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Abstract
The explosive success of TikTok is one of a long list of phenomena that are transforming audiovisual relationships, crea-
tion, and consumption (Gómez-García; Vicent-Ibáñez, 2022). At the same time, social networks are demonstrating a 
capacity for outreach, awareness, and activism through innovative narratives that impact the audience. Therefore, we 
ask if and how, in addition to entertaining and being a place to find the latest trends, TikTok can help promote health 
activism linked to blood donation –an act of social responsibility– the collection of which has been in sharp decline for 
years (Carter et al., 2011; Huis-in ‘t-Veld et al., 2019). Through multimodal discourse analysis (Kress, 2012), we deter-
mine the characteristics, significance, and communicative resources of the tiktoks that the platform grouped under the 
hashtag #donasangre [#DonateBlood], ultimately comparing them with the perception and relationship that a large 
group of young university students expressed in focus groups. Among the results, we highlight how content on TikTok 
is reinterpreted and appropriated, as well as the false myths perpetuated among young people that keep them from 
donating and reinforce the importance of health institutions taking an active role in the online conversation and integra-
ting narrative innovation into their content creation dynamics. Qualitative analysis of comments (6,215) revealed that 
there is an audience that “comes together” (Juris, 2012) and whose members reaffirm their status as donors and whose 
experience tempers the idea of donating being stressful and scary.
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1. Introduction
Social networks are a powerful channel for the dissemination of important content (Gutiérrez-Lozano; Cuartero, 2020; 
Mannell; Ahmad; Ahmad, 2018; Syrdal; Briggs, 2018); their dynamics have been able to turn each user, either indivi-
dually or corporately, into a valuable driver of thoughts, lifestyles, or information, thereby challenging the dominance 
of traditional media (Dubovi; Tabak, 2021; Vandenbosch; Eggermont, 2016; Campos-Freire et al., 2016). In addition to 
inevitably losing control of the message through its exposure to the social audience’s comments, reinterpretation, and 
criticism (Zulli; Zulli, 2020), the current information ecosystem is faced with the phenomenon of disinformation (Semi-
nario-Córdova, 2021; Gisondi et al., 2022), which encompasses both the spread of malicious information or infoxication 
–an instigator of hate speech– (Azzimonti; Fernandes, 2023; Porroche-Escudero, 2017) and a lack of cited sources for 
a topic. 

Altruistic blood donation has a limited media presence (Bomfim-de-Souza; Santoro-Domingo, 2020), especially consi-
dering the vital role it plays in any public health system (WHO, 2022). The fact that blood cannot be manufactured and 
that it expires and the variety of applications for it in an increasingly longer-living population make hemoderivatives a 
valuable asset, dependent upon the sense of responsibility and civic-mindedness of citizens (Eser et al., 2010). Healthca-
re organizations have addressed this concern mainly by launching massive communication campaigns (Weidmann et al., 
2022). However, the emergence of platforms such as TikTok, the sixth most important social network globally (Hootsuite; 
We are Social, 2022), which is popular with very young age groups (IAB, 2022), has forced institutions to adapt and in-
novate content with the aim of capturing the attention of this age group (Waheed et al., 2020; Yuan et al., 2016), which 
is especially valuable because it is a potential asset when it comes to both donating and communicating the altruistic 
values and responsibility that define this act (Padilla-Garrido et al., 2021; Rael et al., 2021).

Health is increasingly socially valuable. It is understood as not just the absence of disease but a state of complete phy-
sical, mental, and social well-being (Francis, 2021; Rojas-Rajs; Jarillo-Soto, 2013). Health communication concerns how 
the recipient can take action, either by developing a new healthy habit or by eliminating an established harmful habit 
(Martínez-Beleño; Sosa-Gómez, 2016). And despite the features that digital media offers for carrying out health acti-
vism, these tools are underutilized by healthcare organizations (Sobowale et al., 2020; Strauck-Franco; Guillén-Arruda, 
2017).

With this in mind, the main objective of this research is to analyze the narratives about altruistic blood donation cons-
tructed on TikTok, a social network on which entertainment, ephemeral attention (Navarro-Robles; Vázquez-Barrio, 
2020), and trivial topics (Olivares-García; Méndez-Majuelos, 2020) reign, but which has shown a great capacity for 
raising awareness (Hautea et al., 2021) and disseminating information (Martínez-Sanz; Buitrago; Martín-García, 2023). 
Secondarily, we hope to:

O1. Identify the narrative innovation aimed at mobilization that has been developed on TikTok.

