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ABSTRACT 
Background: Media campaigns aimed at increasing non-living organ 
donors for transplantation have demonstrated increasing intention to 
donate in their target population, but their effectiveness for increasing 
donation rates is not clear. The largest broadcasting corporation in Chile 
conducted a one-year national mass media campaign (2016-2017) 
intended to decrease familial refusal to donation. It included prime time 
TV coverages, advertising with well-known personalities, web, radio, and 
social media content. In 2016 Chile reached an organ donation rate of 7.9 
donors per million population (pmp) and 50% familial refusal; and in 
2017, 10 pmp, and 46% familial refusal.  
Methods: We used a quasi-experimental design of interrupted time series 
to analyze the effect of the campaign over organ donation figures, 
between 2016 and 2017 and between the year before and during the 
campaign, using ANOVA. 
Results: For familial refusal we found no statistically significant difference 
between 2016-17, yearly (p=0,16), per semester (p=0,28), nor quarterly 
(p=0,54). Same happened when comparing the period of the campaign 
(year p=0,17, semester p=0,62, quarter p=0,39). Nonetheless, we found 
significant differences in organ donors for both yearly periods (p<0,01; 
p=0,01). Semiannually, we found significant differences just comparing 
calendar years (p=0,048), but not campaign years (p=0,09). We found 
no significant differences in the quarterly analyses (p=0,16; p=0,15). 
Conclusions: Even though familial refusal did not change, organ donors 
increased. This, because more potential donors reached the donation 
request stage of the procurement process, which may have been due to 
more detection and referral, or better care of patients. Both things are 
healthcare professionals’ (HCP) responsibility, so maybe the campaign 
sensitized these professionals, but not its target population. Considering 
that the campaign had a cost of USD$ 10-20 million, media campaigns 
are attractive in the short run, but they are unsustainable and ineffective 
in the long run. Looking for other interventions, like those targeting 
healthcare professionals should be explored. 
Keywords: Organ donation, mass media campaign, Familial refusal to 
donation 
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Introduction 

Organ transplantation, specifically kidney and liver 
transplantation, is widely regarded as the best treatment 
for end stage organ disease 1. Nonetheless, the number 
of people waiting for an organ transplant greatly 
exceeds the number of available organ donors, which is 
a limitation for accessing an organ transplant 2. Some 
consequences are growing waiting lists all over the world, 
and a high probability of dying while waiting for a 
suitable organ 3,4. These are characteristics of an 
imperfect market; where demand exceeds supply, so 
there is always an unmet demand proportion 5. The 
problem lies in the fact that this unmet demand involves 
human lives.  
 
The “never ending question” to this problem has always 
been “how to increase supply”. More modern approaches 
are focusing on harvesting artificial organs 6, or 
harvesting organs from other species, such as genetically 
modified pigs, which is called xenotransplantation 7. But 
as such innovations are still too expensive to be 
implemented, more traditional approaches must be 
considered under the question “how to increase the 
number of organ donors” 8.  
 
The most typical ways different countries have targeted 
this question is by sensitizing the population towards the 
willingness of becoming an organ donor. Some of the 
paths taken have been trying to educate the population 
regarding organ donation, appeal to generosity, 
improve or change the legal framework, or use 
communication campaigns for encouraging organ 
donation and improving the trust in the procurement and 
allocation systems 9. 
 
It is common to find experts arguing that educating the 
population should be effective for improving their 
attitude towards donation, or even for increasing 
effective donation rates 10. Indeed, there have been 
experiences demonstrating that mass media campaigns 
are effective at increasing intention to donate in their 
target population 11–13, but their effectiveness for 
increasing donation rates is not as clear 14. 
 
Even more, some experts had suggested that the problem 
may arise from an inadequate narrative explaining the 
connection between procurement and transplantation 
activities 9, and that social media could be used to 
address this narrative 9,15. However, the actual empirical 
results contradict this hypothesis 16. One possible 
explanation could be that the messages that are typically 
more salient for these types of campaigns, are not the 
most effective for increasing awareness and intention to 
donate, which makes this approach even harder to target 
effectively 17. Nonetheless, and despite that evidence, 
there are still some Chilean experts convinced that 
massive campaigns to encourage organ donation 
broadcasted on TV, radio, newspapers, and social 
media, could be efficient 9 and the clue to success. 
 
In Chile, the national organ donation rate has been 
historically low - less than 10 donors per million 
population (pmp) - which has been frequently explained 
by high rates of familial refusal towards donation - which 
approaches 50% -, and less frequently by low number 

of possible organ donors entering procurement follow-up 
process inside hospitals 18. 
 
Between 2016 and 2017 a private mass media company 
in Chile designed, financed, and implemented a national 
campaign aimed at sensitizing the population towards 
donation, increasing intention to donate, decreasing 
familial refusal, and thus increasing organ donation rates. 
This was a natural experiment to study the effect of such 
a campaign in a country with low organ donation rates. 
 
