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INTRODUCTION
Blood transfusion significantly improves physical performances, due to increased red blood
cell (RBC) mass and therefore augmented oxygen transport capacity [1]. A similar
physiological effect can be obtained via treatment with recombinant erythropoietin (rh-EPO).
With the introduction in 2001 of a method to detect directly rh-EPO in urine [2], transfusion
doping practices have regained interest. Here, we describe a sensitive method for the
unequivocal detection of homologous blood transfusion.
Haematological parameters of altered erythropoiesis can reveal a blood manipulation [3], but
cannot confirm whether this latter is due to blood transfusion or rh-EPO abuse. In case of
homologous transfusions, blood compatible for ABO- and Rh(D)- groups is transfused, but in
most cases, differences exist for minor RBC antigens. Analysis of RBC antigenic expression
patterns by flow cytometry is able to reveal the presence of mixed RBC populations in
transfused recipients [4].
In the development of a blood transfusion doping test, several steps have been undertaken to
reach quality standards which are scientifically accepted. Antibodies concentrations are
optimised with standardised RBC controls and then specificity and discrimination capacities
of each antibody at the optimum dilution are verified.
Validation study was made and proved that our method is absolutely specific and has a
sensibility higher than 50%. The detection window is close to three months after homologous
transfusion.
FLOW CYTOMETRY AND BLOOD DOPING
Device used to count small particles in flow are in use since more than 50 years [5]. Blood
cells analyses are also old techniques and the most accurate ones are those using single cell
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analysis [6]. Modern commercial apparatus able to analyse and separate cells appeared in the
end-60’s, but were slow and absolutely not user-friendly [7, 8].
The basic principles behind flow cytometer are the following: 1) A system able to aspirate,
dilute and convey the liquid sample in an analysis chamber. The aim is to obtain such a
dilution that all particles in the sample are physically separated, so they can be analysed
individually. 2) A system able to perform the analyses using optic and/or electrical properties
of the sample’s particles. This system is composed of an excitation source, actually a laser
beam, and devices used to detect the transmitted or emitted lights, actually CCD or
photomultiplicators. 3) A system able to convert all signals in order to be usable by a data
presentation software and interpretable by the operator of the instrument [9]. During the 70’s
flow cytometer evolved and acquired the capacities to analyse more than one parameters,
leading to high-resolution apparatus [10]. Despite the apparent simplicity of these devices
[11], medical use of them increased only during the 90’s due to the complexity to obtain
relevant and accurate controls [12, 13].
In 1972, Ekblom et al. demonstrated that blood transfusion significantly improves physical
performances [1], due to increased RBC mass and therefore augmented oxygen transport
capacity. The IOC declared the transfusion method as a forbidden practice in 1988. A similar
physiological effect can be obtained via injections with recombinant human erythropoietin
(rh-EPO). But the introduction in 2001 of a method for direct detection of rh-EPO in urine
[2], reduce the abuse and this way to enhance blood oxygen transport. Unfortunately, despite
the numerous risks linked to blood transfusions, these practices have regained interest.
The principle behind the homologous blood transfusions detection is to analyse minor blood
groups. In most cases differences exist for minor RBC antigens, even if transfused blood is
identical for A, B and Rh(D) groups. Using flow cytometry and standard reagents of immunohaematology used in blood bank for groups’ determination, we are able to analyse the RBC
phenotype.
To reach quality standards mandated by the ISO 17025 norms, several steps have been
undertaken to develop a direct doping test against homologous blood transfusion. Antibody
concentration is optimised with phenotypes-known RBC controls furnished and certified by
immuno-haematology industries. This step enables us to find conditions leading to the best
separation between non-expressing and expressing RBC responses. To conclude optimisation
made for each antibody bottle, we check both the specificity and discrimination. After flow
cytometry analyse, the phenotype is obtained for blood samples. In order to interpret the
results obtained, external controls must give clear proofs of antibodies specificity and
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identification capabilities. When two or more blood groups show a mixed RBC population the
sample is declared as positive. When only one blood group shows a mixed RBC population,
the sample is declared as suspicious. Indeed, event if this test is not an immunoassay, it is still
based on immunological recognitions, implying the demonstration of a mixed RBC
population by more than one antibody.
Actually, only one colour (i.e. one wavelength of detection) is used to make these analyses,
but more could be used in a near future [14].
METHODOLOGY OF HOMOLOGOUS TRANSFUSION DETECTION
The aim of this paper is to present a methodology to implement the method to detect
homologous blood transfusion.
To choose a flow cytometer, important points are the capacity to change settings between
tubes due to proposed internal controls and the correspondence between the excitation
wavelengths of the laser beam and the fluorescent probe used to stain RBC.
Antibodies used to recognise minor blood groups (primary antibodies) are commercially
available in any serological laboratory furnisher, the sources of the antibodies must be
checked carefully as they will completely implicate the choice of the secondary antibodies,
which bear the fluorescent probe and recognise specifically the primary antibody. These
secondary antibodies are easy to access when contacting furnishers of antibodies or flow
cytometry products. Isotonic phosphate buffer is recognised as being the best buffer available
for staining, washing and suspension steps.
Finally, external RBC controls are commercially available. Great care must be taken when
choosing them, as the pattern of blood groups must be known in order to prepare mixes of
RBC and predict the results. In the first steps of implementation, the prediction of the results
are very important as they are the only way to check that an antibody gives a clear separation
of the RBC population. A very important point is the knowledge of the expression type of
each RBC control. Expressions can be homozygous or heterozygous. Homozygous expression
of a blood group means that the corresponding antithetic group is not expressed. In
heterozygous expression, both antithetic groups are expressed, but with a low number of sites
on the RBC surfaces, leading to weak signals. For the antigens we use, the pairs are C and c,
