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ABSTRACT
Introduction: The shortage of organs for transplantation is a worldwide problem and the main cause is the refu-
sal of family members to donate. Consent to donate is influenced by many factors and educational interventions 
are strongly recommended. 
Objective: To evaluate the impact of an educational, theater-based strategy on the attitudes toward organ do-
nation. 
Methodology: This study employed an intervention using theater as the central tool.  The impact of this inter-
vention on the intention to donate was assessed through a controlled, prospective, nonrandomized designed 
study. The sample consisted of 1,038 people. All the participants answered a survey that asked about sex, age and 
intent to donate. Afterward, one portion of the sample was exposed to the play, The Gift of Life, and a subsequent 
discussion forum that was guided by experts. The same survey was administered again after the intervention.
Results: Before the intervention, donation attitudes were positive in 68.3% of the responses, negative in 6.8% 
and uncertain in 24.9%. Females showed a greater intent to donate while age had no apparent influence on the 
donation decision. Those exposed to the intervention were found to be more likely to donate and show a favo-
rable change in attitude toward donation than those who were not exposed to the intervention. 
Conclusion: An educational intervention using theater is an effective tool to generate a short-term change in 
the intent to donate. Educational strategies should be employed to increase the rates of organ donation.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the most important medical advances in the last fifty years 
involves solid organ transplantation. It is the best therapeutic al-
ternative for terminal organ failure and in many cases it is the only 
alternative to death. However, a shortage of organs available for 
transplants exists and this shortage should be considered a public 
health problem1.  In Colombia, for instance, there are 1,007 pa-
tients on the waiting list for an organ 2.  However, because of the 
shortage of available organs, some of these patients will die. In Ri-
saralda, a densely populated region in the center of Colombia, the 

problem is significant. According to the number of dialysis units 
in the area, there are approximately 500 terminal renal patients. 
These patients represent a high economic and social burden.  This 
problem is exacerbated by an increasingly deficient donation cul-
ture, which leads to the need for developing strategies to increase 
donation rates 3.

The possibility of obtaining an organ in Colombia, where more 
than 90% of organs come from deceased donors, depends on the 
authorization of families 2. This altruistic act is greatly influen-
ced by a solid comprehension of the donation and transplanta-
tion process 4. A family’s consent to donate an organ depends on 
multiple factors, many of which have been identified in different 
studies around the world 5-6. One of the most important factors is 
the will of the deceased regarding donation as expressed during 
their lifetime 7. The decision to deny a donation is often the result 
of not knowing the deceased’s will, or there being disagreement 
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among family members 8-9. It is therefore very important that peo-
ple consider the possibility of donation while they are alive and 
clearly express their will to their families. Because the clear ex-
pression of will is critical for increasing the rate of organ donation, 
it is necessary to raise the public’s consciousness of this issue 10. 
A community educational intervention could improve donation 
rates in the long term by clarifying doubts, discussing myths and 
promoting altruistic behavior 11. Discussion about the concept of 
cerebral death and contact with successful recipients may trans-
form skeptics into believers.

Traditional interventions based on lectures, talks and informative 
brochures neither significantly influence the community cons-
cience nor generate a process of awareness, internalization or per-
sonal reflection that might lead to a change in the attitude and 
behavior concerning this subject. Furthermore, traditional inter-
ventions show a significant loss of retention over periods as short 
as three months 12. 

In Colombia, the National Transplant Net demonstrated that 
promotion of donation leads to an increased transplant quantity 
13. The didactic strategies used to deliver this information must 
create interpersonal discussions that generate interest among the 
audience. These strategies must encourage the audience to view 
themselves as protagonists in the situation.  In other words, the 
viewers should feel personally involved in the situation, be able 
to relate to the experience, and engage their cognitive, affective 
and behavioral faculties. Strategies such as these are necessary to 
produce significant change in attitudes.  They are the only ways in 
which the audience can visualize themselves as possible donors 
and become active and critical advocates who promote organ do-
nation in their communities.

Theater is an effective pedagogical tool that has been found to 
be useful in approaching a diversity of health subjects, especially 
ethical issues14. Although the effectiveness of theater is supported 
by a number of studies 15-16, there are no reported studies directly 
related to the culture of organ donation. 