Our aim is to study the effect of this campaign and 
complement a previous article that explained organ 
donation rates observed the year of the campaign using 
incomplete information 18. In this manuscript, we obtained 
all the data and analyzed the actual monthly organ 
donation rate, possible organ donor identification rate, 
and familial refusal rate in order to deeply understand 
the effect of the massive mass media campaign on organ 
donation figures. 
 

Methods  
In October 2016, the leading national TV station (with an 
annual TV rating of 34% in comparison to 2.5 - 21.8% 
from competitors, and a national daily average of TV 
consumption of 3.75 hours 19) began a year-long mass 
media campaign aimed at reducing familial refusal rates 
and increasing organ donation rates using five main 
communicational tools: 
1. In-depth coverage, promos, and live reporting with 

well-known local TV personalities, all broadcast in 
prime-time TV. 

2. Creation of an online registry to document 
individuals’ will to donate their organs in case of 
brain death, an initiative that was also led by well-
known local TV celebrities.  

3. A dedicated web site to repeat the TV promos and 
live broadcasts mentioned above, promoted by 
social media (Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter). 

4. Radio advertising and short communications. 
5. Alliances with major enterprises in the country to 

promote organ donation within the company and to 
register their employees in the registry. 

 
This TV station is part of a very large private 
communication holding in Chile, and its target population 
are the middle and lower social classes, which are also 
users of the public health insurance, where most organ 
donors come from. Specifically, this campaign targeted 
the general population with the objectives of encouraging 
families to talk about organ donation, sign a consent to 
become an organ donor, and decrease the familial 
refusal rate towards donation. In total, the campaign 
enrolled more than 200,000 people by “signing” an 
online form with their willingness to become an organ 
donor 20. 
 
During 2016, the year where the campaign was 
implemented, Chile reached 7.9 donors pmp and 51% of 
familial refusal rate. The year after the campaign, 2017, 
those respective figures improved to10 donors pmp and 
46% of familial refusal rate 21. This improvement 
prompted the TV station 22 and, surprisingly, the national 
health authorities 23 to attribute such results to the mass 
media campaign. 
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In order to evaluate these claims we used a quasi-
experimental design with an interrupted time series 
model. We took the monthly national figures of the 
number of actual organ donors, the number of potential 
organ donors, and the corresponding familial refusal 
rates from the National Procurement and Transplantation 
Coordination, the official bureau that organizes and 
coordinates all procurement and transplantation activities 
in Chile. 
 

We analyzed those time series to see whether the TV 
campaign met its objectives to sensitize the population in 
order to decrease refusal to donate or not. For that 
purpose, we compared the data in two ways:  
1. Comparing the year before the campaign started 

with the year while the campaign was on air.  

2. Comparing 2016 and 2017 as a whole: since the 
campaign ran through most of 2017 and only 
through a fraction of 2016, comparing the national 
figures is of interest to assess the impact of the 
campaign. 

 
Statistical analyses (Shapiro-Wilk and ANOVA tests) 
were carried out using Stata 13. 
 

Results 
We started by visually analyzing the data. Figure 1 
shows monthly figures of familial refusal ratio for the 
studied period, highlighting the duration of the campaign. 
We observe a large variation between observations and 
apparent lower observations during the campaign. 

 

 
Figure 1: Familial Refusal towards Organ Donation from October 2015 to December 2017, including the historical 

mean of the ratio (51%) 
 

Figure 2 shows the number of potential and effective 
organ donors for the studied period with the aim of 

comparing the evolution of both statistics in the figure, 
and visually comparing it to figure 1.  

 
Figure 2: Potential and Effective Organ Donors from October 2015 to December 2017. 
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When comparing familial refusal rates between 2016 
and 2017, we found no statistically significant 
differences between years (52% vs 45%; p=0,16), 
semesters (52% vs 48% vs 41% and 48%; p=0,28), nor 
quarters (48% vs 59% vs 44% vs 52% vs 40% vs 42% 
vs 47% vs 50%; p=0,54). When doing so between the 
12-month period before and after the campaign, we 
found no significant differences either (years p=0,17, 
semesters p=0,62, quarters p=0,39). 
 
Nevertheless, when we compared number of organ 
donors for both type of periods, we did find significant 
differences between 2016 and 2017 for the year-long 
period (10.67 vs 14.67 in mean) and for the semester-
long periods (10.67 vs 10.67 vs 14.33 vs 15.0; 
p=0,048;), as well as for the year-long period before 
and after the campaign (p<0,01; p=0,01). But we found 
no differences between the semester-long periods before 
and after the campaign (p=0,09), nor in quarter-long 
periods for both comparisons (10.0 vs 11.33 vs 9.33 vs 
12.0 vs 12.0 vs 16.67 vs 15.33 vs 14.67; p=0,16; 
p=0,15). 
 
