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Blood donation is a crucial component of healthcare systems, saving millions of
lives globally. The World Health Organization (WHO) stresses the need for a safe
and sustainable blood supply, strengthened by voluntary, non-remunerated
blood donations. Despite widespread awareness of its benefits, the demand for
blood often exceeds supply, posing a continuous challenge. This narrative review
examines the psychological factors influencing blood donation behaviour,
including motivators and barriers, and offers strategies to enhance donor
participation. Key psychological theories, such as the Theory of Planned
Behaviour, Health Belief Model, and Prosocial Behaviour Theory, help explain
donors' motivations and the psychological barriers they encounter, such as fear,
misinformation, and lack of convenience. Cultural and social norms, particularly
in regions like Pakistan, play a significant role in shaping donation behaviour,
where religious values and familial ties encourage donation. Strategies for
promoting blood donation include addressing fears through reassurance,
leveraging social recognition, and tailoring campaigns to demographic groups.
Targeted interventions, such as behavioural nudges, reminders, and positive
reinforcement, can help convert occasional donors into regular ones.
Additionally, a positive post-donation experience reinforces future donation
behaviour. During humanitarian emergencies and disasters, increased donor
participation is driven by a sense of urgency and responsibility, highlighting the
need for sustained engagement strategies. Integrating psychological insights into
public health approaches can bridge the gap between blood demand and supply,
encouraging a culture of regular, voluntary donation to support healthcare needs
worldwide.
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Introduction

statistics indicated a demand of 304 million units of blood
(each unit measuring 200 ml), while the available supply

The World Health Organization (WHOQO) has recently
emphasized the critical need for a safe and sustainable
blood supply worldwide to enhance the efficient
implementation of health services and programmes.l A
key safety component is the collection of blood from
voluntary non-remunerated blood donors. Blood donation
plays a critical role in healthcare systems worldwide, as
donated blood saves millions of lives every year?
However, the global demand for blood often exceeds
supply, creating an ongoing challenge.® In 2017, global

was only 272 million units, highlighting a considerable
shortfall. It was estimated that over 61% of the 195
countries worldwide faced shortagesin blood supply.* The
science behind blood donation is constantly evolving,
incorporating advances in biotechnology, molecular
biology, and immunology to improve safety, efficiency,
and availability, ultimately supporting life-saving
transfusions worldwide.> Psychological factors are key in
influencing donor behaviour, both in encouraging and
discouraging people from donating blood.® This narrative
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review explores the psychological determinants,
motivators, deterrents, and interventions aimed at
promoting voluntary blood donations. The goal is to offer
a comprehensive understanding of the psychological
processes that shape donor behaviour and how these
insights can be utilized to increase donation rates.

Psychological Theories of
Blood Donation

Several psychologicalmodels help explain the motivations
and barriers associated with blood donation. Key theories
include:

1. Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB): Theory of
Planned Behaviour’ suggests that an individual’s intention
to donate blood is influenced by three components:

a. Attitudes: The belief that blood donation is beneficial
(for both the recipient and society).

b. Subjective Norms: Perceived social pressure from
family, friends, or community to donate.

c. Perceived Behavioural Control: Confidence in one's
ability to donate successfully.8

This theory emphasizes that positive attitudes and social
norms alone may not guarantee blood donation unless
individuals feel capable of donating.

2. Health Belief Model (HBM): This model explains that
a person’s decision to donate blood is based on perceived
benefits (e.g., saving lives) versus perceived barriers (e.g.,
fear of needles or health risks). It also factorsin cues to
action, such as reminders from organizations or peer
influence.®

3. Altruism and Prosocial Behaviour Theory: Altruism
playsa significant role in voluntary blood donation. Many
donors are motivated by the desire to help others without
expecting any reward. Prosocial behaviour theory suggests
that individuals derive personal satisfaction from doing
good deeds, which reinforces future donation behaviourl?

