it did among the
plasma donors (p = 0.003).
CONCLUSION: Several blood banks have adopted the
strategy of sending blood donors a text message that
acknowledges that donors’ contributions helped a
patient. This study is the first to formally test the effects
of such a message with a control group.

I
n many countries, blood is supplied by healthy adults
participating in voluntary donation programs.1 Even
though many citizens are willing to participate in
these programs, it is a challenge for blood banks to

recruit and keep donors active and motivated. How to meet
this challenge has been the focus of recent research.1–10

Despite the obvious importance of this challenge, the exis-
ting evidence about what is important to recruit donors and
keep them active is originating from self-reported survey
answers and hence lacking clear documentation of actual
influence on behavior. One exception is the prominent
debate on whether paying donors for their donations is a
good way to increase donations.1 While the evidence sug-
gests that paying for blood donations is an effective
strategy,8,9 there are potential pitfalls. The payment can
backfire and actually reduce the desired behavior, in partic-
ular if the behavior was initially motivated by an intrinsic
desire to help.11,12 Another concern is that a payment might
attract donors who pose a higher risk of transfusion-
transmitted infection,13 thereby jeopardizing the quality and
safety of the transfusion blood supply. Furthermore, there
may be ethical, legal, and financial reasons as to why volun-
tary unpaid blood donation programs are preferred in most
countries.14

From the 1Department of Food and Resource Economics,

University of Copenhagen, Frederiksberg; 2Bro Kommunikation,

Esplanaden; 3Copenhagen Hospital Biobank Unit, Department of

Clinical Immunology, Copenhagen University Hospital, and the
4The Danish Blood Donor Association, Region Copenhagen,

(GivBlod), Copenhagen, Denmark.

Address reprint requests to: Toke Fosgaard, Department of

Food and Resource Economics, University of Copenhagen,

Rolighedsvej 23, 1958 Frederiksberg C, Denmark; e-mail: tf@ifro.

ku.dk.

Funding for this study was provided by the Danish Blood

Donor Association.

Received for publication May 9, 2019; revision received

November 19, 2019, and accepted November 19, 2019.

doi:10.1111/trf.15633

© 2019 AABB

TRANSFUSION 2020;60;460–465

460 TRANSFUSION Volume 60, March 2020

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0659-5490
mailto:tf@ifro.ku.dk
mailto:tf@ifro.ku.dk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Ftrf.15633&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-12-14


Our aim was to suggest a nonfinancial approach to
donor management and test its practical implication in a
controlled behavioral experiment. Specifically, our idea was
to send blood donors a text message when their donation
helped a patient. If the text message is unimportant to the
blood donors, it should not have an effect on their donation
behavior; on other hand, if donors attach value to the text
message, it could increase the donors’ utility and possibly
lead to increased donation behavior. Furthermore, to learn
more about how to optimize the use of such messages, we
also randomize the time of day the message is sent.

The adoption of text messages being sent to donors
when their blood is used is already implemented in other
blood banks, including blood banks in Australia (Brisbane
and New South Wales), Denmark (South Jutland), Ireland,
Sweden (Dalarna and Stockholm), and the United Kingdom.
In these locations, however, the effect of implementing the
messages was not measured by comparing behavior in a
clearly identified treatment group to a control group. We
contribute with the lacking knowledge.

There are many potential channels through which the
text message might work. One could be that blood donors
are motivated by impure altruistic preferences,15–17 imply-
ing that the donors derive utility from knowing that a per-
son in need is being helped, but also from being the one
who is providing the help. The mechanism of impure
altruism is well documented in controlled laboratory
choice settings18,19 and has been identified as an impor-
tant motivation for blood donors.7,15,16 Another channel
through which the text messages might work is as a simple
reinforcement or reminder of the important of being
donor or that the blood donations work effectively.
Reminding is in general known as effective in changing
behavior,20 and also documented as effective among
blood donors.21 Third, evoked feelings, such as pride and
contempt, might be driving the effect of the text message.
This potential channel is supported by previous research
documenting the importance of emotional states for
prosocial behavior.22

