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A B S T R A C T

This study examined the effectiveness of exposure to a “watching-eyes image” in increas-
ing blood donation rates among young people, a segment of the population that is particularly
underrepresented among blood donors. Participants were 454 first-year university stu-
dents, each of whowas given a blood-donation flyer at the beginning of a lecture. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions depending on whether the flyer they
received bore a picture of eyes (experimental condition) or a neutral picture (control con-
dition). We recorded the numbers of participants who promised to give blood and who
actually gave blood during the blood drive. Results show that the number of people who
gave blood was significantly higher in the experimental condition than in the control con-
dition. These findings provide the first evidence of the effectiveness of the watching-eyes
strategy in encouraging young people to give blood. We discuss the processes underlying
the “watching-eyes effect” with respect to blood donation.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Young people are particularly underrepresented among
blood donors in many countries, including the USA, Japan
and most European countries [1,2]. For example, only 6% of
French people between the ages of 18 and 24 years gave
blood in 2014 (French Blood Donation Institute activity
report 2014). Nevertheless, recruiting and retaining young
adults, the section of the population that is in the best health
for giving blood [2,3], is a major objective for blood collec-
tion agencies. The present study examined the efficacy of

a potential new way of achieving this goal, that is, the
watching-eyes social influence strategy [4].

The watching-eyes strategy involves adding a picture or
pictogram of human eyes to a promotional message or object
(flyer, poster, collection box, etc.) in order to influence a de-
cision. Several recent studies have shown that this strategy
can increase a wide range of prosocial and altruistic be-
haviors [4], including donating money to humanitarian
organizations, encouraging cooperation in dictator games
(i.e. economic games analyzing allocation resources between
the player and another target), reducing littering and in-
creasing voter turnout in elections [e.g. 5,6]. The traditional
explanation for this effect is that the picture of eyes acti-
vates the idea of being watched, which leads individuals to
behave in a more prosocial manner in order to protect or
preserve their reputations [7].
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Because western societies view blood donation as a fun-
damentally altruistic act [8] and because perceptions of social
pressure may be an important moderating factor in blood
donation, especially in the case of young adults and/or first
time donors [1], we postulated that adding a picture of
human eyes to a message asking people to give blood would
be an effective way of persuading young adults to give blood.
Ourmain hypothesis was that individuals who receive a flyer
bearing a picture of eyes will be more likely to promise to
and actually give blood than individuals who receive a flyer
with a neutral picture.

2. Materials and method

2.1. Participants

Participants were 454 students (336 women and 118
men, aged around 18–19 years). The protocol did not allow
us to record and analyze participants’ ages, but because they
were all first-year undergraduates we can assume that the
difference in the mean ages of the experimental and control
groups was negligible. Participants were approached in
lecture classes and randomly assigned to one of two con-
ditions (experimental vs. control condition). In order to
control for a potential effect of class, equal numbers of the
two flyers were distributed in each class.

2.2. Materials and procedure

Participants were given a three-part blood donation flyer
at the beginning of a lecture (see Appendix A). The top of
the flyer bore a picture of either human eyes (experimen-
tal condition) or a neutral drawing (control condition). This
was followed by the date, time and place of the blood drive.
The final section of the flyer was a blood-donation pledge
form through which students could promise to give blood,
stating their name, date of birth and address. Students who
were prepared to give bloodwere asked to place their pledge
in the box provided at the end of the lesson. We debriefed
the participants at the end of the semester, at which time
we told them that we had analyzed the number of pledges
made and actual donation behaviors.

2.2.1. Dependent variables
The first two dependent variables were the number of

pledges to give blood and the number of students who ac-
tually came to the blood drive two weeks later. In order to
identify participants who gave blood, an experimenter at-
tended the blood drive in order to ask each donor (after she
or he had given blood) if she or he had received a flyer two
weeks before the drive and, if so, which one.

3. Results

We first performed multiple logistic regressions
using pledge to give blood (yes vs. no) as the dichotomous
criterion variable, and condition and gender as categorical
predictors. Neither the effect of condition nor the effect of
gender was significant, p = .289, and p = .981, respectively.

