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Opening statement 

South Africa has a critical shortage of rabies immunoglobulin (RIG) – the key ingredient 
in the prevention of rabies. 
 
In 2016, the South African National Blood Service (SANBS) collected just over half the 
amount of the plasma it required and it anticipated a similar shortfall in 2017. 
 
The SANBS Hyperimmune Campaign developed by Flow Communications has 
completely redressed that shortfall and has ensured a sustainable supply of 
hyperimmune plasma over the next four years, by developing win-win partnerships and 
a communications solution that delivers value for all stakeholders. 

Statement of opportunity/problem 

The challenge was to raise awareness and understanding of the issue, and ultimately to 
increase donations of hyperimmune plasma. 
 
Becoming a hyperimmune plasma donor is a complex process, as donors need to have 
received a rabies vaccine and their blood must have a high antibody count. It is a 
difficult process to grasp, and is also a big commitment that a prospective donor is 
being asked to make. The SANBS request was for a national campaign that helped 
redress the shortfall in current stocks, and developed a sustainable and ongoing supply. 

Research conducted  

We conducted desktop research into the incidence of rabies in South Africa 
(http://www.nicd.ac.za/assets/files/Rabies-Feb.pdf), which confirmed that, while 
untreated exposure to rabies is invariably fatal, it is easily preventable by vaccination or 
post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP). 
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We realised from this research that a key source of individuals who had been 
vaccinated, either pre- or post-exposure, was people who regularly work with animals, 
as vaccination is a life-saving necessity for them. 
 
We then contacted Pam Larkin of the National Bioproducts Institute 
(https://www.linkedin.com/in/pam-larkin-aa36a521/)  
and Professor Lucille Blumberg of the National Institute for Communicable Diseases 
(https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lucille_Blumberg). Our extensive engagement 
with them led us to the insight that Onderstepoort Veterinary Hospital 
(http://www.up.ac.za/veterinary-hospital) presented a rich field of potential donors, 
which a conversation with Profesor Dietman Holm confirmed 
(http://www.up.ac.za/en/faculty-of-veterinary-science/article/33518/staff).  
 
Onderstepoort Veterinary College in Pretoria has a cohort of about 600 students, who 
would be prime candidates to become donors. 

Planning the campaign  

A broad-based campaign was unlikely to achieve results as the messaging is complex 
and the threat of rabies very remote for most. It would also be prohibitively expensive. 
 
Thus the approach to people who: 

● Stood to gain from the availability of treatments against rabies  
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● Understood the process, and  
● Would be most likely to have the correct antibody count already 

 
This approach would also generate enough “spillover” publicity to achieve the 
secondary aim of public education and awareness. 

Target audience 

Potential donors were identified as: 
● People with spare time 
● People at risk of rabies 
● Animal lovers 

Key issues 

● Complex and multilayered communication 
● The process of registration and subsequent donation is arduous and donors 

need to be committed  
● Staff needed to be trained to best deal with potential hyperimmune donors  1

Tactical objectives 

● Raise awareness and understanding of the need for hyperimmune plasma  
● Grow the number of hyperimmune plasma donations  
● Deepen the SANBS/Onderstepoort Veterinary College friendship 

Key messages 

● Hyperimmune plasma is necessary for the treatment and prevention of rabies 
● The SANBS is a vital part of the collection of hyperimmune plasma 
● You can and should donate hyperimmune plasma 

Approach 

We held two events on the Onderstepoort campus where we could speak directly to the 
students about why they should become hyperimmune donors, as well as initiate the 
process by having SANBS staff available to start the sign-up and testing process. 
 
We approached the Dean of Onderstepoort directly to get buy-in to the process, as a 

1 A separate internal communications plan is being rolled out to deal with this challenge 
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collaborative approach was more likely to be successful. The proposed initiative aligns 
very closely with the school’s values of giving back and community consideration. The 
school was very enthusiastic about the proposal and came on board, providing insights 
and support to ensure student participation. 

 
The event at Onderstepoort, student sign-ups and testing  

Execution 

Mechanics 

Two events were hosted at Onderstepoort campus, on 18 September 2017, a week 
before World Rabies Day, and on 31 January 2018, as part of new students’ induction 
week. Awareness was raised via on-site posters, and a targeted SMS and email 
campaign.  
 
The first event, hosted in a lecture hall on campus, included presentations by the 
National Institute for Communicable Diseases, the National Bioproducts Institute and 
the SANBS. A volunteer donated plasma at the event so that students could experience 
the process first-hand. SANBS phlebotomists were available to sign up students and do 
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initial testing. 
 
Media were invited, resulting in excellent coverage and spreading of the broad-based 
message. There was also a good pick-up of the event on social media. 
 
Posters designed and produced by Flow Communications that were put up around 
campus to announce the event 
 

The first event consisted of a 
presentation to remind students of 
what a terrible threat rabies is, 
specifically to them. It also explained 
why they were ideal candidates for 
donation – because they have all 
been inoculated against rabies.  

 
A highly respected rabies specialist from the National Institute for Communicable 
Diseases was enlisted to address the students, as did a specialist from the National 
Bioproducts Institute, both of whom spoke to the students in a relatable way. 
 
The event provided us with an opportunity to create a video that not only can be used to 
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raise awareness of what hyperimmune plasma donation is, but also as evidence of a 
group of young, diverse people taking up the call. The video can be viewed here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=giy4CeEqpy0&feature=youtu.be 

Evaluation/measurement  

● To date, 171 students have signed up to become VIP hyperimmune plasma 
donors. On a campaign budget of R380 000.00, this represents a cost of 
R2,222.22 per donor. While we cannot disclose the SANBS price per unit, in the 
United States 1 unit of hyperimmune plasma retails at $140.00 
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20598161) 

● The SANBS has provided a permanent facility at Onderstepoort 
● A positive relationship has been built between SANBS and Onderstepoort  
● An ongoing supply of donors has been developed  
● The National Institute for Communicable Diseases is exploring partnering with 

the SANBS  

 
Image from results report to SANBS 
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Traditional media 
 
The Pretoria News, Beeld and SABC Radio attended the initial event.  
  
Coverage was received in 16 print publications and seven online publications  
  
Although AVE is not a measure of success, the total AVE was R210 680,32, which 
indicates the wide breadth of coverage. 
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Social media 

Tweets from the first event achieved a total of 23 743 impressions and 532 
engagements, at an average engagement rate of a respectable 2.53%. 
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Success  

This is a simple and cost-effective formula easily replicated for further donor drives, and 
we have no doubt that we have created a sustainable solution to the challenge 
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presented by the SANBS. 
 

 

Message received from client after first event 
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