E and e, Fya and Fyb, Jka and Jkb, S and s.
During the optimisation of antibodies concentrations and staining conditions we recommend
to also use mixes of RBC controls having heterozygous expression in order to familiarise with
the limits of separation that can be obtained depending on the antibodies.
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Figure 1: Results obtained with our system (Flow cytometer: FC500 from Beckman-Coulter,
primary antibodies from DiaMed). A) Histogram of a single RBC population without
expression. B) Single RBC with a strong expression. C) Double RBC population with a minor
population having a strong expression. D) Double RBC population with a minor population
lacking expression. E) Same situation as D, but the main population has a normal expression.
F) Same situation as D, but the main population as a weaker expression than in E. G) Same
situation as D, but with a heterozygous or weak expression. H) Same as D, but the expression
is too weak to distinctly see the peaks. I) Single expressing RBC population, but there was not
enough primary antibody. J) Same as I, but with too much primary antibody. K) Single RBC
population, but the RBC expression is very wide due to heterozygozity and/or to a bad
conservation of the blood. L) Forward – Sideward scatergram, this graphic show the size
versus internal composition of all analysed events. This result is obtained from a freshly
withdrawn blood stored 48 hours at 4°C and diluted in an isotonic buffer without staining and
shows a figure used to control the state of conservation of the blood.
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Figure 1 show different histogram obtained with our system (FC-500 from Beckman-Coulter
working under CXP 2.0 as flow cytometer and all primary antibodies from DiaMed
company). On this figure, the importance of optimal dilution is perfectly clear. Situations with
two peaks are clearly distinguishable in at least two histograms and will lead to a positive
final result.
Internal controls are necessary to make any interpretation. The two first controls are RBC
stained with anti-glycophorin-A and isotypic control. Their aim is to prove that the gating
only contains RBC lineage. The first tube contains RBC stained with the isotypic control of
anti-glycophorin-A and is used to set the gating around the RBC population. As samples are
often not transported or withdrawn in the same time and conditions, the FS-SS scatergram
(Size versus internal composition, figure 1 L) can change between individuals and the gate or
the voltage settings must be up-tuned to contain only RBC, with the less aggregates as
possible. This gating strategy must be developed in each laboratory depending on the
apparatus and user habits and experience. The second internal control is RBC stained with
anti-glycophorin-A antibody. The gate is kept at the same position than the first internal
control and the interesting result is in the histogram. Only one clear peak is on the right, and
the left part of this peak is not superimposed with the right part of the previous histogram.
This shows that only RBC are present and that an expression induce a rightward shift of the
peak.
The third and last internal control is RBC stained only with the secondary antibodies used to
recognise each primary antibody and bearing the fluorescent tag. Only one peak on the left
side of the histogram must be seen. Optimally, the whole peak is visible, and voltage settings
of the fluorescent signals can be up-tuned to see completely the left part of the peak. The
gating graph (figure 1 L) is also used to have an idea of the conservation state of the blood,
but this implies good experience.
To avoid misinterpretations due to microbial contamination [15, 16], bloods are first diluted
in a buffer containing antibiotics and staining procedure is made in a buffer containing
sodium azide. Each histograms obtained with the staining using anti-blood groups antibodies
are classified as uncertain situation, single or double population. Single population histogram
shows only one peak on the left or right side of the histogram (figure 1 A or B). Double
population histogram shows two clearly separated peaks (figure 1 C or D). Uncertain
situations show histograms with two overlapping peaks (figure 1 E or F) or with a shoulder
(figure 1 G). Histograms with a very large peak (figure 1 K) must be treated carefully as they
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can be due to a single heterozygous expression or to an overlap of two wide peaks depending
on the blood groups tested and on the analytical conditions.
Three results for each blood sample are admitted: Negative, Suspicious or Positive. Negative
samples have no histograms showing double population. Positive samples have two or more
histograms showing double populations. Other situations are considered as suspicious
samples.
For confirmation purposes, we repeat the analysis for one sample only on double population
or suspicious antigens. In order to improve the interpretation and to prove that a double peak
or a suspicious peak is not due to non-optimal antibody concentration as shown in figure 1,
parts I or J, we make also analyses with half and double concentration. The aim is to obtain a
potential better separation than the one observed. Normally and based on our experience,
signals obtained with a bad antibody concentration can only give suspicious histograms. But
as one suspicious histogram is enough to render the entire sample as suspicious, all
laboratories must be confident with their results. One other reason to use multiple antibody
concentration is to avoid the possible situation that a bad antibody concentration gives rise to
a double peak histogram, even if this possibility has a minimal probability to arise.
To make a validation study, anonymous bloods samples from the local blood bank volunteers
were used. They were stabilised and RBC were counted. Phenotypes of each blood samples
were determined using classical tools – ID cards from DiaMed SA, based on agglutination
reaction - and not flow cytometry. All mixes were randomly chosen based on A-, B- and Dexpression identity. Four users interpreted separately 140 blood samples containing different
percentages of minor RBC population. We obtained 19 samples with 5% of minor RBC
population, 25 samples with 3%, 30 samples with 1.5%, 32 samples with 0.5% and 34
samples with 0% (pure bloods, negative sample). The database data were extracted to classify
each mix as positive, suspicious or negative, leading to a prediction for the observed results.
On the 34 negative samples, none of the users gave back a positive or suspicious result. 100%
specificity was obtained with this methodology and our method.
Table 1 gives mean values, standard deviation and extreme ranges obtained after
interpretation of all 106 positive samples.
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Positive sample returned as positive (Real positive)
Percent of minor population
Predicted value
Observed mean value
Standard deviation
Minimum
Maximum