Motivators for Blood
Donation

Understanding why people donate blood is essential for
designing effective interventions. Several psychological
motivators have been identified:

a. Altruistic Motivation: Research indicates that the
primary motivator for many blood donors is altruism.!
Individuals who perceive blood donation as a way to
contribute to the well-being of others are more likely to
donate regularly.1?

b. Social Recognition and Approval: Many donors are
driven by social recognition or a sense of belonging to a
community.!® Blood donation campaigns that highlight
social rewards (e.g., public acknowledgment, certificates)
tend to have higher participation rates.

c. Emotional and Psychological Benefits: Donors often
report a sense of personal fulfillment, pride, and
satisfaction after donating blood.?#15 This emotional
reinforcement can encourage repeat donations.16

d. Religious and Cultural Beliefs: In some cultures,
blood donation is seen as a moral or religious duty.”
Campaigns that align donation drive with religious or
cultural values have successfully increased donor
participation in certain communities.1® For example, a
study from Iran proved thatreligious beliefs are the second
most frequent motivation factor for blood donation.®

Psychological Barriers to
Blood Donation

Despite the recognized benefits, several psychological
barriers prevent individuals from donating blood:

a. Fear and Anxiety: Fear of needle, pain, weakness, or
fainting are among the common psychological barriers.20
Pre-donation anxiety can deter first-time donors or those
with prior negative experiences.?!

b. Misinformation and Myths: Some individuals avoid
donatingdue to misconceptions, such asbelieving thatthe
process is harmful or weakens the donor’s health.2
Misunderstandings about eligibility criteria (doubting
one’s eligibility to donate) also discourage potential
donors.23

c. Lack of Time or Convenience: Many people expressa
willingness to donate but cite time constraints24 or lack of
convenient donation centres as barriers, the latter is
especially true for females.2> This demonstrates the
importance of logistical considerations in psychological
decision-making.

Strategies to Promote Blood
Donation: Insights from
Psychology

Psychological principles can be employed to address the
global blood shortage crisis. With demand consistently
outpacing supply, understanding the behavioural drivers
and barriers related to blood donation becomes essential.
Evidence-based psychological strategies are needed to
encourage voluntary blood donations, from enhancing
donor motivation and trust to leveraging social influence
and altruism. Hence, psychological insights can guide
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interventions to encourage more people to donate blood.
Successful strategies include:

a. Addressing Fear and Anxiety: Interventions such as
relaxation techniques, reassurance from medical staff, or
providing detailed information about the procedure help
reduce anxiety. Creating a welcoming and supportive
environment for first-time donors is also essential.2

b. Behavioural Nudges and Reminders: Sending regular
reminders through text messages, WhatsApp, Facebook,
emails, or phone calls increases donation rates.?
Behavioural nudges, such as using motivational language
or setting default appointments, encourage participation.
c. Social Norm Campaigns: Campaigns emphasizing
social norms can increase donations by showcasing how
common and valued the behaviour is within
communities.?® Phrases like “Join thousands of others in
saving lives” tap into social conformity principles.

d. Incentivizing Donations: While altruism is a major
driver, small incentives such as refreshments, branded
merchandise, or recognition certificates can motivate
donors, particularly first-timers.30

e. Targeted Campaigns Based on Demographics:
Psychological ~ research  suggests that different
demographic groups (e.g., youth, women, or minorities)
respond to different types of messages. Tailoring
campaigns to specific groups based on their values and
preferences improves outcomes.3! For example, to
encourage female blood donors, the Government of
Pakistan appointed acclaimed Pakistani filmmaker and
double Oscar winner, Ms. Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy, asthe
‘Honorary Ambassador for Blood Safety.” Meanwhile, to
engage younger donors, the National Health Ministry’s
Safe Blood Transfusion Programme partnered with
internationalfootball star Cristiano Ronaldo to introduce a
culture of voluntary blood donation in Pakistan.32

Regular versus Occasional
Donors

Research reveals significant psychological differences
between regular and occasional donors:

a. Regular donors are often more altruistic and feel a
greater sense of personal responsibility. They also report
higher levels of satisfaction from the act of donation and
are more likely to have experienced positive
reinforcement.33

b. Occasional donors are more likely to donate in
response to specific events (e.g., natural disasters, family
members in need of blood) or external cues such as
reminders.3* They may need additional encouragement
and positive reinforcement to become regular donors.35

Understanding these differences is crucial for designing
targeted interventions aimed at converting occasional
donors into regular ones.