O2. Analyze the conversation generated on TikTok around the topic and verify the audiovisuals’ mobilizing effect.

O3. Explore young people’s stance on altruistic blood donation and compare it with the stories uploaded to Tik-
Tok.

In addition, several research questions are posed to help further explore the topic. They are as follows:

Q1: What is the purpose of posting videos about blood donation on TikTok? 

Q2: What communicative resources do content creators use on tiktoks about blood donation to mobilize the 
audience; do they combat the myths associated with this practice?

Q3: Does the audience show a commitment to action through their comments? 

Ultimately, we hope that the knowledge derived from this study will improve institutional health communication focu-
sed on the importance of being a blood donor, pointing out digital narrative innovations that further the mobilization 
and perceptions of the target audience. With all this in mind, we hope to demonstrate TikTok’s capacity to raise aware-
ness of and promote healthy and humanitarian lifestyles.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1. Social media health activism: giving blood to give life
The concept of health has evolved extensively in recent decades, taking on the idea of not only the absence of disease 
but also the development of a state of physical, mental, and social well-being (WHO, 1986). In this sense, health com-
munication focuses its efforts on promoting the adoption of healthy lifestyles by increasing public knowledge, helping 
people learn health skills, spreading the word about the benefits of behavioral change, and refuting myths and miscon-
ceptions (Francis, 2021; Rojas-Rajs; Jarillo-Soto, 2013). 

The misinformation provided in the health field is the result of either the unintentional propagation of erroneous con-
tent or the premeditated dissemination of intentionally misleading messages (Salaverría, 2021). Social networks have 
created an information ecosystem full of data mixed with opinions and often unverified claims. Thus, public health today 
is faced with the challenge of curbing and disproving false, inaccurate, or incomplete news (Seminar-Córdova, 2021; 
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Porroche-Escudero, 2017). This situation is exacerbated 
by health agencies’ segregation of information, posing 
a challenge for their institutional communication, given 
that they must redouble their efforts to inform, prevent, 
and motivate effectively in the interest of collective heal-
th. 

It is possible to approach the experience of health communication using an informational model –already outdated– that 
is aimed at the adoption of content that inspires action through messages that come mainly from authorized sources, 
physicians, and health institutions, and the extensive use of the mass media, or using a relational model (Veron, 1996) 
that involves recognizing that messages are reinterpreted, whereby discourses and meanings have a greater capacity 
to be heard, read, or perceived. Social networks, which play an important role in the social production of meaning, are 
technological mediations that construct social relationships (Arribas-Urrutia; Islas-Carmona; Gutiérrez-Cortés, 2019). 

In the Internet, social movements have found an excellent channel for their exposure and collaborative strategies, tur-
ning cyberspace into an interactive, collaborative, and participatory space (Sola-Morales; Zurbano-Berenguer, 2020). 
The objective of digital activism, which offers the user a new way to live out digital citizenship, is communicating, pro-
moting, and defending social, political, or cultural causes, among others, in the digital environment (Candón-Mena; 
Benítez-Eyzaguirre, 2016). It is worth remembering that health professionals are not the only ones who can play a key 
role in the process of social change in health –the various stakeholders who produce meaning, capable of having a great 
impact on society, can, as well (Mannell; Ahmad; Ahmad, 2018).

Social networks have been particularly active during the recent Covid-19 health crisis, creating such dissimilar effects as 
providing misinformation (Gisondi et al., 2022), raising awareness (Hautea et al., 2021), or promoting activities beneficial 
to health (Martínez-Sanz; Buitrago; Martín-García, 2023). Consequently, health activism aims at a social transformation 
that leads citizens to develop a collective conscience about a certain health issue –in our case, altruistic blood donation. 

Blood’s health applications are numerous, including transfusions to alleviate blood loss during surgery or trauma, the 
production of drugs and vaccines, and the treatment of blood diseases (WHO, 2022). In Europe, blood is collected throu-
gh a voluntary and unremunerated system that has experienced a sharp decline in recent years (Carter et al., 2011). In 
addition, during the Covid health crisis, the fear of contagion, social isolation measures, and the increased demand for 
plasma, used to improve the recovery of patients admitted for Covid, caused stocks to fall sharply, greatly increasing 
mass calls for assistance (Weidmann et al., 2022; Waheed et al., 2020).

