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50 word summary 
 

This paper shows how the Scottish 
Government and multiple agencies 
united to solve a radically different 

marketing challenge with a radically 
different campaign.   

 
By uniting behind the social marketing 

strategy of ‘positive social norming’ the 
campaign met its objective and got over 
half a million people talking about organ 

donation.  

 



The composer Irving Berlin 
once said… 

There are few social marketing campaigns 
this applies more to than organ donation. 
The effectiveness of organ donation 
marketing has been proven and awarded 
several times over the years.   
 
But this isn’t a campaign like flu jabs, or 
recycling – something you want people to 
do time after time.   
 
People sign the NHS Organ Donor Register 
(ODR) once.  Which means every year it gets 
harder and harder to keep delivering the 
same high levels of new registrations. 
 

“The toughest thing about success is that you’ve got to 
keep on being a success.” 

So, it was with a mixture of joy and 
trepidation that an amazing new milestone 
was reached in early 2012 as the number 
of Scots on the ODR broke the 2 million 
mark for the first time, meaning almost 
40% of all Scots were now signed up. 
 
It was a fantastic achievement for everyone 
involved, but resting on our laurels was out 
of the question.  The reality was  that there 
were still around 600 people in Scotland on 
the transplant waiting list.  
 

Our focused objective was to ensure we were giving these 600 men, 
women and children the best possible chance of having their lives 

saved and transformed. 

AMBITIONS AND OBJECTIVES 



A dramatic shift in strategy 

Until 2012, the organ donation marketing campaign had been entirely focused on driving 
registrations.  But in the summer of 2012, a radical change of strategy was agreed.  
 
The primary role of the new campaign would be to get people talking about their organ 
donation wishes. 
 
Registration would still be offered at every available opportunity, but this would not be the sole 
or main metric of the campaign.  This was because: 
 

AMBITIONS AND OBJECTIVES 

1. 
Verbal confirmation to a loved one that you want to be an organ donor counts as a form of 
permission under the Human Tissue (Scotland) Act 2006.  This has equal significance to being 
on the ODR or carrying a donor card. 

2. 
Despite someone expressing a wish to donate (via the ODR or verbally), donation may 
sometimes not proceed if the family do not authorise donation because they cannot cope with 
this decision at a time of shock and devastation.  The more people share their views with loved 
ones during their life, the less likely this is to happen. 

3. 
Just one extra ‘conversion’ could save or transform up to 7 people’s lives, if multiple organs 
were transplanted.   

The more we could get people talking to their loved ones about organ donation, the more 
likely it would be their families would be able to support this wish, without doubt or delay, 
should the circumstance ever arise. 



Talking about organ donation 
doesn’t come easily to people… 

1. Being less about death and more about life 
 

2. Enabling people to publicly share their support for organ donation 
 
3. Making space for people to talk about their wishes 
 
4. Making registration as simple as possible at every touch-point 

People don’t talk about organ donation because they worry they might upset others – or even 
‘tempt fate’.  
 
To overcome this we decided to draw-on the social marketing principle of ‘positive social 
norming’ – making a chat about organ donation feel like an everyday thing, that lots of people 
do already.   
 
 
To achieve this, we agreed four key tactics: 

STRATEGIC THINKING AND EFFECTIVE PLANNING 

 
 

 



1. Being less about death and more about life 
 
Previous campaigns focused on death, from the stark ultimatum of ‘Kill Jill’, to the emotional 
pain of ‘Connections’.   

 

STRATEGIC THINKING AND EFFECTIVE PLANNING 

But research told us people were becoming desensitised, and also that this approach 
contributed to why discussing organ donation feels so hard -  loading it with scary or heavy 
emotional mental baggage. 
 

 
 
At the same time we identified a trend in third-sector marketing, moving away from guilt and 
‘tragedy’, towards stimulating support through optimism and positive momentum: 

We decided to bring these thoughts together and put ‘positivity’ at the heart of the campaign. 



STRATEGIC THINKING AND EFFECTIVE PLANNING 

2. Enabling people to publicly share their 
support for organ donation 
 
 
Signing the ODR tended to be a private, altruistic act.  But this was problematic if families didn’t 
know people’s wishes.  It also felt out of touch with modern culture, where a part of why 
people support causes is because of how that reflects back on them publicly and socially.  In 
the words of Trendwatching: 

“…for many, giving, sharing and then receiving 
recognition have replaced ‘taking’ as the new 
status symbol.” 



