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Despite global trends showing a decrease in young"* and
first-time® blood donors, there remains an absence of
recruitment strategies targeted at young donors. Gamifi-
cation (using game elements to enhance a provided ser-
vice!) is associated with stronger purchasing intentions

Barbara Masser 3

Abstract

Background: With a decrease in young and first-time donors, applying gam-
ing elements to blood donation may provide a novel means of encouraging
young donors. In August 2023, the online game DiabloIV launched the Blood
Harvest in which players were encouraged to donate blood products in the
United States to receive virtual in-game rewards. Given the novelty of this
independent initiative, our aim was to capture Diablov IV players opinions of
the Blood Harvest through thematically analyzing their online discourse
related to this blood donation campaign.

Study Design and Methods: We captured publicly available Twitter/X posts
(n = 78) and engagement (n = 390) relevant to the Blood Harvest posted during
and immediately after the campaign (October 13, 2023-November 27, 2023).
Results: Using thematic analysis, we identified 5 themes relating to the Blood
Harvest campaign: (1) Positive perceptions and community motivations to
donate, (2) Negative perceptions of the initiative and online game, (3) Players'
inability to donate and participate in the initiative, (4) Incentives and incentive
comparisons, and (5) Benefiting from positive associations focusing on the repu-
tational gain that may be accessed through promoting blood donation.
Discussion: Situating a donation campaign in an established video game pro-
vides a novel opportunity to engage young donors. Through capturing public
data, we provide a unique snapshot of how an online gaming community per-
ceives and reacts to an independently initiated game-integrated blood donation
campaign. This highlights key strengths of the approach as well as identifying
potential risks for blood collection agencies.

in young populations.” Applying gaming elements to
blood donation may thus provide a novel means of
engaging young donors.

Blood collection agencies (BCAs) already employ gami-
fication to engage and retain donors (e.g., awarding virtual
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badges based on donation type/frequency®). Likewise, in
2019 Sanquin launched the #myfirstblood campaign where
players of an online video game were rewarded with vir-
tual costumes (skins) for registering to donate blood.” This
initiative is credited with over 7400 young men registering
to donate.® However, while #myfirstblood successfully
recruited young donors, it is unknown how this campaign
impacted donor motivations, perceptions and loyalty.”
Understanding the broader impact of online game-based
campaigns is critical as both online recognition of blood
donors’ and incentives'® have inconsistent effects across
both donor and non-donor panels, and within key demo-
graphics (with only 37.6% of young donors encouraged by
incentives'"). Further, the impact of game-based donations
campaigns run without the involvement of BCAs has not
been considered.

1 | THE BLOOD HARVEST

DiablolV is an online action role-playing game produced
by Blizzard Entertainment Inc. (Blizzard) with 10 million
players worldwide.'> As part of an in-game event, in
October 2023, Blizzard announced the Blood Harvest. For
this, DiabloIV players were collectively challenged to col-
lect 666 quarts of blood (approximately 1,261 500 mL
donations) by donating blood to any local donation cen-
ter in the United States (US). The Blood Harvest was not
associated with any specific BCA, no specifications were
made in terms of substances (e.g., whole-blood, plasma),
and players submitted proof of their donation directly to
Blizzard. The Blood Harvest had three tiers of rewards
(33%, 66% and 100% completion of goal). Once each col-
lection milestone was reached, all players (regardless of
whether they donated or not) received in-game rewards
of skins and other in-game items. The Blood Harvest was
set to run from October 20, 2023 to November 20, 2023,
however Blizzard announced that the final donation goal,
which was presumably 666 quarts of blood, was reached
on November 16, 2023.

2 | THISSTUDY

In the context of partnerships with online games, the Blood
Harvest was a unique donation campaign as it was not asso-
ciated with a BCA and offered community-based rewards
for reaching collective donation goals. Further, unlike previ-
ous game-based donation campaigns, it was not solely
focused on recruitment. As such, it is necessary to under-
stand how the Blood Harvest impacted DiablolV players
overall perceptions of blood donation and the initiative. In
this study, we captured players’ attitudes and opinions of

DiabloIV's Blood Harvest campaign through thematically
analyzing online discourse related to the campaign.

