



What does research say about the risks of transfusions?

♦Researchers are constantly looking for better tests 
  to lower the risks from transfusion. 
♦The numbers below are from studies done in 
  Canada from 1999-2000. The larger the number in   

  the column on the right side (your chances), the 
  lower the risk that a transfusion will cause the    

  problem listed on the left side.

	Disease
	Your chances

	HIV-1 (AIDS virus)*
	1 in 10,000,000

	Hepatitis C*
	1 in 3,000,000

	Hepatitis B*
	1 in 72,000

	HTLV*
	1 in 1,100,000

	Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (‘mad cow’ disease)
	Never been linked to transfusion, but there is no proof  that it could not happen

	Fever
	1 in 100

	Hives, itchiness
	1 in 300

	Fluid overload 
	1 in 100

	Acute hemolytic reaction
	1 in 25,000


 *(Source: Chiavetta et al, CBS, 2003) 
(Other sources may vary from the Canadian sources quoted above)
♦The information below may help you compare the 
  risk of transfusion with the risk of dying in other 
  situations:

	Cause of Death
	Your chances

	Motor vehicle accident, all ages
	1 in 10,000 

	Falling by accident
	1 in 12,400 

	Childbirth
	1 in 27,500

	Drowning
	1 in 92,000

	Fire
	1 in 97,800

	Airplane Crash
	1 in 471,800

	Being struck by lightening
	1 in 5,000,000
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You may need a blood transfusion: Benefits and risks of transfusions

What is a blood transfusion?

A blood transfusion is a medical procedure that gives you certain components, or parts of blood that your body needs to stay healthy. 

You get a transfusion through a needle inserted into a vein. Blood transfusions may be needed with many major surgical operations and medical conditions. 

After looking closely at your condition, your doctor may decide that you need a transfusion as part of your overall therapy.

Why might I need a transfusion?

Blood products are used to raise the levels of blood components. You may need a transfusion:

· If you have lost blood due to surgery, trauma, gastrointestinal (stomach) bleeding, or other conditions.

· If you have lost more than 20% of your total blood volume. This is more than about one litre, or more than 4 cups. You should normally have about 20 cups or 5 litres of blood in your body.

· If you are anemic (have a low red blood cell count), and the medicine you are taking has not helped. 

· If your platelets or clotting factors are low or not working properly. Keep reading to find out more about these.

Blood components 

The main components of blood that may be given by transfusion are:

· Red blood cells: Their main job is to carry oxygen to the body’s tissues and organs, which keeps them healthy. You may need a red cell transfusion to increase oxygen. Although there is ongoing research into other ways to provide this oxygen, red blood cells are the only way we are sure of at this time. 

· Platelets: Platelets are small cells that prevent bleeding, or stop bleeding from getting worse. You may need a platelet transfusion if you do not have enough platelets or if they do not work properly. 
· Plasma:  Plasma contains many substances, such as proteins. These substances help fight infections and help the blood to clot.
· Albumin: Albumin is a protein that comes from plasma. It may be used to restore fluids your body has lost.

Other blood components are sometimes needed, but only in special situations. Your doctor will discuss these with you if you are likely to need them. 
Where does the blood come from?

The hospital gets blood from donors who volunteer. At this time, human blood is the only blood that can be used for transfusion. 

Blood from volunteer donors

Canada’s blood supply is seen as one of the safest in the world. The Canadian Blood Services (CBS) is responsible for collecting blood from donors.

CBS aims to protect both the person who donates the blood, and the person who receives it, from diseases that can be spread by blood transfusion. Before the blood ever gets to you, CBS asks many questions and takes many precautions: 

· They ask questions about the donor’s health. This is to see if there are risks that the donor’s blood could spread a disease. 

· They collect the blood using new, sterilized needles and equipment for each donor. 

· They test every donation. 

· They destroy all blood that does not pass the tests.

What does the CBS look for when it tests donor blood?

Before it is issued for transfusion, the CBS tests blood for:

· Infectious diseases, which are those diseases that can spread from person to person. These include syphilis, Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, HTLV (a leukemia virus), West Nile Virus (WNV), and HIV (the AIDS virus).

· Blood group and compatibility: ABO and Rh blood types and blood group antibodies.
Before a transfusion, St. Michael’s Hospital tests both the donor’s blood and your blood to make sure your blood will not react badly to the donor blood. However, we cannot test to find out if it will give you an allergic reaction. 
Autologous Blood (patient’s own blood)
Some patients may be able to donate their own blood before surgery, to be stored in case they need a transfusion. This is known as autologous (aw-tol-o-gus) donation. However, this is not suitable for everyone, and you have to meet certain requirements for it to be possible. For example, you must

· be in good enough physical condition, 
· have enough red blood cells (or hemoglobin),

· be referred to the program by your doctor, 

                              and

· be a probable candidate for a transfusion while you are having surgery or in the hospital.

Ask your doctor if this program is an option for you. If so, you can give your donation at a blood centre or at St. Michael's Hospital, within 4 weeks before your surgery. We will ask you to sign a consent form. By signing the form, you permit the doctor to use regular volunteer donor blood if there is not enough of your blood to meet your needs during your hospitalization. 

Directed donations

At this time, in Ontario, other than parent to child, it is not possible for people to donate blood specifically for their relatives or friends. 

However, the more often people donate blood, the better chance there will be enough blood in the supply for life-saving surgeries or transfusions.

Other options 

Other options such as certain drugs before and after surgery, or blood salvage machines used during surgery, may also be used as alternatives to blood transfusion.

What are the risks if you have a transfusion?

The risks from transfusion include:

Allergic reactions: These are usually mild and easy to resolve with treatment. Severe allergic reactions are extremely rare.

Fever: These common reactions are usually not severe and are easy to resolve with treatment. Tell your doctor if you have had a fever after a transfusion in the past. Before you have a transfusion, we may give you treatment to prevent you from having fever again. 

Hemolytic reactions: These are rare. They would occur if your blood destroys the red blood cells from the donor blood. These reactions can sometimes be severe, and cause bleeding or kidney failure. However, they are rare because we test the blood carefully and are careful in handling the blood. These complications can also be resolved with treatment. 

Infectious diseases:  All donor blood is carefully tested for infectious diseases, or diseases that can spread from person to person. The donors also have to answer detailed questions to make sure they are suitable donors. 
The risk of infection, injury or death from having a transfusion is very small. However, the tests cannot remove it entirely. Keep reading for details that may help you understand how rare they are.
What are the risks if you do not have a transfusion? 
If you lose too many red blood cells, your body does not get enough oxygen. Without enough oxygen, there is the risk of damage to vital organs such as the brain or heart. You may need a transfusion to prevent this type of damage. 

The timing and reason for needing a transfusion is different from person to person. The decision to give you blood will be based on your condition at that time.

Our team will always compare the benefits to the risks before using blood for any reason. Used properly, blood can save your life.
After you leave the hospital

After you leave the hospital, it is the policy of St. Michael's Hospital to send you a letter if you received a transfusion during your hospital stay. The letter will tell you how much blood you received, and what type. Keep this letter with your medical records, and feel free to share it with your family doctor.
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