Psychology in Post-Donation
Behaviour

The psychological experience following blood donation
also influences future behaviour. If donors have positive
post-donation experience, they are more likely to donate
again.38 Key factors include:

a. Positive Feedback: Thank-you messages and post-
donation  acknowledgments  reinforce prosocial
behaviour.3”

b. Peer Influence: Sharing donation experienceson social
media increasesthe visibility of behaviourand encourages
others to participate.

c. Handling Adverse Reactions: Ensuring that donors
receive prompt care and support afterany adverse reaction
prevents negative associations with the experience.38

Psychological Approaches in
Disasters and Humanitarian
Emergencies

Psychology can effectively enhance blood donations
during times of crisis (e.g., pandemics ornaturaldisasters).
In emergencies, traditional methods of blood collection
may be insufficient as the need for blood often escalates,
while potential donors may face heightened anxiety,
uncertainty, and logistical challenges.3® Psychology plays
a critical role in explaining this behaviour, as individuals
feel a heightened sense of responsibility and urgency
during crises. Psychological approachesplay apivotalrole
in not only mobilizing new donors but also encouraging
repeat donations by fostering a sense of collective
responsibility and urgency. Techniques such as targeted
messaging that appeals to social norms, narratives
emphasizing community heroism, and reducing donor
anxiety through clear communication and reassurance can
enhance participation. Further, understanding the
motivations behind altruistic behaviour allows for the
creation of campaigns that align with people’s values,
promoting sustained and reliable blood donations during
critical times.*®However, sustaining donation rates beyond
the immediate crisis period is a challenge. Keeping donors
psychologically engaged requires strategic follow-up
efforts. By highlighting the ongoing need forblood and the
impact of their donations, organizations can encourage a
habit of regular donation.*!
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Blood Donation Psychology
in Pakistan

In Pakistan, with a population of 240 million, around 2.7
million units of blood are collected each year, yet only
18% are from voluntary non-remunerated donors, despite
60% of the population being under 29.42 Therefore,
increasing voluntary blood donations is crucial to
maintaining a sufficient and sustainable blood supply,
particularly by encouraging first-time donors. The
psychological dynamics of blood donation in Pakistan
reflect a blend of cultural, religious, and social factors.
Altruism is deeply rooted in societal values, often driven
by Islamic teachings, where acts of charity and saving lives
are emphasized. Many individuals donate blood to fulfill
religious obligations, especially during events such as
Ramadan or Ashura, where the spirit of giving is
heightened. Additionally, family and community ties play
a significant role; people are more likely to donate blood
forfamily or friends in need, underscoring the influence of
social norms and familial obligations in motivating
donations.*3

Blood donation is a vital practice that can save lives, and
our society has an important role in encouraging it,
especially among the youth. We can start at home by
motivating family membersto consider blood donation as
a meaningful contribution to the community. Schools
should also educate children about its significance, helping
them understand the impact of their contributions. By
promotion this culture of giving, we empower young
people to engage in blood donation, ultimately benefiting
society asa whole. Together, we can create a community
that values and prioritizes this essential act of generosity.

However, psychological barriers such as fear,
misinformation, and lack of awareness about voluntary
donation limit participation.** Myths around health risks,
coupled with a fearof needles or physical weakness post-
donation, discourage many potential donors. Moreover,
there is a significant reliance on replacement donors -
those who donate for specific patients - rather than a
culture of voluntary, regular donations.#546 Psychological
interventions such as awareness campaigns, social media
drives, and collaborations with religious institutions can
help promote positive attitudes toward regular blood
donation. Creating supportive donation environmentsand
addressing fears through targeted messages are essential
strategies for increasing voluntary blood donationsacross
Pakistan.

Conclusion

Psychology provides valuable insights into the
motivations and barriers associated with blood donation.
While altruism and prosocial behaviour drive many
donors, factors such as fear, misinformation, and lack of
self-efficacy deterothers. Effective interventions based on
psychological principles can help address these barriers
and encourage more people to donate regularly.
Campaigns that use behavioural nudges, social nom
messaging, and targeted interventions tailored to
demographic groups are more likely to succeed. Moreover,
creating a positive post-donation experience and engaging
donors during crises ensure long-term participation. By
integrating psychological insights into public health
strategies, healthcare organizations can bridge the gap
between the demand forand supply of blood, ultimately
saving more lives.
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