STRATEGIC THINKING AND EFFECTIVE PLANNING 

3. Making space for people to talk about their 
wishes 
 
The new strategy was based around the strategic principle of “Think. Talk. Act”. This was 
realised via physical and virtual ‘talking spaces’ in each ley channel. 
 
This meant that we weren’t just telling people to go away and talk, but actually helping to 
create the conditions for this to happen.  
 

4. Making registration as simple as possible 
at every touch point 
 
Registration wasn’t the main thrust of the campaign, but we still wanted to make it as easy as 
possible for people to sign the ODR if they wanted.  So we audited every possible registration 
point to help simplify and support the process.   
 
 



EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

The new creative was based around the 
idea of “wee chats”… 
 
The new integrated campaign was based around the creative idea of “wee chats”. 
It used the fact that: 7 simple words – “I want to be an organ donor” - can save up to 7 lives; 
reinforced in the endline: “Organ Donation.  Don’t keep it to yourself”. 
 
The campaign launched on October 29th 2012 with the Public Health Minister Michael Matheson, 
and Samantha Bell, whose life was saved by a heart transplant.  A photo-call on Glasgow’s busy 
Buchanan Street introduced the creative idea of having a chat at home on the sofa. 
 



EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

Television 
 
 A 30 second TV advertisement invited people to chat with their loved ones – and included the 
radical decision to leave a precious 8 seconds of the advert completely empty and silent for 
people to “have a blether”.  
 
ratings and coverage.  

30 second script 
 
Have you ever had a chat with your loved ones 
about organ donation? 
 
That’s all it takes – a wee chat. 
 
If they’re with you, why not do it now? 
 
Just tell them, “I want to be an organ donor” – seven 
words that could save up to seven lives. 
 
‘I’ll leave you to have a blether. 
 
 
 
(He walks off screen.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(There is 8 seconds with no sound or images.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How did you get on? 
 
Organ Donation.  Don’t keep it to yourself. 
 
(Text code and website address appear) 
 



EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

In a 10 second version the spokesman thanks Scotland for being so supportive of organ 
donation – reinforcing the ‘positive social norming’ technique.  
 
The TV ads carried web and text repose details. Pay-per-click digital advertising was 
implemented to capitalise on the TV presence and take people to the new website. 
 

To realise the “wee chat” strategy, Carat 
bought peak airtime only (5.30-11pm) when 
people were most likely to be watching TV 
together. 
 
(Judges can view the TV ad here: 
http://www.organdonationscotland.org/) 
 

Field and partnership marketing 
 
 During November, field marketing teams got the public talking during 35 days of activity in 
supermarkets and shopping centres from Stranraer to Wick.   
 
The stand was a sitting room, complete with sofa, tea and biscuits, reinforcing the idea of a “wee 
chat” at home.  The TV lead, 7 simple words message and ‘Thanks Scotland’ cushions all helped 
normalise chatting about organ donation, framing it in a positive way.   
 

http://www.organdonationscotland.org/


EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

Campaign cards with two teabags 
inside encouraged people to have 
a chat over a brew when they got 
home. 



Field and partnership marketing also took place with 26 local football and rugby clubs, 
targeting the 40+ male audience, which was under-represented on the ODR, and more 
reserved about expressing views on organ donation. 

EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

PR 
 
PR told the real-life stories of those waiting, those who have received and those who made the 
decision to donate a loved one’s organs to demonstrate the range of positive impacts donation 
and transplantation can have. Each and every tactic highlighted the importance of having a 'wee 
chat'. Celebrities, lifesaving fire fighters and football teams all backed the campaign to get 
Scotland talking. 
 



Direct Mail 
 
Direct mail (DM) had been the driving force behind achieving the recent milestone in 
registrations.  It was imperative that DM continued to fulfil this valuable role targeting those in 
older age-groups in particular so 272,000 mailings were planned for February and March 2013. 
 
Part of this activity includes member-get-member DM, which previous DM campaigns had shown 
to be very effective and which supported the key strategies of: positive social norming, and 
celebrating and sharing people’s support for organ donation. 
 

Website 
 
Central to the whole campaign was the new Organ Donation Scotland website 
www.organdonationscotland.org  
 
The previous campaign website was replaced with one that could leverage all four strategic 
objectives (see above) and work seamlessly with DM, PR and advertising, both on and offline. 
 

Less about death, more about life 
The new site was also designed to be more emotionally motivating and is punctuated throughout 
by people’s positive reasons for supporting organ donation. 
 