STATISTICS

To estimate the effect of the text message on donation fre-
quency, we study all donors whose prior blood donations
were used during our 3-month experiment. Of these
donors, we compare the behavior of the half who were
randomly sent the text message (treatment group) with the
half who were not sent the message (control group). More
specifically, the total number of donations made by the
treatment group, from the point where the text message
was sent, is compared with the total number of donations
made by the control group, from the point where they
would have been sent a text message had they been in the
treatment group.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

We ran a large-scale natural field experiment among blood
donors from the blood banks of the Copenhagen Region in
Denmark (the greater Copenhagen area). The experiment
was initiated October 4, 2017, and ran for a 3-month period.
We randomized the donors so that some were sent a text
message when their blood donation had helped a patient,
while the others were not. If the experiment had been run-
ning for a longer period, the measured effects might have
been greater because the deferral period that blood donors
must adhere to reduce the period where donors actually
can react to an increase in motivation.

The text message read (translated from Danish):
“Thanks [first name]. The blood you donated on the [Date]
just helped a patient. Best regards, The Blood Bank/Give
Blood.” Give Blood is the name of the blood donor associa-
tion. If a plasma donor was randomly selected to be sent a
text message, the wording was modified (translated) as fol-
lows: “Thank you [first name]! The plasma that you donated
on [Date] has just been forwarded for the further develop-
ment of medicine for Danish patients in need. Best regards,
The Blood Bank-GiveBlood.”

Motivated by the literature on how mood and cognitive
processing varies over the course of the day23–25 and by the
acknowledgment that timing of behavioral interventions is
critical,26 we randomly varied the time of day the text mes-
sage was sent (morning, lunchtime, afternoon, or evening).
We expected that the text message would be more effective
if it was sent at a time when the recipient had time to read
and reflect over the message immediately. For this reason,
we expected that messages sent before and after normal
work hours would be more effective.27

We were interested in measuring the effect of the text
message on behavior in terms of making new, or canceling
existing, appointments. New appointments are important
for maintaining the flow of blood donations, and cancella-
tions are interesting because they help avoid a situation
where people do not show up for an appointment. We also
measured the effect on actual donations. Donating was the
direct outcome behavior we aimed to affect, and it was,
therefore, the most important variable.

Given that our hypotheses are one-sided, we evaluated
the results by comparing donations using one-sided t tests.
The confidence intervals reported in the text and shown in
the figures are 90% confidence intervals, where the lower
bound corresponds to the one-sided test we apply.

Participants

In the period January 1, 2015, to September 4, 2017, the
blood donor corps in the capital region consisted of approx-
imately 61,500 people who had given blood at least once in
the period. We conducted our experiment on the existing
corps of donors from September 4, 2017, until December
4, 2017. In this period, we randomized donors so that some

Volume 60, March 2020 TRANSFUSION 461

SMS: YOUR DONATION JUST HELPED A PATIENT



were sent a feedback text message when the first blood
component of a previous donation of theirs was issued by
the blood bank, while the others did not.

We used the randomly generated identification
(ID) number to assign donors to either the text message
treatment or the control group without the text message.
More precisely, those who had an ID number that ended in
50 or higher were assigned to the treatment group. Within
the treatment group, we also used the ID number to ran-
domize donors into time slots for sending the text message.
For ID numbers ending in numbers between 50 and 62, the
text message was sent in the morning (8:03 AM); for ID num-
bers ending in numbers between 63 and 75, the message
was sent at lunchtime (11:17 AM); for ID numbers ending in
numbers between 76 and 87, it was sent in the afternoon
(3:47 PM), while for ID numbers ending in numbers higher
than 87, the message was sent in the evening (7:23 PM).

Experimental details

The donors were automatically enrolled in the experiment
but could easily opt out of receiving the text messages after
the first message had been sent by contacting the blood
banks or the blood donor association. During the experi-
ment, a vague explanation of the project was made available
on the donor association’s Web site in an inconspicuous
location. Essentially, the explanation stated that text mes-
sages would be sent out but that the project was in a test
phase, which meant that not all donors would receive a text
message.