In addition to having a better state of health, which makes them the most suitable subjects for donation in terms of qua-
lity, young people are a population segment with a higher rate of social involvement (Padilla-Garrido et al., 2021; Rael 
et al., 2021). However, as research by Greffin et al. (2021) and Hupfer, Taylor, and Letwin (2005) has shown, there are 
significant barriers to motivating them to action, the most repeated of which are the fear of pain, needles, and having a 
bad experience. Likewise, the lack of information and role models negatively condition the intention to donate. Kalargi-
rou et al. (2014) suggest targeting recruitment campaigns to explain the real asset needs. A survey of 28 European Union 
member states revealed that, on average, 30% of non-donors would come forward to donate to alleviate stock shortages 
(Huis-in’t-Veld; De-Kort; Merz, 2019).

The factors that influence behavior and whose approaches drive our study has been examined from the point of view 
of social psychology and communication. Thus, Grunig and Hunt’s (2003) situational theory of audiences focuses on the 
environment as the main element in transforming a passive individual into an active one, whereas social cognitive theory 
(Bandura, 2004) points out the importance of modeling and self-efficacy, defined as the self-confidence to overcome 
fears and take action. Thibaut and Kelley warn, using the theory of social exchange (Garza-Guzmán, 2009), that all hu-
man relationships are shaped by cost-benefit analysis and the comparison of alternatives, predicting people’s behavior 
when it comes to perceived rewards and costs. And Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch’s uses and gratifications theory (Shel-
don; Newman, 2019) explains media consumption, including that of social networks, based on the satisfaction of the 
specific wants and needs of audiences, who take an active role.

TikTok is the social network that has generated the most interaction in 2022, with an increase of 107%, with 250% 
more views than in the previous year (IAB, 2022). The power that this network of short videos has to enhance youth 
expression, identity development, and community membership makes TikTok the ideal platform for spreading activism. 
Traditional methods for mobilization have been adapted to the digital environment, developing new ways of commu-
nicating and producing content that transform collective action and emphasize the subject’s power to become a player 
(Arribas-Urrutia; Islas-Carmona; Gutiérrez-Cortés, 2019).

2.2. Innovative narratives: from storytelling to storydoing on TikTok
Creativity and innovation in content promote its consumption (Gómez-García; Vicent-Ibáñez, 2022). Young people pro-
duce and search for viral, fresh, ephemeral, and fun content on TikTok. Likewise, they value online audiovisual con-
tent for its spatiotemporal immediacy, its thematic variety, and their identification with the creators (Navarro-Robles; 
Vázquez-Barrio, 2020), which is associated with a creative demand. The stories that are produced and disseminated 

The various stakeholders who produce 
content can generate the same level of 
social impact on social media as health 
professionals
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on social networks are designed to engage an audience 
that prioritizes rapid consumption and viralization, tur-
ning them into echo chambers (Rodríguez-Cano, 2018). 
Consequently, as Gutiérrez-Lozano and Cuartero (2020) 
point out, a transformation is taking place in the way in 
which young people relate to audiovisual products.

The creative principle of empathy leads the receiver to identify with the story and its protagonists. Empathy humanizes 
the relationship and develops a deep understanding of people’s motivations and needs. Storytelling has the ability to ins-
till empathy (empathetic storytelling) in the audience, and through it, to move them. The work of Burgess, Rogers, and 
Jeffries (2022) demonstrates that storytelling is a useful resource for the topic of health because it awakens solidarity in 
people. Storytelling is ideally suited to institutional communication by showing the more human face of the company, 
its corporate values, its actions, and its social programs to the community, thus engendering greater trust (Zabala-Cia; 
Lorenzo-Sola; González-Pacanowski, 2022).

However, storytelling has a greater impact if, in addition to narrating, it provides boots-on-the-ground proof of what is 
being done or advocated for. “Storydoing” consists of showing videos of the actions, testimonials, or rationales that spur 
action. Rodríguez-Ríos and Lázaro-Pernias (2022) define it as a new narrative discourse that involves people in a cause 
and encourages them to participate by co-creating and, in the corporate case, spreading the brand story through their 
social networks.