We then analyzed parameters predicting actual blood do-
nation by carrying out multiple logistic regressions with
blood donation (yes vs. no) as the dichotomous criterion vari-
able, and gender, condition and pledge as categorical
predictors. Results (see Table 1) showed amain effect of con-
dition, Wald(1) = 9.33, p = .002, Exp(B) = 3.31 (odds ratio
[OR] = 2.66, 95% confidence interval [CI] = 1.42–4.95), as the
number of participants who gave blood was greater in the
watching-eyes condition (35/217, i.e., 16.12%) than in the
control condition (16/237, i.e., 6.75%). The main effect of
pledge to give blood was also significant, Wald(1) = 83.86,
p < .001, Exp(B) = 40.61 (OR, 37,21, 95% CI, 17.32–79.92), as
participants who had given a pledge were muchmore likely
to give blood (41/81, i.e., 50.62%) than participants who had
not given a pledge (10/373, i.e., 2.68%). Neither the gender
effect nor the interaction effect was significant (p = .873 and
p = .995, respectively).

4. Discussion

The watching-eyes strategy has been shown to in-
crease prosocial behaviors in numerous fields, but its
effectiveness has never been tested with respect to blood
donation. Our study filled this research gap by analyzing the
impact of the watching-eyes strategy on pledges to give
blood and actual blood donations by students.

Although our results showed that the watching-eyes
strategy did not impact the percentage of pledges (inten-
tions) to give blood1, students who received a blood-drive
flyer bearing a picture of human eyes were almost three
times more likely to come to a university blood drive and
give blood than students who received the control flyer.
One possible explanation for this result is that the picture
of human eyes creates a form of implicit social pressure
and activates a moral obligation to donate. According to
this explanation, which is consistent with the most fre-
quently proposed interpretation of the watching-eyes effect

1 This result is not surprising because it has been shown that the watch-
ing eyes effect is impacted by the presence of a large number of witnesses
[5], which was the case in our study, where pledges to give blood had to
be placed in a box at the front of the class.

Table 1
Percentage of participants who gave blood according to condition and pledge.

Condition Promise

Control Eyes No pledge Pledge

Percentages 6.75% (16/237) 16.12% (35/217) 2.68% (10/363) 50.62% (41/81)
p value .002 < .001
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[7], seeing a pair of watching eyes triggers an avoidance
motivation process through which individuals try to avoid
negative judgments and thereby protect their reputations.
Another possible explanation is that the picture of human
eyes activates an approach motivation process, that is, it
triggers a desire to help others, without regard for social
rewards [9]. This explication is specific to actions such as
giving blood, where helping others is one of the most
important motivations. Hence, it may be that the picture
of human eyes prompts people to give blood by providing
a social cue in the form of another person’s need for blood
and by raising awareness of the usefulness of giving
blood. One possible way of differentiating between these
two interpretations would be to manipulate the type of
social cue associated with the flyers, for example, by
comparing the impact of an image showing just eyes, as
in the present research, with the effect produced by an
image of an entire face that is not staring toward the
viewer. If the same pattern of responses were obtained, it
would strongly suggest that the increased rate of blood
donation produced by attaching an image of human eyes
to a promotional flyer is due to the watching eyes activat-

ing a desire to help others, rather than a desire to protect
one’s reputation.

In addition, our results supportWevers et al.’s [10] finding
that first-time donors who provide a written pledge to give
blood aremuchmore likely to actually give blood. Thus, pub-
licly signing a dated blood-donation pledge, as in our
experiment, appears to create a strong commitment to give
blood and increases willingness to behave consistently with
the promised behavior.

Further work is required to replicate our study on a larger
sample and to investigate the processes underlying the effect
of the watching-eyes strategy on blood donation rates. Nev-
ertheless, our research contributes to recent interest in the
effects of watching-eyes on prosocial behaviors by showing
that the watching-eyes strategy increases blood donation
rates among young adults, one of the hardest age groups
to recruit as regular donors.
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Appendix A

Flyers illustration

Flyer bearing a picture of human eyes Flyer bearing a neutral drawing 
(Experimental condition) (Control condition)
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