
Procedures, lines and tests - Irradiated blood

Information for cancer patients who need 
irradiated blood

Information for
patients & families

Your doctor has asked that you receive irradiated blood for your blood transfusions. This 
information is recorded in your medical record. 

What is irradiated blood?
Irradiated blood is blood that has been treated with a small 
amount of radiation. This treatment inactivates a type of 
white blood cell (called a lymphocyte) in donated blood so 
it cannot cause harm if your immune system is weakened.

Does irradiation damage the blood?
No. Irradiation does not cause any major damage to 
donated red blood cells. It does not make the blood 
radioactive and will not harm you or anyone around 
you. The radiation only stops the white blood cells in the 
donated blood from causing you harm. 

Why do I need irradiated blood?
You are at risk of a rare but serious problem called transfusion-associated graft-versus-
host disease (TA-GvHD). Receiving irradiated blood prevents this problem.

What is TA-GvHD?
TA-GvHD is a preventable problem where white blood cells from donated blood attack your 
body if your immune system is too weak to stop them.

Always ask your healthcare team to make sure the blood you receive is irradiated before your 
transfusion.

Is all blood irradiated?
No. Since most people do not need irradiated blood, it must be specially ordered by your 
healthcare team. Your medical records will show if you require irradiated blood. 



What puts me at higher risk of getting TA-GvHD?
You may be at higher risk if:

•	 You are being treated with certain drugs
•	 You have had a stem cell transplant
•	 You have received CAR-T cell treatment
•	 Your doctor believes you may be at risk for TA-GvHD
•	 You have been diagnosed with certain blood disorders

Will I always need irradiated blood?
Some people need irradiated blood for life, while others only need it for a period of time. Ask your 
healthcare team how long you may need irradiated blood. 

What if I have an emergency and I need blood?
In an emergency, there may not be enough time to get irradiated blood. Most hospitals can provide 
special red blood cells that are considered equal to irradiated blood. Sometimes, it is more important 
to give blood quickly to help save your life.

The risk of getting TA-GvHD in this situation is very small. The doctor treating you will carefully look at 
the risks and benefits before making a decision.

Have questions?
If you have any questions, ask your healthcare team. They are there to help you understand  
your care.

For your safety, you may want to wear medical alert identification—such as a MedicAlert 
bracelet or pendant—engraved with: “Irradiated Blood Products Only.” Check with your 
healthcare team to confirm whether this is recommended for you. You can order one by 
visiting medicalert.ca or calling 1-800-668-1507. 
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