0.5%
81.3%
28.9%
21.3%
0.0%
50.0%

1.5%
80.0%
62.5%
8.3%
53.3%
73.3%

3%
80.0%
68.0%
0.0%
68.0%
68.0%

5%
78.9%
61.8%
2.6%
57.9%
63.2%

all samples
80.2%
53.5%
9.1%
41.5%
63.2%

3%
12.0%
19.0%
3.8%
16.0%
24.0%

5%
10.5%
27.6%
2.6%
26.3%
31.6%

all samples
15.1%
19.8%
4.0%
15.1%
23.6%

3%
8.0%
13.0%
3.8%
8.0%
16.0%

5%
10.5%
10.5%
0.0%
10.5%
10.5%

all samples
4.7%
26.7%
12.1%
13.2%
40.6%

Positive sample returned as suspicious (real suspect)
Percent of minor population
Predicted value
Observed mean value
Standard deviation
Minimum
Maximum

0.5%
18.8%
20.3%
10.7%
9.4%
34.4%

1.5%
16.7%
15.0%
5.8%
10.0%
23.3%

Positive sample returned as negative (false negative)
Percent of minor population
Predicted value
Observed mean value
Standard deviation
Minimum
Maximum

0.5%
0.0%
50.8%
29.5%
15.6%
84.4%

1.5%
3.3%
22.5%
9.2%
13.3%
33.3%

Table 1: results of validation study separating each type of positive sample. Four types of
positive sample are analysed and interpreted. 0.5%, for a mix of two bloods containing a
minor population representing 0.5% of RBC number. 1,5% for a mix with 1.5% of minor
RBC population. 3% and 5% for mixes containing respectively 3% and 5% of the minor RBC
population.
A global mean sensibility of 53% was obtained. Suspicious sample were found at a level of
20% and the false negatives, represent 27%. More interest is found with the results for each
type of mixes. We observe that the sensibility is higher than 60% for each type of mixes,
except for the ones with 0.5% of minor RBC population.
With the results given in table 1, we can simulate the detection window of our anti-doping
method based on scenarios. Knowing that the RBC life is 120 days and that the disappearance
rate of a RBC population is perfectly linear [17], we can calculate the percentage of a minor
population depending on the initial amount transfused. Figure 2 present plots of the sensibility
versus the days post transfusion for two transfusions, showing that we have more than 60% of
chances to detect a homologous blood transfusion during a period of nearly 3 months after the
doping practise.
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Figure 2: Simulation of the sensibility and specificity of the presented methodology on two
different theoretical homologous transfusions using our system as a function of elapsed time
after the blood doping. In black is the scenario of a 10% injection of foreign RBC, in grey is
the scenario for a 5% transfusion. Continuous lines show the percentage of minor RBC
population. Upper line shows the specificity of our method and grey and black ribbons show
the approximate sensibility.
Minor population representing less than 1.5% can be detected, but as the sensibility decrease
rapidly, difficulties arise due to this loss of specificity and are not related to the appearance of
a detection limit. The real limit of detection is depending on the situation as a minor peak can
be partially hidden in the left tail of the main peak and on the laboratory experience to be able
to distinguish between a flat tail on the left and a second minor peak overlapping. But in any
case, as soon as the peaks are not clearly separated, any histogram will be classified at most as
suspicious.
CONCLUSIONS
The presented methodology to detect homologous blood transfusion doping using flow
cytometry enables any WADA-accredited laboratory to implement a method, which must be
then, as usual, fully accredited by official organisation. But as positive or negative controls
are not accessible stricto senso, which is not usual in anti-doping settings, we use external
controls to check the specificity and identification capacities and internal controls to check the
gating strategy and interpretability of the results.
Our method, not presented in details in this paper, is 100% specific. No false positive or false
suspect rose with our settings and our systems. This optimal specificity is accessible because
of strict interpretation criterion and these criterion lead to a sensibility higher than 50% for all
samples used in validation study. These samples included some difficult sample in which only
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0.5% of the whole RBC were from another source and the sensibility for these sample was
around 30%. On all other sample, the sensibility is higher than 60%. These results lead to a
detection window around three months after homologous blood transfusion, depending on the
amount of blood injected.
This methodology will not eradicate this form of blood doping, but it will become so
hazardous for cheaters that its utilisation will decrease greatly in a very short delay.
REFERENCES
1.

