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Should brain-dead persons whose organs qualify for harvesting and
transplantation receive red cell transfusions to improve organ survival?

A transfusion medicine physician who works at an acute care facility in Southern California
reports that when a 'brain-dead' individual has been qualified as an organ donor and the harvest of
organs is imminent, it is not uncommon for there to be a pre-harvest request for RBCs to be
transfused to the brain-dead individual. The reason given to justify such a request is that an RBC
transfusion will improve oxygenation of the harvested organs, even if the hematocrit is above the usual
trigger for RBC transfusion (i.e., H/H is > 10/30 or more). According to the inquiring transfusion service
physician, the organ procurement agency claims that organ survival improves with the aforementioned
strategy. The inquiring blood banker wants to know what e-Network colleagues think about this
approach. Should RBC units be issued to brain dead individuals for the purpose of raising the pre-organ
harvest hematocrit, based on a belief that this will improve organ harvest success. Are there data to
support this contention?

In response to the above query, the following replies were submitted:

1. An anesthesiologist who is a recognized expert in the study of blood loss anemia and who works at
a prestigious acadamic medical center (where there also happens to be an outstanding transfusion
medicine service), reports that he is unaware of data supporting improved organ oxygenation and
transplant survival based on pre-harvesting donor hematocrit or hemoglobin concentration.

ADDENDA Mar. 28, 2005

2. Editor's Note: Please see the new discussion Should there be arbitrary triggers for transfusing brain-
dead potential organ donors?
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Please submit comments to the e-Network Forum.

Ira A. Shulman, MD
CBBS e-Network Forum Editor & Moderator

Posted: August 2, 2002

Addenda: Mar. 28, 2005

The e-Network Forum is supported by the California Blood Bank Society (CBBS) and endorses collegial discussion among blood
banking and transfusion medicine professionals. However, the CBBS does not necessarily endorse the specific views and opinions
expressed in the forum. The forum is not intended as a substitute for medical or legal advice and the content should not be
relied upon for any medical or legal purposes. Readers should make their own determinations as to: (i) what constitutes
appropriate medical, technical, and administrative practices, and (ii) how best to comply with laws and regulations relevant to
their questions. For the latter, they should consider consulting, as to any medical matters, a qualified physician, and, as to any
legal matters, an attorney familiar with related state and federal laws. The user of the forum, by accessing same, assumes all
risks arising out of such use and releases CBBS and their respective members, directors, officers and agents from and against
any loss, damage, claim or liability arising out of such use of the forum.
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