Theater is a unique tool because it facilitates the reproduction of 
different situations, but the challenge with theater is that it uses 
a special language that emphasizes emotive communication. In 
addition, theater stimulates creativity and enjoyment while being 
able to transmit a message in a way that does not alienate the spec-
tator. These characteristics are in contrast to those of other com-
municative strategies.

METHODS
This was a controlled, prospective, non-randomized study that 
employed a theater-based strategy to deliver information about 
organ donation and transplants to a community in Risaralda, Co-
lombia. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the 
Technological University of Pereira, Colombia.

The sample included 1,038 people from 8 Risaralda municipalities 
(separate from the capital). None of the participants worked in the 
health sector, so that their knowledge of the subject was likely only 
basic or, as in many cases, non-existent. The sample included peo-
ple who freely accepted the invitation to participate in the experi-
ment after encouragement to attend by community leaders, as well 

as exposure to related publicity.  The sample was not selected by 
age, gender, sexual orientation, religious beliefs, educational level 
or any other parameter. 

Prior to the interventions, research was conducted to identify the 
principal myths and key points to address.  The latter included the 
following items: ignorance about the will of the deceased, disfi-
gurement of the corpse, inaccurate beliefs about cerebral death, 
ignorance about the organ assignment process, organ trafficking, 
fear about the removal of organs before death, inadequate medical 
attention to potential donors and worries about the costs of the 
process. All of these subjects were considered in designing the in-
tervention. Other important topics that were addressed included: 
the role of procurement and transplant coordinators, informed 
consent, autonomy of the family in making the donation decision, 
aspects of the family interview, anonymity, waiting list procedures, 
the possibility of being a recipient after being a donor or authori-
zing a donation, the possibility of passing away before receiving an 
organ, personal and family uncertainty while someone is on a wai-
ting list, the importance of expressing one’s own will about organ 
donation during one´s lifetime, satisfaction after the altruistic act 
of donation, its impact on mourning and the way in which dona-
tion may influence the life of the people involved.

The core of the pedagogical intervention was a play staged especia-
lly for this study by The Diving Bell Theater Group (La Escafandra 
Teatro). This group has recognized experience using theater as a 
tool for educating people about health topics 15 and it was guided 
by a team of experts from the Colombia Vive Organ Procurement 
Organization (O.P.O.). The experts included two transplant sur-
geons and the regional transplant coordinator. The twenty minute 
play, named The Gift of Life, portrayed all the possible roles a per-
son can assume in the process of transplantation, such as donor, 
recipient, patient on a waiting list, family member and health wor-
ker. These roles demonstrated the different viewpoints about the 
issue and the possible ways in which people can perceive organ 
donation and transplants. The play also raised the most common 
myths and beliefs about this topic through the story of Arturo, a 
young man who suffered an accident with resulting cerebral death. 
His mother, who was initially reluctant to authorize the organ do-
nation, was eventually convinced by her daughter to go through 
with it. The mother needed a cornea transplant a few years later 
and reflection about her experience leads her to the logical con-
clusion that any person may need a donor at some point in life.
Prior to the intervention, the team of experts visited the muni-
cipalities to meet community leaders, hospital managers, school 
principals and others identified as possessing the potential to or-
ganize meetings and summon their respective community leaders. 
The team explored the available resources for adapting the play, 
while clearly explaining its methodology and objectives toward 
overcoming initial barriers. The intervention was programmed 
according to the suggestions made by these leaders to optimize 
attendance. The particular circumstances of each community were 
considered.

The intervention started with a presentation by the team of experts 
and artists, followed by an explanation about the ethical aspects of 
the research. All of those in attendance signed an informed con-
sent to participate in the study. Afterward, an anonymous survey 
with three questions was administered to the audience members. 
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The survey asked about gender (male, female), age (in years) and 
intention to donate with the question, “Would you donate your or-
gans after your death?” (yes, no, I do not know/I do not respond). 
Long-time members of the team were available to help people, es-
pecially illiterate people, to understand the survey.