With storydoing, the tiktoker has the advantage of taking stronger ownership of the cause they are promoting, making 
it more credible. The user develops their creative qualities and turns the application into a socializing agent of content 
(Moreno-Barreneche, 2022). Thus, TikTok users take ownership of the content they post, edit it with user-friendly pro-
grams, and give it a meaning with the aim of influencing and advocating for a certain cause, with a tinge of humor and 
entertainment in most cases (Olivares-García; Méndez-Majuelos, 2020). 

3. Methodology
Given that TikTok is a social network in the process of consolidation and its academic study is in its early stages, a mixed 
methodology with an exploratory sequential design (Creswell; Plano-Clark, 2011) in two phases is proposed to respond 
to the objectives and research questions posed herein. The first phase aims to study university students’ perceptions, 
beliefs, and attitudes about altruistic blood donation through the use of several discussion groups. The second is a mul-
timodal speech analysis (Kress, 2012) of the audiovisuals posted with the hashtag #donasangre. The hashtag, characte-
ristic of social networks, is defined as 

“a conduit for individuals to locate, organize and collectively contribute information flows [...] resulting in thema-
tic and affective audiences that converge around a topic or event” (Zulli; Zulli, 2020, p. 3).

Seven focus groups involving 44 young university students younger than 25 years of age were organized in the facilities 
of the Universidad de Valladolid. The access-controlled convenience sample sought gender parity (45.5% men and 54.5% 
women) and a proportional representation of donors and non-donors in accordance with the most widespread figures: 
3 out of 10 university students in Spain have donated at some point (Padilla-Garrido et al., 2021). The sessions had an 
average duration of 50 minutes, were recorded, and subsequently were transcribed. Participants signed an informed 
consent form that explained the purpose of the study and how the data collected would be processed. In addition, to 
understand their connection to blood donation and availability and, above all, to encourage reflection on this topic, stu-
dents were invited to complete a brief survey two weeks before the focus groups were held. 

Then, we collected the first 100 videos with the hashtag #donasangre suggested by TikTok between September 22 and 
29, 2022; this was carried out without logging in to avoid having the researcher’s previous searches or interests condi-
tion the results. To identify the intentionality, message framing, innovative narrative resources, and impact, a worksheet 
was prepared for this purpose based on the work of Hautea et al. (2020) and Rael et al. (2021). Regarding the study 
of creators, behavioral engagement was calculated (Dubovi; Tabak, 2021) and the type (institutional or personal) and 
thematic nature of each profile was identified. Finally, through qualitative observation, we determined whether the 
comments made on each post prompted the audience to commit to mobilizing, as evidenced by an intention to donate 
and/or to pass on the message (Durántez-Stolle; Martínez-Sanz; Rodríguez-de-Dios, 2022). 

The result was a sample of 100 audiovisuals from 88 different profiles, which generated a total of 6,215 manually mo-
nitored comments. After evaluating the descriptive characteristics of the dataset, the authors of this paper, together 
and then in isolation, recorded the emergent themes; the semiotic interaction between images, text, and sound (Mo-
reno-Barreneche, 2022); and the narrative innovation (Trauth-Taylor, 2021) of the first 12 tiktoks. Subsequently, the 
responses were discussed, the analysis sheet was reviewed, and a taxonomy of the intention of the inferred message, 
type of innovation, and thematic nature of the author’s profile was created.

With storydoing, the tiktoker can take 
stronger ownership of the cause they are 
promoting, making it more credible while 
also developing their creative qualities
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4. Results
4.1. The role of TikTok in normalizing blood donation
The videos about blood donation given priority by TikTok, i.e., those that were placed in the first 100 positions and, 
consequently, were easier to access, broke down as follows: 19 were from institutional profiles –donation centers and 
compulsory education schools, mainly– whereas the remaining 81 were from personal accounts, of which 30.9% were 
linked to profiles of healthcare professionals, mostly from medicine and nursing. The rest did not express any affiliation, 
beyond wanting to communicate an experience, need, or knowledge of the subject.

Of the profiles, 10.2% (9 out of 88) dedicated more than one post to the topic of blood donation; this occurred both with 
healthcare (@bancodesangrehcsb) and educational (@purezarealejos) institutions and on the profiles of healthcare 
professionals (@cris__carrillo) and non-healthcare professionals (@tanit_tb).