Data collection and approvals

The experiment was approved by the Institutional Review
Board at the University of Copenhagen (No. 504-0021/
17-5000). All data were collected by the blood banks using
donor ID and donation identifiers. The data used for analyzing
the project do not contain donor IDs or donation IDs and are,
therefore, anonymous, which means they cannot be used to
identify the individual donors. The analytical data set was con-
structed by combining several files. First, we identified all cases
in the experiment period where a donation had been issued by
the blood banks (n = 20.365). We counted only the first issu-
ance, even though a whole blood donation contains three
components that can leave the bank separately. This procedure
mimics the triggers behind the text message. For each dona-
tion, a text message was sent only the first time a blood com-
ponent from a donation was used. Our main data set for the
experiment contains all events of first issuing per donation dur-
ing the experiment. For one-half of the events, a text message
was sent to the donor, while the other one-half did not. For
the sake of simplicity, we keep only one donation per donor,
even though some, in particular plasma donors, who are
allowed to donate every month can show up several times in
the data set. The resulting data set represented our base
data set.

Structure of data sets

We combined the base data set with a booking data set and
donation data set to identify our variables of interest. To
count the donations, we combined the base data set with all
donations that were made from the beginning of the experi-
ment until April 13, 2018. Donations enter the data set if
they were made after at least one component of a donation
was issued. To count new appointments and cancellations,
we added booking data to the base data set. The recordings
in the booking data set are not time stamped, so we used
changes to the list of booking recordings at different times
to identify new and canceled bookings. The list of booking
data was extracted on September 30, 2017; October
23, 2017; and December 4, 2017. For the purpose of our
analysis, we considered only new bookings and cancella-
tions made after the point where a component of a dona-
tion was issued. For the treatment group, the issuing
triggered the text message being sent out; for the control
group, it did not.

In practice, all donors give the blood banks their cell
phone numbers because the blood banks send text
reminders a day before an appointment.

RESULTS

In the experiment, we find that those who were sent the text
message increased the number of subsequent donations by
3.6% (confidence interval [CI], 1.5%-5,8%; p = 0.023). We
also found that the effectiveness of the text messages varied
depending on when they were sent during the day. The
morning, lunchtime, and afternoon messages had smaller
and insignificant positive effects on donations (morning,
2.5%, CI, −1.9%-6.9%, p = 0.190; lunch, 2.6%, CI, −1.5%-
6,7%, p = 0.174; afternoon, 2.9%, CI, –1.5%-7.3%, p = 0.158),
while the evening text message had a much stronger and
significant effect (6.5%; CI, 2.1%-10.8%; p = 0.011; see Fig. 1).
In the experiment period, seven donors (0.0007%) asked not
to receive the text message.

To understand how the text messages affect the deci-
sion to donate again, we also explored what happens before
a donation is made. We found that sending the text message
increased the frequency of making future appointments to
make donations by 5.6% (CI, 3.1%-8,0%; p = 0.003) and the
frequency of canceling appointments by 16.0% (CI, 9.1%-
22.9%; p = 0.002), which might reflect that the text message
influenced donors to reschedule future appointments. This
is supported by the fact that the average time between
donations tends to be shorter for those who were sent the
text message (1.2% shorter; CI, 0.3%-2.1%; p = 0.055).

To investigate this heterogeneity, we divide our sample
in half (at the median) with one-half comprising those who
had made the most historical donations and the other one-
half comprising those who had made the fewest historical
donations, measured over approximately 3 years before the
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experiment. New donors who had no donation history before
the experiment were analyzed as a third group (new donors
constitute 8.6% of the sample). We find that frequent donors
are positively affected by the message (3.5%; CI, 1.1%-
6,0%; p = 0.044), while infrequent donors (0.5%; CI,
−3.9%-5.0%; p = 0.444) and new donors (−3.2%; CI,
−10.7-4.3%; p = 0.696) are not (see Fig. 2). Thus, the main
effect of the text message was that it led to an increase in
donations made by donors who were already donating
frequently.

To shed even more light on the heterogeneous effects
of the text messages, we investigated how they affect differ-
ent types of donation. The default situation is that donors
do a whole blood donation (84.7% of all blood donors). The
text message had no significant effect on the whole blood

donors (−0.2%; CI, –2.0%-1.6%; p = 0.554), but it had a
highly significant treatment effect on the plasma donors
(8.2%; CI, 4.7%-11.7%; p = 0.003). It should be noted, how-
ever, that the later effect might also reflect the shorter defer-
ral period of the plasma donors.