Ekblom B, Glodbarg N, Gullbring B (1972) Response to exercise after blood loss and
reinfusion. J Appl Physiol, 33, 175-180.

2.

Lasne F, de Ceaurriz J Recombinant erythropoietin in urine. (2000) An artificial
hormone taken to boost athletic performance can now be detected. Nature, 405, 635.

3.

Parisotto R, Gore CJ, Emslie KR, Ashenden M et al. (2000) A novel method utilising
markers of altered erythropoiesis for the detection of recombinant human erythropoietin
abuse in athletes. Haematologica 85, 564-572.

4.

Nelson M, Ashenden M, Langshaw M, Popp H (2002) Detection of homologous blood
transfusion by flow cytometry: a deterrent against blood doping. Haematologica, 87(8),
881-2

5.

Crossland-Taylor, P.J. (1953). A Device for Counting Small Particles Suspended in a
Fluid through a Tube. Nature 171, 37-38.

6.

Okada, R.H. and Schwan, H.P. (1960). An Electrical Method to Determine Hematocrits.
IRE Trans. Biomed. Electron. 7, 188-192.

7.

Dittrich W and Göhde W (1969) Impulsfluorometrie bei Einzelzellen in Suspensionen,
Zeitschrift für Naturforschung, 24 b, 221-228

8.

Hulett HR, Bonner WA, Barret J and Herzenberg LA (1969) Cell sorting: automated
separation of mammalian cells as a function of intracellular fluorescence. Science, 166,
747-749.

9.

Shapiro, H.M. (1988). Practical Flow Cytometry (2nd Edition). New York: Alan R. Liss
Inc.

10.

Dean PN and Pinkel, D (1978) High resolution dual laser flow cytometry. J Histochem
Cytochem, 26(8), 622-627.

11.

Steen, H.B. and Lindmo, T. (1979). Flow Cytometry: A high-Resolution Instrument for
Everyone. Science 204, 403-404.

273

In: W Schänzer, H Geyer, A Gotzmann, U Mareck (eds.) Recent Advances In Doping Analysis (13). Sport und Buch Strauß - Köln 2005

12.

Mandy FF, Bergeron M and Minkus T (1995) Principles of flow cytometry. Transfus
Sci, 16(4), 303-314.

13.

Horan, P.K., Muirhead, K.A., and Slezak, S.E. (1990). Standards and Controls in Flow
Cytometry. In Flow Cytometry and Sorting (2nd Edition), ed. M.R. Melamed, T.
Lindmo, and M.L. Mendelsohn. 397-414. New York: Wiley-Liss Inc.

14.

De Rosa SC, Brenchley JM and Roeferer M (2003) Beyond six colors: A new era in
flow cytometry. Nature Medicine, 9(1), 112-117.

15.

Larson G, Falk P, Hoskins LC (1988) Degradation of human intestinal
glycosphingolipids by extracellular glycosidases from mucin-degrading bacteria of the
human fecal flora. J Biol Chem, 263(22), 10790-10798.

16.

Horn KD (1999) The classification, recognition and significance of polyagglutination in
transfusion medicine. Blood Rev, 13, 36-44.

17.

Sultan C, Gouault-Heilmann M, Imbert M (1987) Aide-mémoire d’hématologie
(Haematology precise). Paris.

18.

Salmon C, Cartron JP, Rouger P (1991) Les groupes sanguins chez l'homme (Blood
groups in human). 2nd Ed, Masson eds, Paris.

274