The videos suggested by TikTok were most-
ly from the previous six months (68%). This 
breakdown (Graph 1) allowed us to confirm 
how the platform’s algorithms work, ten-
ding to prioritize the latest content and the 
accounts with the most followers, since the 
only three posts older than two years were 
made by the creators (@jose_eduardo_
derbez, @rudyruymanoficial, and @alexis_
moralejo) who had a large community of 
users; the peaks of activity that occurred in 
the month of June had a thematic explana-
tion as they were related to the celebration 
of World Blood Donor Day on June 14.

The in-depth study of the messages’ inten-
tion based on the multimodal analysis per-
mitted us to establish three categories of content:

- Donor’s testimony. In first person, the protagonist talked about the experience of donating along with the steps fo-
llowed, making the viewer a participant in the whole process: from entering the facility (hospital, bus, or donation 
center) and registering informed consent to the actual extraction on the donation chairs and subsequent snack. The 
cheerful and casual attitude of the tiktokers, mostly young and sometimes accompanied by friends, projects an image 
of normality and contrasts with the sense of fear and anxiety traditionally associated with this practice (Image 1). 
Although it is true that a positive bias stands out in these stories, there were quite a few who expressed being upset 
because they had been rejected for some reason (low hemoglobin, recent travel, or sexual partners in quick succes-
sion). These situations, even if they were a one-off, also send a message: that of strict control and the priority of health 
safety over the individual’s desire to donate. The rest of the criticisms were about the wait times or the unfriendliness 
of the health personnel.

- Authorized disclosure. The explanation of the main issues related to blood donation, such as the individual require-
ments that must be met by the potential donor (weight and age), the most common reasons for rejection (hemog-
lobin, medicine intake, or travel), or blood compatibility, among others, were mostly provided by personal profiles 
linked to health, medicine, and nursing, primarily. They also frequently mentioned myths in an attempt to make users 
aware of the existence of erroneous beliefs that are widespread among the population. With their posts, these profiles 
developed an informative function that is not just limited to the video in question but goes on by answering the many 
questions asked on their walls. 

- Empathic awareness. A third category related to the intention of the post analyzed was found in the clear call to dona-
te. This request was strongly emotionally charged, highlighting the personal well-being achieved with this act and/or 
what it would mean for the recipients in terms of health and life. In the latter situation, the advocacy fell to sick peo-
ple, sometimes children, who related some specific aspect of their experience (the treatment followed, the progress 
that had been made in their disease, their hospital stays, etc.) always in a positive and hopeful mood. This subgroup 
of profiles received comments mainly of encourage-
ment and admiration for their struggle, in addition to 
achieving the highest rates of commitment to mobili-
zation (Table 1). The emotional nature of the videos is 
enhanced by expressions such as “you can save three 
lives” or “tomorrow it could be you, it could be me, or 
even someone in your family”, which appeal directly 
to the receiver with the goal of not leaving them indi-
fferent.
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Graph 1. Breakdown of posts about blood donation suggested by TikTok

Young tiktokers project a happy and re-
laxed attitude when it comes to blood 
donation, in contrast to the sensation of 
fear and anxiety traditionally associated 
with this practice
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In conjunction with the above, we found that the topics most frequently addressed (in the following order) were focu-
sed: 

(a) on the protocol followed for donation (40%), in which phlebotomy itself was very much front and center. The tik-
tokers gravitate toward streaming how the medical staff inserted the IV and how the extracted blood was stored in cons-
tantly moving bags. Although this content was not planned with an informative purpose in mind per se, they did produce 
the sense of closeness and understanding of a subject and procedures that the general population is not familiar with, 
as evidenced by the numerous questions that were commented on these posts.

(b) The second thematic block corresponded to the call for donation (31%), which was focused on attracting the atten-
tion of potential donors by presenting a specific circumstance: a shortage, a sick person, a visit of a mobile unit, or a rare 
blood group, among other examples. 
https://acortar.link/Bxq8sv

(c) In third place, we found the topic focused on the intrinsic qualities of donation (29%), where questions such as requi-
rements, previous advice, benefits, or myths associated with altruistic blood donation were addressed. In these videos, 
there was a clear intention to transfer knowledge, for which simple approaches, lists, and visual aids that summarized 
the principle key ideas were used.