DISCUSSION

In this paper, we propose that a text message be sent to
blood donors when their donation has helped a patient. We
tested this nonfinancial approach to promote blood dona-
tions in a controlled behavioral experiment. Our results
show that the text message had a positive effect. However,
an important question is whether the effect of the text

Fig. 1. The effect of being sent the text message on subsequent donation behavior. The graph shows the normalized effect of being sent the

text message relative to the group of donors whose donation was used, but who were not sent a text message. The green bar shows the main

effect of sending the text message, whereas the blue bars show the effect of sending the text message at a particular time of the day, compared

to not sending the text message at all. The test probability resulting from a one-sided t test that compares the donation behavior of those who

were sent the text messages with those who were not is shown above each bar. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Fig. 2. The effect of the text message across the different donation histories. Historical donation frequency before the experiment was

used to divide our population into “Frequent” and “Infrequent” donors. Those who entered the donor pool during the experiment are

labeled “new donor.” [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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message is large enough to warrant acting upon. At first
glance, a 3.6% increase in donations might not seem
impressive, but if you consider that this means that every
time 100 automatically generated text messages are sent,
three to four more donations are made, the potential
becomes obvious. The cost of sending automatically gener-
ated text messages is very low, while the benefits derived
from extra donations are substantial. Therefore, sending the
text messages is a highly cost-effective way of promoting
donations. Furthermore, we found that the use of the text
messages can be optimized. For example, we found that
sending out the messages in the evening results in an
increase of 6.5% in donations. Once the experiment was
completed, the blood banks and the blood donor associa-
tion were so pleased with the experience during the experi-
ment that use of a text message was rolled out to all donors,
while they were still able to opt out if they did not want to
continue to receive the text messages.

Our findings show a great potential for increasing
blood donations, but they are also a source of optimism for
other alternative interventions, for example, actively
announcing the kind act of making a blood donation to
others via, for example, social media. We would like to point
out that the feedback text message that we identified as
important for blood donation may be relevant for many
other altruistic behaviors, such as charity donations and vol-
untary community work.

An important message from our study is that the effect
of the acknowledging text message is heterogeneous. Het-
erogeneous effects of behavioral interventions is well known
in other choice domains.28,29 For example, with regard to
exercising, it has been found that the introduction of incen-
tives works primarily on those who are not already exercis-
ing.29 We also expected to observe heterogeneity in the
effect of the text message. Previous research has found that
frequent donors are more motivated than less frequent
donors.30 Given this and the fact that the text message is
supposed to reinforce motivation, we expected a greater
reaction from the, presumably, more motivated frequent
donors. In accordance with this, we did find that the text
message works primarily for those who are more motivated.
Both being among the most frequent donors and being a
plasma donor, which is presumably associated with a higher
degree of motivation, is associated with a stronger effect of
the text message. Among the plasma donors, another reason
for the stronger effect of the text messages could be that
their donation is used for fractionation, and as a result, they
may be more unsure of the direct patient benefit of their
donation. It seems that reminding plasma donors of the use
of their donation is more effective in inducing a warm glow
feeling and subsequent active donation.

The stronger effect of the text message, which we
observed for the evening, we expect to be a result of the
donors’ time resources. In the evening, most people have
more time to pay attention to private arrangements such as

blood donation, which implies that the likelihood that the
donors can react by making a new appointment when
receiving the messages, is expected to be higher.

CONFLICT OF INTERESTS

The authors have disclosed no conflicts of interest.

REFERENCES

1. Slonim R, Wang C, Garbarino E. The market for blood. J Econ

Perspect 2014;28:177-96.

2. Yuan S, Hoffman M, Lu Q, et al. Motivating factors and deter-

rents for blood donation among donors at a university

campus-based collection center. Transfusion 2011;51:2438-44.

3. Bednall TC, Bove LL. Donating blood: a meta-analytic review

of self-reported motivators and deterrents. Transfus Med Rev

2011;25:317-34.

4. Finck R, Ziman A, Hoffman M, et al. Motivating factors and

potential deterrents to blood donation in high school aged

blood donors. J Blood Transfus 2016;2016:1-8.

5. Oswalt R. A review of blood donor motivation and recruitment.

Transfusion 1977;17:123-35.

6. Piersma TW, Bekkers R, Klinkenberg EF, et al. Individual, con-

textual and network characteristics of blood donors and non-

donors: a systematic review of recent literature. Blood Transfus

2017;15:382-97.