3 | METHODS

3.1 | Data collection

As players were encouraged on the official Blood Har-
vest website to share the campaign on Twitter/X and
Facebook, we extracted publicly available Twitter/X
posts identified as relevant to Blood Harvest through
using the official DiabloBloodHarvest hashtag (October
13, 2023-November 27, 2023). Facebook data was not
accessed due to the non-anonymity of data on this plat-
form. Posts and engagements (text-only) were included
if they were written, in English, and not censored by
Twitter/X. We identified 78 posts for inclusion in
analyses.

Engagement (i.e., comments, re-tweets, and quotes)
from the official Diablo account relevant to the Blood
Harvest campaign and our research question (6/7 posts)
were also included. A total of 390 comments, re-tweets,
and quotes were included in analyses. No identifying
information (e.g., usernames) was captured. All Twit-
ter/X data was captured by the first author on the
December 19, 2023.

3.2 | Ethics statement
The study was approved by the University of Queens-
land's Human Research Ethics Board (2023/HE002152).

3.3 | Analysis

Data was analyzed in six-phases using Braun and
Clarke's'® guidelines for thematic analysis. Codes and ini-
tial themes were created by the first author and the the-
matic structure revised within the research team. As no
identifiers were captured, our sample is collectively
referred to as DiabloIV players.

4 | RESULTS
4.1 | Positive perceptions

DiabloIV players had generally positive perceptions of
the Blood Harvest, blood donation, and receiving in-
game rewards for donating. While some players
expressed being motivated by the campaign to donate
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blood, others used the Blood Harvest as an opportunity
to share their own motivations for donating.

This is actually really cool - we've been in a
global “blood shortage” since the pandemic
and the need never goes away. If you're able
to donate ... please do! People having sur-
gery, with chronic conditions, injury, etc.,
need you!

4.2 | Building community

Many DiabloIV players expressed that the Blood Harvest
was a way for the DiabloIV community to unite to do
something good. “What an amazing way to get the com-
munity involved in donating blood!.” This sense of
community was often expressed through game-relevant
language and references when players encouraged others
to donate. Players also expressed appreciating the inclu-
sivity of the Blood Harvest's community-based reward
system while simultaneously noting the exclusion of
some from blood donation, “I really appreciate [the game
producers] making the rewards open for everyone -
because there are a lot of people who aren't allowed to
give blood even if we wanted to...”

4.3 | Negative perceptions

Although perceptions of the Blood Harvest were gener-
ally positive, some players expressed negative views.
These comments ranged from mild concern, “That's not
creepy at all.”, to criticism linking the Blood Harvest to a
dystopian future, “something about this just feels horribly
wrong to me and utterly dystopian, its genuinely scary.”
However, the main criticism of the Blood Harvest was
that only donations made to US BCAs counted towards
the community reward goals. DiabloIV players outside of
the US expressed frustration and disappointment that
their donations would not contribute. Other comments
used the Blood Harvest to direct criticism towards the
game, DiabloIV, and its producer, Blizzard. On
announcement of the Blood Harvest one player asked,
“How much do we have to donate for [Blizzard] to make
a good game?”

4.4 | Inability to donate

Throughout the Blood Harvest, DiabloIV players dis-
closed that they were unable to donate blood due to both
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their health and policies surrounding the deferral of men
who have sex with men. However, the tone of these dis-
closures widely varied. Some players, despite being
unable to directly contribute, expressed positivity towards
the campaign and encouraged others to participate on
their behalf, “Hey straight allies in [location]: Go donate
blood on my behalf and register here so I can get in game
cosmetics.” Other players expressed frustration at not
feeling like they could participate in the game-based
experience due to their inability to donate, “This is rather
unfair to players like myself who would give blood but
cannot because of things like a rare blood cancer that
prevents me from doing so.”