Entertainment is a constant. Although it is true that it was not an end in itself for creators, it was the main method used 
to capture and retain the user’s attention. Resources such as dances, group choreographies, visual effects, or sketches 
helped to bring a smile to the viewer’s face and keep the audience waiting to see how the audiovisual developed. They 
were widely used, on both personal and institutional profiles. A good example of this is the works made by schoolchil-
dren and posted by their respective schools. 
https://acortar.link/ySalot

Within the blood donation content, we found that ou-
treach was mainly supported with demonstrations and 
examples, establishing comparisons, and the use of com-
mon references: “that thing that looks like a lemon-lime 
Calipo is the plasma concentrate”, said @perdidue (Ima-
ge 2). Explanations were provided using simple vocabulary, and the main concerns or most widespread erroneous beliefs 
were explained. Similarly, we highlight the authority that tiktokers who worked as health workers used by appearing 
with some recognizable element of their profession –a gown, a stethoscope, the interior of an ambulance, etc.– that 
identified them as leaders.

The innovation applied to the creation of content aimed at health mobilization on TikTok had three features:

- Re-editing. This was especially evident when it came to sound, incorporating music and familiar and/or loud voices 
from third parties as another element of the creation. The ability to make duets and interacting with prerecorded 
content is also part of the re-editing phenomenon, although this specific situation did not occur in our sample.

Image 1. Representation of message categories according to their intention: testimony, disclosure, and awareness 
Source: The profiles of @elenadmiguel, @donasangre.donavida, and @siilviacarreras

Translations: 
1. Form with personal data 
2. Can I donate if I drink alcohol or smoke marijuana? You can donate provided that more than 12 hours have passed since you last drank or smoked.
3. Give blood, give life!

Health professionals on TikTok go be-
yond an informative function to also res-
pond to questions asked on their walls
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- Editing. The creators had outstanding audiovisual editing skills and presentation skills, such as incorporating on-screen 
advertisements, applying different visual effects, interspersing still images, or creating careful transitions between 
scenes.

- Reinterpretation. The most viral challenges, trends, and suggestions on the networks were applied and transformed to 
suit users’ needs. Thus, we found dances and choreographies, such as a video (Image 1) in which several young people 
positioned themselves to the right and left, under a “yes” or “no”, depending on the phrase being said; parodies of 
everyday situations; unboxing sessions, in which a young person unpacked something and commented on the package 
received after donating; and jokes, etc., about blood donation.

4.2. Effects on the conversation and purpose-driven action in the audience
After analyzing the narrative and the innovative nature of the primary tiktoks about donation, we identified their effect 
by studying the comments. Specifically, we focused on the type of reaction the post caused by differentiating between 
direct action (mobilization) and affirmation (model). The former is the serious and immediate commitment of a user to 
take action in support of blood donation. This is what occurred in 62 comments on 19 different videos.

They attested to the commitment of the receiver and the impact of the content consumed, using expressions such as “I 
donated blood just this week, and they treat you super amazingly!” or “I’m going on Tuesday” (Durántez-Stolle; Martí-
nez-Sanz; Rodríguez-de-Dios, 2022). It should be noted that the audiovisuals that proportionally presented a greater in-
tention to donate were those that made a call to action (Table 1), specifically those that emphasized the need for assets 
(low reserves) and humanized the recipients by presenting specific cases of people who were sick.

Table 1. Mobilization and affirmation rate by message theme

Total comments Comments about 
taking action

Videos with 
comments about 

taking action

Comments about 
affirmation

Videos with 
comments about 

affirmation

Qualities of the donation 2,421 10 (0.41%) 5 out of 29 48 (1.98%) 12 out of 29

Call to action 1,204 41 (3.40%) 8 out of 31 47 (3.91%) 9 out of 31

Donation process 2,590 11 (0.42%) 6 out of 40 60 (2.32%) 8 out of 40

Totals 6,215 62 19 155 29

With regard to affirmation, or in other words, the expression of pride in one’s status as a donor1, there are comments 
that are positive references. The emergence of role models –even more so when traits are shared– had a great ability to 
reduce fear (Igartua; Guerrero-Martín, 2022) and reinforce self-efficacy (Bandura, 2004), defined as the belief in one’s 
capabilities to make a change. Comments of this type occurred on 155 occasions, coinciding with 29 different videos 
where the characteristic that most frequently recurred was the first-person account. Statements such as 

“I am a donor and the truth is that it makes you feel really good I encourage you all to do it” or 

“every 3 months, I go. Very important” 

Image 2. Resources on which outreach was based 
Source: @miguelassal, @perdidue, and @cris__carrillo profiles

Translations: 
2. World Blood Donor Day
3. I went to donate and they told me I couldn’t because I had to have not had sexual relations for 6 months. Abstinence and donating blood
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show the audience’s desire to support an 
act embraced by people from very different 
walks of life.