7. Ferguson E, Taylor M, Keatley D, et al. Blood donors’ helping

behavior is driven by warm glow: more evidence for the blood

donor benevolence hypothesis. Transfusion 2012;52:2189-200.

8. Lacetera N, Macis M, Slonim R. Will there be blood? Incentives

and displacement effects in pro-social behavior. Am Econ J

Econ Policy 2012;4:186-23.

9. Lacetera N, Macis M, Slonim R. Economic rewards to motivate

blood donations. Science 2013;340:927-8.

10. Shehu E, Langmaack AC, Felchle E, et al. Profiling donors of

blood, money, and time: a simultaneous comparison of the

German population. Nonprofit Manag Leadersh 2015;25:

269-95.

11. Deci EL, Koestner R, Ryan RM. A meta-analytic review of

experiments examining the effects of extrinsic rewards on

intrinsic motivation. Psychol Bull 1999;125:627-68.

12. Gneezy U, Rustichini A. Pay enough or don’t pay at all. Q J

Econ 2000;115:791-810.

13. Eastlund T. Monetary blood donation incentives and the risk of

transfusion-transmitted infection. Transfusion 1998;38:874-82.

14. World Health Organization and International Federation of

Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. Towards 100% voluntary

blood donation: a global framework for action. World Health

2010. https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/44359.

15. Evans R, Ferguson E. Defining and measuring blood donor

altruism: a theoretical approach from biology, economics and

psychology. Vox Sang 2014;106:118-26.

16. Wildman J, Hollingsworth B. Blood donation and the nature of

altruism. J Health Econ 2009;28:492-503.

464 TRANSFUSION Volume 60, March 2020

FOSGAARD ET AL.

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/44359


17. Andreoni J. Impure altruism and donations to public goods: a

theory of warm-glow giving. Econ J 1990;100:464-77.

18. Crumpler H, Grossman PJ. An experimental test of warm glow

giving. J Public Econ 2008;92:1011-21.

19. Imas A. Working for the warm glow: on the benefits and limits

of prosocial incentives. J Public Econ 2014;114:14-8.

20. Altmann S, Traxler C. Nudges at the dentist. Eur Econ Rev

2014;72:19-38.

21. McDowell I, Newell C, Rosser W. A randomized trial of com-

puterized reminders for blood pressure screening in primary

care. Med Care 1989;27:297-305.

22. Batson CD, Duncan BD, Ackerman P, et al. Is empathic emo-

tion a source of altruistic motivation? J Pers Soc Psychol 1981;

40:290-302.

23. Egloff B, Tausch A, Kohlmann CW, et al. Relationships between

time of day, day of the week, and positive mood: exploring the

role of the mood measure. Motiv Emot 1995;19:99-110.

24. Boksem MA, Meijman TF, Lorist MM. Effects of mental fatigue

on attention: an ERP study. Cogn Brain Res 2005;25:107-16.

25. Sievertsen HH, Gino F, Piovesan M. Cognitive fatigue influ-

ences students’ performance on standardized tests. Proc Natl

Acad Sci U S A 2016;113:2621-4.

26. Shu LL, Mazar N, Gino F, et al. Signing at the beginning makes

ethics salient and decreases dishonest self-reports in compari-

son to signing at the end. Proc Natl Acad Sci 2012;109:

15197-200.

27. Greenblatt E. Work/life balance: wisdom or whining. Organ

Dyn 2002;31:177-93.

28. Shang J, Croson R. A field experiment in charitable

contribution: the impact of social information on the

voluntary provision of public goods. Econ J 2009;119:

1422-39.

29. Gneezy U, Charness G. Incentives to exercise. Econometrica

2009;77:909-31.

30. Wevers A, Wigboldus DH, van Baaren R, et al. Return behavior

of occasional and multigallon blood donors: the role of theory

of planned behavior, self-identity, and organizational variables.

Transfusion 2014;54:805-13.

Volume 60, March 2020 TRANSFUSION 465

SMS: YOUR DONATION JUST HELPED A PATIENT


	 Can text messages save lives? A field experiment on blood donor motivation
	STATISTICS
	METHODS AND MATERIALS
	Participants
	Experimental details
	Data collection and approvals
	Structure of data sets

	RESULTS
	DISCUSSION
	CONFLICT OF INTERESTS

	REFERENCES