After the survey was completed, the play was presented to the au-
dience members.  Afterward, a discussion forum was conducted 
that allowed open participation and unlimited time for respon-
ses. This forum included the participation of one or two members 
from the Capullos Foundation, an association of transplant pa-
tients. The members provided testimonials about their experien-
ces. All of the questions from the audience were answered by the 
members of the expert committee. Before the activity ended, the 
same survey was once again administered.  A second group was 
composed of people who were not exposed to the play or the dis-
cussion forum. The same survey was administered to both groups.
STATA 8.0 software was employed to analyze the data. Univariate 
and bivariate analyses were conducted and a p<0.05 significance 
level was used. Additionally, Chi Square and Mantel-Hazel tests 
were applied to determine whether the probability of an event, 
in this case organ donation intention, was the same for the two 
groups. 

RESULTS
In all of the municipalities, there was a willingness to consider or-
gan donation and participate in the experiment. All of the partici-
pants responded to the survey, attended the play and participated 
in the final discussion which demonstrated interest in the activity.
In the sample, 58% of the participants were female, ranging in 
age from 10 to 85 years (mean 24 ± 14.5 years). Sixty-one percent 
were less than 18 years old, which is considered the adult age in 
Colombia and in the majority of occidental countries. 68.3% de-
clared that they would donate organs in the case of death, 6.8% 
declared they would not donate and 24.9% marked the option I do 

not know/I do not respond. Women showed a significantly greater 
intention to donate in comparison with men (p=0.000). In con-
trast, there were no significant differences between the age groups 
concerning the intention to donate, and no differences were found 
between people older than 18 years and those younger than 18 
years (table 1).

Among those in the sample, 43.2% were exposed to the inter-
vention. Those exposed were selected at random from all of the 
participating municipalities and had a similar distribution by age 
and gender. The intention to donate organs in this sample chan-
ged significantly after the intervention: 74.24% of the people who 
declared that they would not donate and 55% of the people who 
were indecisive changed their opinion in favor of organ donation 
after the intervention (figure 1). The difference between the pro-
portions of people with the intention to donate before and after 
the intervention was significant (p< 0.05).

DISCUSSION
The program was well-received by all of the municipalities invol-
ved, which was thought to be attributable to the preliminary visits. 
There were cultural barriers discovered, such as false beliefs about 
the involvement of satanic sects in organ donation, fear of being 
placed on donor lists without authorization, and fear of discussing 
death.  These issues and others were addressed in the discussion 
forum after the play. The presence of patients who had undergone 
a previous organ transplant in each session was reported as helpful 
for people to understand better the play and more of the situatio-
nal issues concerning transplants. 

Despite the importance of religious beliefs about the intention to 
donate, as reported by others, the issue was not expressed as a sig-
nificant one during the discussions. None of the participants de-
clared that they were opposed to transplants because of religious 
reasons. Catholicism, which approves organ transplants 17, is the 
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 Intention to donate 

Variable Y es N o 
I do not know/ 

I do not respond 
Total p 

Gender n % n % n % n %  

Male 226 5 3 54 12.6 147 34.4 427 41.8 

p=0.000* Female 470 79.1 17 2 .9 107 1 8 594 5 8.2 

Total 696 6 8 7 1 7 254 2 5 1021 100 

Age n % n % n % n %  

 años 462 67.74 5 0 7.33 170 24.93 6 82 68 

p=0.371 

19-39 años 118 75.6 10 6 .4 2 8 1 8 156 15.6 

40-59 años 8 3 65.9 6 4.8 3 7 29.3 126 12.6 

 2 6 68.4 3  7 .9 9  23.7 38 3 .8 

Total 689 68.8 6 9 6.9 244 24.3 1002 100 

Table 1. Evaluation of the intention to donate organs and tissues after death in people non-exposed 

not the same for all variables because of the absence of information in some surveys. 
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main religion in this country. The play, The Gift of Life, had an 
excellent reception. Afterwards, the audience congratulated the 
artists and expressed their satisfaction with the play.  It was des-
cribed as “emotive”, “beautiful”, “excellent”, “shocking” and more. 
This positive reception was another demonstration of the positive 
effect the play had on the audience.

Regarding the intention to donate, the finding of this study (68.3% 
positive) is in accord with other research 18; however, it is lower 
than that reported by others 19. In the analysis of the age groups, 
this study could not find differences regarding the intention to 
donate, which is in contrast with other research 18, 20. The greater 
intention to donate among women was remarkable. This finding, 
however, is consistent with a previous study involving a Spanish 
sample 9.	