The amplification of the “go donate” mes-
sage from the selected hashtag #donasan-
gre also occurs in the spontaneous remarks 
of TikTok users, which, on some occasions, 
were equally as valuable or more valuable 
than the video that sparked the conversa-
tion. One example is this discussion on the 
profile of @miguelassal (Image 3).

Additionally, TikTok’s robust popularity 
among teenagers (IAB, 2022) is confirmed 
by the high number of comments from 
users who indicated that they were looking 
forward to turning 18 years old so that they 
could donate: 

“Wait another year or two!!! ever 
since I was 12, I’ve wanted to do-
nate blood 🥺 when I turn 18, I’m 
going to go donate”.

4.3. Evidence of commitment in the 
virtual and in-person environment

Comparing the meanings inferred from the 
most relevant tiktoks about blood donation 
with the perception expressed by young 
university students when asked in focus 
groups about donating blood revealed interesting points of convergence.

Students self-identified as caring and felt that they had the “ability and interest to help others” (man, group 3). TikTok 
videos starring young people donating blood showed ordinary men (33.3%) and women (66.7%) eager to contribute and 
happy to do so 
https://acortar.link/3Oj6GL

This attitude was especially significant in women, the group that, in the focus groups, most frequently expressed their 
reluctance to donate for fear of possible pain or dizziness at the sight of blood (“I’d pass out”, woman, group 1), as was 
echoed in numerous comments on social networks. In contrast, lack of time and commitment was the response repea-
ted most frequently among male university students in regard to why they do not donate.

The naturalness of the videos’ protagonists helped to normalize the act of blood collection by showing it as an everyday 
occurrence that does not require superhuman effort or a particularly significant investment of time. Furthermore, the-
se testimonies helped eradicate some false beliefs that were repeatedly expressed in the focus groups with university 
students, such as having to fast first or the risk of contagion, the mention of which undermines the high respect for and 
trust placed in the Spanish public health system.

We observed a general rejection of receiving compensation for blood donation because of the loss of meaning that it 
would entail. 

“Absolutely not, that would not get me to donate. I think it would defeat the purpose” (woman, group 6). 

On TikTok, this possibility is not even mentioned in any of the top 100 videos, although the comments do ask, in isola-
tion, about the possibility of receiving financial compensation. Such comments sparked little debate and were met with 
responses such as “Saving a life is priceless”, which emphasizes the selflessness inherent in the word “donate.”

Finally, we point out that tragedies increase immediate cooperation, as many of the young people were able to re-
member events that had appeared in the mass media, on television, and on social networks, primarily, that awakened 
their conscience. On TikTok, 9% of the videos showed 
people who were living with a critical situation, genera-
lly related to cancer, reminding and explicitly asking the 
audience to donate. It was these direct and emotional 
appeals in particular that generated the highest percen-
tage of comments (Table 1) expressing a strong commit-
ment to donate.

Image 3. Answers that the audience provided to a user’s question.
Source: The profile of @miguelassal

Translations:

1. Follow

2. does donating blood have any risks? 
Respond

3. no, provided that you follow the proper protocol and do it in a sanitary place with a 
sanitized needle and syringe
Respond

4. Of course there is a risk, improving your well-being and your karma. You run the risk of 
being happy, or even being proud of yourself.
Respond

5. There’s no risk at all 
Respond
See more

Pride in being a donor is expressed 
through first-person accounts on TikTok, 
demonstrating a wish to lay claim to and 
support blood donation
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5. Discussion and conclusions
The phenomenon of digital health activism in the context of blood donation on TikTok follows what Juris (2012) descri-
bes as “aggregation logic”, in which a common position, encapsulated in a hashtag and integrated by the spontaneous 
remarks of various users, creates a shared identity capable of reaching beyond the screen and which, in our specific case, 
manifests itself in the adoption of a healthy and charitable habit (Eser et al., 2010; Kalargirou et al., 2014). Despite all 
of this, healthcare institutions’ lack of prominence as content creators is striking –one might wonder why they are not 
present or prominent on TikTok. This means that the online visibility of this act depends on the goodwill of individual 
profiles that, by leveraging their audiovisual skills and interest in combating misinformation (Salaverría, 2021), use their 
experience as donors, recipients, or health professionals to highlight the benefits of donation.

