
HOW RARE IS 
YOUR BLOOD?

CANADIAN BLOOD SERVICES  
RARE BLOOD PROGRAM

If you have a rare blood type, become  
a donor and help save lives across Canada  

and around the world.

1 888 2 DONATE 
(1-888-236-6283)

RareBloodProgram@blood.ca

RareBlood.blood.ca



WHAT IS 
RARE BLOOD?
Did you know that some 
people’s blood is rarer than 
others? It’s not just about 
being type A, B, O or AB.

Your blood contains red blood cells. 
On the surface of those cells are 
proteins called antigens, which tell 
the body’s immune system to react 
in certain ways. There are more than 
600 known antigens, with more 
being discovered every year.

Having rare blood depends on 
whether or not your red cells carry 
a particular antigen or combination 
of antigens, with some combinations 
being less common than others.

If only  

1 in 500  
people has the same 
antigen combination 
as you, your blood is 

rare.

If only  

1 in 1,000  
people has the same 
antigen combination 
as you, your blood is 

very rare.

How do antigens 
determine blood type?

Depending on the antigens 
you carry, you’re classified 
into one of 35 blood groups. 
The most common are the 
ABO groups.

If you have type A blood, 
your red cells carry the ‘A’ 
antigen. People with the ‘B’ 
antigen have type B blood, 
while people with neither 
have type O blood. If you 
have both the ‘A’ and ‘B’ 
antigens, your blood type 
is AB.

Other blood groups are 
less familiar because they 
contain antigens that are 
found in very few people’s 
blood: M, N, K and others.

There are also some antigens 
that most of us carry (such 
as ‘Rh’ antigens) but a few 
people lack. Their blood 
is said to be ‘negative’ for 
those antigens while others 
are ‘positive’.
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WHY RARE BLOOD DONORS 
ARE SO IMPORTANT
Time is always of the 
essence when someone 
needs a blood transfusion. 
But when a recipient 
has rare blood, finding a 
matching donor can be 
extremely difficult. If the 
blood used in a transfusion 
doesn’t match, the immune 
system will destroy the 
‘foreign’ red cells, harming 
the recipient.

The Canadian Blood Services 
Rare Blood Program makes 
sure lifesaving rare blood is 
available to patients whenever 
and wherever it’s needed.  
To deliver on that promise, we 
need everyone with rare blood 
to donate as often as they can.

We depend on our rare donors 
to give blood regularly—and also 
to be available in times of need. 
Because requests for rare blood 
are relatively infrequent, rare 
blood is not usually stocked in 
hospitals’ blood banks. Instead, 
units of rare blood are often 
frozen in long-term storage 
so they can be made available 
when they’re needed most.

When a specific rare blood type 
is urgently required and no units 
are available in storage, we will 
call on our rare donors to ask 
them to donate right away. If we 
call, it means the donor’s blood 
is needed immediately or our 
inventory of that specific type 
has fallen below optimal levels.

1 888 2 DONATE 
(1-888-236-6283)



HOW TO BECOME  
A RARE BLOOD DONOR
It starts with a test to see 
if your blood is rare or not. 
To find out if you have 
lifesaving rare blood in 
you to give, contact us. 
We’ll discuss the testing 
options and arrange for 
the best method for you.

But if you’re a regular blood donor, 
we may have already determined 
that your blood is rare.

If we know of a patient with a 
long-term illness who will need 
a specific rare blood type over 
time, we often test blood from 
our current donors for a match. 
We also test for rare blood when 
there’s an overall shortage of a 
certain blood type in Canada.

Because antigens are inherited—
like eye or hair colour—we also 
reach out to family members of 

known rare donors or patients 
with an identified rare blood 
type. That way, we can target 
our specialized testing to those 
who are most likely to have 
rare blood.

If you know you have 
rare blood, ask your 
siblings to also consider 
becoming donors (if 
they’re eligible). Let them 
know they can contact 
us to arrange for testing.

How we test for rare blood

We can test for rare antigens 
in your blood using a: 

There is a 

1 in 4  
chance your siblings 
have the same rare 

blood as you.

Blood 
donation

Blood 
sample

Buccal swab 
sample that 
is mailed in 

to us

Even if our testing 
shows you don’t have 

rare blood, we still 
encourage you to 

donate whole blood. 
Remember, every 

donation is valuable 
and can save lives.
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DID YOU 
KNOW?

Information about 
your rare blood 
type is important 
in some medical 
situations—if you 
ever need a blood 
transfusion or 
during pregnancy, 
for example. If you 
have rare blood, be 
sure to tell your doctor. 
We can provide a letter 
explaining your rare type  
to help communicate what  
he or she needs to know.
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A GLOBAL 
NEED FOR 
RARE BLOOD
Rare blood is rare all over 
the world, not just in Canada—
making it important for 
national and international 
blood operators to work 
together. At Canadian Blood 
Services, we’re proud to 
partner with the International 
Rare Donor Panel (IRDP).

One or more units of a specific rare 
blood type are usually stored at 
a Canadian Blood Services centre 
somewhere in Canada. That allows 
us to quickly transfer the required 
rare blood to a hospital that needs 
it. But sometimes no units of a rare 
blood type are available in long-term 
storage—and no donors can donate 
right away to replenish our inventory. 
If we’re unable to provide the rare 
blood required by a patient in need, 
we contact the IRDP.

What is the International Rare Donor Panel?

The IRDP helps manage the world’s 
supply of rare blood and assists 
in finding rare blood donors for 
patients with specific needs.

Established in 1965 by the 
International Society of Blood 
Transfusion, the day-to-day 
operations of the IRDP is 
handled by the World Health 
Organization’s International 

Blood Group Reference Laboratory 
(IBGRL) in the United Kingdom.

The IBGRL compiles blood group 
information on rare donors who 
have been identified around 
the world and then makes the 
information available to national 
and international blood operators 
whenever rare blood is needed. 
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When a request is made, 
the IRDP searches through 
a database of more than 5,000 
rare donors to find someone 
whose blood type matches 
that of the patient in need. It 
then asks the facility with the 
matching donor to send the rare 
blood (if already on hand) or 
call in the donor to donate the 
needed blood. If the rare blood is 
available in storage, requests can 
often be filled within 24 hours. If 
a donor has to be called, more 
time may be needed to collect, 
test and ship the blood.

Our partnership with the 
IRDP helps ensure patient 
needs for rare blood 
are met here in Canada. 
And because Canadian 
donors are part of the 
IRDP database, we can 
do our part in helping 
other countries meet 
their patients’ rare blood 
transfusion needs.

Respecting your privacy

If you decide to participate 
in our Rare Blood Program, 
we’ll need to collect and use 
some personal information 
about you. That personal 
information is not shared with 
the IRDP. We provide just the 
details about your rare blood 
type to the IRDP.

SAVING LIVES AROUND THE WORLD

5,000+ 
rare donors

56 
blood 

operators

27 
countries
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1 888 2 DONATE 
(1-888-236-6283)

ABOUT CANADIAN 
BLOOD SERVICES
Canadians depend on us to manage a 
secure and cost-effective national blood 
system. We bring quality to every aspect 
of our work—from collecting, testing and 
manufacturing blood, blood components 
and stem cells to sharing knowledge and 
conducting ground-breaking research.

We operate Canada’s blood system in a 
way that gains the trust, commitment and 
confidence of all Canadians by providing 
a safe, affordable and accessible supply of 
high-quality blood products, including rare 
blood types and their alternatives.

To learn more about the Canadian Blood Services Rare Blood Program:

RareBloodProgram@blood.ca

RareBlood.blood.ca
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