 

EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 



A ‘stories of hope’ section, brings home the benefits of organ donation in an personal way, 
deliberately designed to look and feel more like reading a Facebook status than ‘slick marketing’ 

EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

Enabling people to publicly celebrate support for organ donation 
The homepage features a wall of supporters’ photos and messages which people could upload 
to (and share via email).  This gives new registrants a way to make their decision public – and 
feel recognised for their support.  The growing wall creates a positive snowball effect, 
supporting the key social marketing strategy ‘social norming’. 



EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 

Getting people talking about their wishes 
People posting their photo also leave messages explaining their decision.  This becomes 
another campaign ‘talking space’ - where visitors read different messages. In addition, a 
whole section of the site is dedicated to ‘telling each other’, and includes tips on overcoming 
common excuses.  The registration process is designed to encourage you to ‘tell others’ what 
you have just done via email. 
 

Making registration as simple as possible at every touch-point 
The website is extremely user-friendly with a mobile-friendly version, and registration just one 
click from the homepage.  A simple 4-option navigation bar reflects the strategy of “Think. 
Talk. Act”. 
 



A finely-tuned, integrated machine 
In summary, we now have a finely-tuned machine, built around a thoroughly integrated 
message and activation strategy: 

EFFECTIVENESS OF EXECUTION AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PLANS 



We got people talking… 
 
 
23,290 face-to-face conversations took place around the field marketing activity – with many 
more conversations happening back at home. 
 
Over a thousand people have already uploaded their photo message to the online supporters’ 
wall for other visitors to the website to see.   
 
Tracking by TNS-BMRB shows a significant increase in people talking about organ donation with 
their loved ones. 
 
After one burst there was a 14 percentage point increase in people saying they’d talked to 
friends / family about donating their organs (from 40% to 54%).  For a tough conversation to 
have – this is an extremely strong result. 
 
Given this is a conversation we know people find it very hard to have, and the first time people 
have been explicitly asked to talk about organ donation – this is an extremely strong result. 
 
With an adult Scottish population of 4,441,000 (2011 Census), this tracking figure suggests an 
additional 621,740 people may have talked about organ donation with someone they love. 
 
Even being ultra-conservative and allowing for possible research over-claim, if a mere 50% of 
these people(i.e. 310,000) expressed a verbal wish to donate – this would still be twice the 
number of people who sign the ODR every year. 
 
Given a spoken desire to donate is recognised under the Human Tissue (Scotland) Act 2006, and 
that one organ donor can save up to seven lives – these results have the potential to make a 
life-saving impact. 
 
Framing organ donation in financial terms feels crude, but analysis by Carat suggests that if the 
campaign helps facilitate an additional 2.6 kidney transplants in 2012/13, this has the potential 
to save the NHS £3,247,397 in dialysis costs over a ten-year period*. 
 

SCALE AND EVIDENCE OF RESULTS 

*Source: Department of Health, Organs for Transplant,  The Supplement Report, January 2008. 



And people didn’t just talk… 
 
Generating registrations was a core objective of the previous TV advertising in 2011/12 – but not 
of the new “wee chat” campaign in 2012/13. 
 
However, a year-on-year comparison of TV activity in Oct-Feb, (with broadly similar campaign 
activity) reveals the new campaign produced an enormous 57% increase in text-to-register 
responses, compared to the previous campaign. 
 
Similarly, web registrations were up by 26% in the period of Oct-Feb 2012/13 compared to the 
same period in 2011/12 before the new website.  This is thanks in no small part to 54% of all 
new visitors to the website going on to join the ODR. 
 
By getting people to talk more – we were often converting registrations more too.  This is good 
news because being on the ODR is still the best way to make your wishes known, and for 
decisions to be made when time is of the essence. 
  
 

SCALE AND EVIDENCE OF RESULTS 



“(I saw) the advert on TV, spoke about it with friends and 
thought I'd be as well help save somebody” 

 
“The TV advert made me and my wife reconsider” 

 
“Saw the ad, makes sense. It would be amazing to know 

you helped keep someone alive” 

 
“It's something I've been meaning to do for years but 
never got around to. This campaign has given me the 

push I needed” 

 
“Everyone should tell their family and friends their 

wishes. We all have it in us to save a life” 
 
 

Personal messages from 
www.organdonationscotland.org 

To sum up… 
 
This campaign shows how a radical change of campaign objective required a fundamentally 
different social marketing solution: 
 
• drawing on the social marketing technique of positive social norming 
• integrating campaign channels at a core strategic level (not just a creative veneer) 
• fine-tuning the functionality and mechanics of each channel to ensure each one connected 

and supported the others as effectively as possible. 
 
As a result, the campaign achieved its primary objective and got over half a million people talking 
about their wishes. 
 
 