4.5 | Incentives

DiabloIV players’ opinions of the use of in-game incen-
tives to encourage blood donation varied. While some
players appreciated being able to benefit from a prosocial
behavior, others held negative views of incentivizing
blood donation. One player expressed their negative view
of donor incentives by highlighting the absurdity of offer-
ing small virtual incentives for blood donation, “What
the tk? Next is donate your kidney for in game rewards.”

4.6 | Comparing incentives

As the Blood Harvest was a US-based campaign, players
compared the monetary value of the virtual incentives
offered by DiablolV to the tangible rewards provided by
some BCAs, “I donate to [blood collection center] and
they regularly give me 40-dollar gift cards. Blizzard over
here with 2 cent skins.” Further, and potentially due to
the lack of clarity around what counted as a “blood”
donation, players also related receiving in-game rewards
to plasma transactions.

4.7 | Benefiting from positive
associations

Although the Blood Harvest was initiated independent of
BCAs, its creation created an implicit link between Blood
Harvest's creator, Blizzard and blood donation. While
people generally have positive perceptions of BCAs,'*
Blizzard has recently received negative press due to alle-
gations of workplace harassment and a toxic workplace
culture.’® However, in response to the Blood Harvest,
many players applauded Blizzard for both its effective
use of marketing and its support for a good cause.
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...Blizzard gets a lot better of flak, deservedly
so...However, this is an excellent idea and
tie-in. Giving blood is a super easy thing to
do and it benefits society. Now you can bene-
fit too, with some dope in-game [rewards]...

5 | DISCUSSION

Situating a donation campaign in an established video
game provides a key opportunity to engage young donors.
The Blood Harvest was a unique donation campaign ini-
tiated independently of BCAs and offering players
community-based rewards for reaching collective dona-
tion goals. Analysis of public perceptions of the Blood
Harvest thus provides insights for BCAs on engaging
young donors.

DiablolIV players had generally positive perceptions of
the Blood Harvest campaign with many players encour-
aging others to donate blood within their established Dia-
bloIV community using specific game-based references.
Players were even inspired by the campaign to share their
independent motivations for donating blood. Such dis-
course is crucial as receiving positive word-of-mouth rec-
ommendations is linked to stronger willingness to
donate."®

Research shows that donation campaigns that
anchor off strong group identities (e.g., universities)
encourage blood donation in young people.’” As such,
using established online and in-person communities
and positioning blood donation as a group-defining
behavior shows potential for engaging young donors.
Further, by leveraging community-based rewards all
DiabloIV players were able to participate in the Blood
Harvest regardless of their ability to donate. The sense
of inclusion for US players of the game generated
through community-based rewards may have contrib-
uted to players' positive perceptions.

Within game-based advertising, there is a reciprocal
relationship between evaluations of the product and
evaluations of the brand.'® In the context of Blood Har-
vest, players’ perceptions of the video game may influ-
ence their perceptions of blood donation, with this
reflected in the negative comments towards DiabloIV
and Blizzard. Simultaneously, positive perceptions of
blood donation'* and prosocial behavior more generally
may facilitate a reputational boost for organizations that
promote these behaviors in online games. Indeed,
throughout the Blood Harvest, players applauded Bliz-
zard for their willingness to create a blood donation
campaign. As organizations may benefit from being
associated with blood donation, and BCAs risk being
disadvantaged through associations with negatively

perceived organizations, a key consideration for BCAs is
how they can proactively foster key community partner-
ships to ensure there is no reputational loss through
these promotions.

While we systematically sourced data from Twitter/X
using the official campaign hashtag, key limitations of
our study are the limited number of Twitter/X comments
and not accessing data on other platforms where opin-
ions may have been voiced. Further, we were unable to
access donation data relating to the Blood Harvest.
Despite these limitations we provide a unique snapshot
of how an online gaming community perceives and reacts
to an independently initiated game-integrated blood
donation campaign, highlighting key strengths of the
approach as well as identifying potential risks for BCAs.
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