In terms of potential organ donors, shown as gray columns 
in Figure 2, it appears that the period between October 
2016 to September 2017 has taller columns compared 
to the previous year. In fact, from October 2015 to 
September 2016 there were 316 potential donors 
compared to 363 during the next year-long period 
(p=0,045). 
 

Discussion 
There are plenty of very good examples on the 
effectiveness of advertisement and marketing campaigns 
in communications, sociology, and economic spheres 24. 
The success of these examples has become a strong 
incentive to replicate their formula to incentivize organ 
donation, and thus improve organ donation rates, 
particularly in countries with lower rates, as the Chilean 
case. 
 
Indeed, the analyzed campaign was very successful, 
winning two journalism awards as the “best advertising 
campaign of the year” 25,26, and was recognised for its 
quality by advertising and marketing peers. The 
campaign focused on sensitizing the public towards organ 
donation through the promotion of conversation between 
family members about their willingness to become an 
organ donor. But the conversion of willingness to donate 
to actual donation is not direct, and our results show that. 
If we consider that the aim of the campaign was to 
increase organ donation by lowering familial refusal to 
donation (as it promoted families to know each other's 
will), our findings show that the campaign did not reach 
its objectives. Our results show that the campaign was 
unable to modify the overall numbers of familial refusal, 
so the observed change in organ donation rate may be 
explained by other factors. This fact was not noticed by 
the TV station, which even considered repeating the 
campaign during 2018 “due to its success” 27 . 
Nonetheless, the real numbers “worsened” that year 28. 
 
When we observe changes in organ donation rates, they 
must come from two big sources. Whether a change in 
familial refusal, or a change in the number of potential 

donors that reach the stage of the procurement process 
of organ donation communication with the family. An 
interesting finding of this study is that both the number of 
potential and actual donors increased during the 
campaign (for both types of periods studied). Suggesting 
that an increase in potential donors, and not a decrease 
in familial refusal, explains the raise in organ donation. 
Which may come from either a boost in identification and 
referral of potential organ donors, an improvement in 
their management and maintenance, or both. Or in other 
words, the procurement process may have been more 
effective during the time when the mass media campaign 
was on air. A hypothesis to this phenomenon could be that 
the campaign effectively and specifically sensitized 
healthcare workers and hospital staff, making them more 
aware of how they contribute to the procurement process. 
But to be fair, there are other possible explanations, such 
as the effect of a new policy implemented that same 
year, that established an indicator of potential organ 
donor referral on the Balance Scorecard of all hospitals 
(personal information).  
 
People and experts believe that the press has a major 
role in encouraging organ donation and maintaining 
public confidence in the procurement system 29. But every 
mass media campaign, especially niche campaigns such 
as one to promote organ donation, must compete with 
retail, sports, and several other products for the attention 
of “consumers” or the campaign’s target audience 30. In 
that sense, the efficacy of mass media campaigns is 
correlated to their costs, the higher the cost, the larger the 
chance it will reach its target population. The cost of a 
nationally covered campaign is very high, meaning that 
the incremental cost of obtaining a single additional 
donor is also high, questioning the affordability of the 
method. For example, the cost of this campaign was 
estimated by its executive producer to have been 
US$10-20 million (personal communication). If we are 
optimistic and consider that every extra donor during the 
period of the campaign was a consequence of it, the 
marginal cost of every incremental organ donor had an 
approximated cost of US$400,000-500,000, equivalent 
to the annual budget of the National Procurement and 
Transplant Coordination in those years. To provide 
another contrast, in Chile the cost of any incremental 
donor due to traditional efforts is calculated to be 
US$140,000 the first year (logarithmically decreasing 
the following years) 31. 
 
The high costs of the mass media campaign are not 
expected to decrease. Moreover, marketing experience 
shows that in general, advertising prices increase while 
consumers’ attention diverges, making it harder to reach 
the target population through traditional means 32. 
 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, even though mass media campaigns aimed 
at increasing organ donation can be attractive in the short 
term, they are unaffordable and ineffective in the long 
run. In order to increase organ donation rates, it is 
imperative to search for innovative strategies that target 
the other part of the equation: potential donors. Since 
trying to reduce familial refusal rate is not an effective 
nor affordable alternative, and that the only possible 
effect of the campaign was sensitizing healthcare 
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LcCsGb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PCjduv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vHvTEt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9568jq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Vdtrde
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Sfuq7l
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KoMNNI


Mass media campaigns sensitize but fail to increase actual organ donation rate 

© 2024 European Society of Medicine 5 

workers, we consider that targeting those healthcare 
workers is the real clue to success. There are several ways 
to do so, like providing incentives or education. But an 
attractive strategy to explore could be using high 
standard tools like those derived from information 
technologies, because they have the potential of 
educating and incentivizing healthcare workers in organ 
donation, at the same time they make the procurement 
process more efficient. 
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