Schauenburg & Hildebrandt studied differences in knowledge 
about transplants between German and Spanish populations 21. 
Their hypothesis was that a difference in knowledge explains the 
different rates in organ donation between the two countries. The 
study showed, however, that there was no difference in transplant 
knowledge between these two populations 21. This finding suggests 
that organ donation is a process that involves much more than 
knowledge about the topic.  It also involves emotions, feelings, 
thoughts, beliefs and personal experiences 10. Theater can be use-
ful for sensitizing people to the subject because it expresses all as-
pects of the issue and emotional reactions on the stage. The play 
The Gift of Life managed to communicate the main issues identi-
fied in other studies, such as comprehension about cerebral death, 
discussion of the topic in the family group, attitudes of parents 
toward donation, attitudes toward cremation, attitudes toward ne-
cropsy, fear about not being properly treated and concern about 
mutilation after donation19, 22. All of these elements were incor-
porated into the play and were discussed in the forum in such a 
way that people could clarify their doubts and myths. The positive 
factors about transplants, such as the resultant altruistic feelings 
and pride in being a donor, were also reinforced by the play and 
the subsequent discussion.

The results of this study show that a theater-based intervention 
can change the expressed intention to donate organs among peo-
ple exposed to it. All of the studies agree on the importance of 
education in organ donation23, since education has been identified 
as a key method for increasing organ availability.

Our strategy effectively increased the intention to be a donor, 
which indicates that it is possible to modify the intention to dona-
te organs using a pedagogical strategy. However, the design of this 
study did not allow for an evaluation of the impact of the interven-
tion in the actual decision making situation of potential donation.  
Further research about this question should be conducted with 
this objective, perhaps by following these people over a conside-
rable period of time to re-assess the retention of the attitudinal 
change.

This study has a number of limitations; first, the study population 
was predominantly juvenile, which reduces any generalization of 
the results to other age groups; second, this study was conduc-
ted in a country with a specific religious, cultural and educational 
context which constitutes a very important conditioning for the 

intention to donate and limits the extension of the results. The 
educational efforts directed to the promotion of positive attitudes 
toward donation are a key way to increase donation rates 11, 24-25, 
and the design of tailored, contextual approaches must be increa-
sed and enhanced to improve the process and desired outcomes. 

In conclusion, there are two important findings from this study: 
(1) theater is an effective tool for modifying attitudes toward or-
gan donation, and (2) educational interventions must be under-
taken at the community level since this is the only way in which a 
real organ donation culture can be constructed.
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Evaluación del impacto de una intervención basada en teatro sobre las actitudes hacia la
donación de órganos en Risaralda, Colombia
RESUMEN    
Introducción: La escasa disponibilidad de órganos para transplantes es un problema de escala mundial y la principal causa es la negativa de los familiares del donante. El 
consentimiento para donar está influenciado por una multitud de factores y las intervenciones educativas han sido intensamente recomendadas.
Objetivo: Evaluar el impacto de una estrategia pedagógica basada en el teatro sobre las actitudes hacia la donación de órganos. 
Metodología: Este estudio utilizó una intervención teatral como herramienta central de trabajo y evaluó su impacto sobre la intención de donación usando un diseño 
controlado, prospectivo y no aleatorizado. La muestra consistió de 1,038 personas. Todos los participantes respondieron una encuesta que preguntaba acerca del género, 
edad e intención de donación. Después de ésta, una parte de la muestra fue expuesta a la obra teatral El Regalo de la Vida, seguida de un foro de discusión con expertos. La 
misma encuesta inicial fue aplicada de nuevo después de la intervención.
Resultados: Antes de la intervención, las actitudes hacia la donación fueron positivas en 68.3% de los casos, negativa en 6.8% e incierta en 24.9%. Las mujeres mostraron 
una mayor intención de donación mientras que la edad no tuvo ninguna influencia. Aquellas personas expuestas a la intervención estuvieron más inclinadas hacia la do-
nación y mostraron un cambio favorable en su actitud que aquellas que no fueron expuestas a ésta.
Conclusión: Una intervención educativa usando el teatro es una herramienta efectiva para generar un cambio en al intención de donación de órganos. Estrategias educa-
tivas similares a ésta deben implementarse para incrementar la tasa de donación de órganos entre la población general. 

Palabras claves: Educación, procuramiento de tejidos y órganos, drama, trasplante.
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