The narrative innovation of the audiovisuals analyzed was based on the phenomena of appropriation, editing, and rein-
terpretation, which enhanced the replication of content. Likewise, the approach that some videos used showed a transi-
tion from storytelling to storydoing, and with it, the demand of a receiver who is not satisfied with just being caught up 
in the story but rather seeks facts and co-participation (Rodríguez-Ríos; Lázaro-Pernias, 2022). 

Consulting young university students confirmed the persistence of false myths related to blood donation, and ascertai-
ned the level of involvement in and limitations of access to blood donation. Fear and lack of time were the main barriers, 
in line with the results of Padilla-Garrido et al. (2021) in Spain, Greffin et al. (2021) in the German context, and Duboz 
and Cunéo (2010) in the French context. The presence of blood and/or needles is uncomfortable, so Lemmens et al. 
(2005) recommend avoiding showing them when developing recruitment campaigns. However, the analyzed tiktoks that 
had the greatest visibility showed how the protagonists experienced the different steps of the process, including blood 
collection, in great detail. The comments that this inspired, far from reflecting rejection, provided a way for the audience 
to affirm “I am also a donor” and, ultimately, to be a role model. 

The tiktoks relied primarily on the emotional, in line with the main motivating feature of viralization (Arjona-Martín; 
Méndiz-Noguero; Victoria-Mas, 2020). Several studies have shown that positive experiences, especially those related to 
healthcare in donation centers, lead to repetition and sharing by word of mouth among friends and family (Weidmann 
et al., 2022). In addition to expanding their audience, the dissemination of these experiences in a forum such as social 
networks exponentially increase the leaders who are visible to young people. Investigating the influence that these di-
gital profiles have opens up a range of possibilities in future research considering that the theory of planned behavior 
(TPB) assumes that subjective norms, understood as perceived social pressure, determine the individual’s important 
decisions (France et al., 2014). 

Healthcare professionals featured on TikTok took on the role of authoritative voices. With a relaxed tone and an expla-
natory and direct narrative, they performed a primarily informative task, supported by their audience (Martínez-Sanz; 
Buitrago; Martín-García, 2023). People undergoing treatment were another of the groups of protagonists. Their highly 
empathetic stories stood out owing to the support they received in the comments, generating the highest mobilization 
rates. As shown by Durántez-Stolle, Martínez-Sanz, and Rodríguez-de-Dios (2022), perceived similarity moderates the 
effects of emotional appeal when it comes to a narrative of pride and satisfaction (donor protagonist) and solidarity and 
empathy (recipient protagonist), as well as producing a greater intention to spread the message and become a donor.

Zulli and Zulli (2020) point out that, on TikTok, socialization is driven by content, thereby reducing interpersonal con-
nections on the platform. In this sense, we found a num-
ber of disparate comments, removed from the debate 
or from the proposal of ideas. On the contrary, asking 
questions and talking about personal experiences whose 
value lies in reinforcing the feeling of community (Man-
nell; Ahmad; Ahmad, 2018) and empowering its mem-
bers (Francis, 2021) were prevalent. Meanwhile, the 
continued raising of doubts, some associated with the 
false myths acknowledged in the focus groups, highligh-
ted the need for healthcare institutions to increase their 
efforts to have a presence wherever the potential do-
nors are.

6. Note
1. For the sake of accuracy and validity, we did not count the responses of those donors who said that they were do-
nors in the past but, for some reason, were no longer donors at that time or who had tried and had been rejected. For 
example: 

“I donated once, but because of anemia I can’t anymore 🥺🥺🥺🥺” 

“for 10 years I did not miss a donation appointment. Now I’m undergoing treatment that prevents me from doing it” 

The explicit call to donate is strongly 
emotionally charged, especially for tho-
se creators who are or have been ill, 
achieving the highest levels of commit-
ment to act. They advocate donation 
through their positive and hope-filled 
talent, and in turn receive comments full 
of encouragement and admiration
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