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Background. Generally, the safety of transfusion terapies for patients depends in part on the

distribution of the blood products. The prevention of adverse events can be aided by technological means,
which, besides improving the traceability of the process, make errors less likely. In this context, the latest
frontier in automation and computerisation is the remote-controlled, automated refrigerator for blood
storage.

Materials and methods. Computer cross-matching is an efficient and safe method for assigning
blood components, based on Information Technology applied to typing and screening. This method can
be extended to the management of an automated blood refrigerator, the programme of which is interfaced
with the Transfusion Service’s information system. The connection we made in our Service between
EmoNet@nd Hemosafe®nables real-time, remote-controlled management of the following aspects of
blood component distribution: a) release of autologous and allogeneic units already allocated to a patient,
b) release of available units, which can be allocated by remote-control to known patients, in the presence
of a valid computer cross-match, c) release of O-negative units of blood for emergencies.

Results. Our system combines an information database, which enables computer cross-matching,
with an automated refrigerator for blood storage with controlled access managed remotely by the Transfusion
Service. The effectiveness and safety of the system were validated during the 4 months of its routine use
in the Transfusion Service’s outpatient department.

Conclusions. The safety and efficiency of the distribution of blood products can and must be
increased by the use of technological innovations. With the EmoNet@Hemosafe®ystem, the
responsibility for the remote-controlled distribution of red blood cell concentrates remains with the chief
of the Transfusion Services, through the use of automated computer procedures and supported by

continuous training of technicians and nursing staff.
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Introduction

Mistaken identification of recipients and of the units of
blood components to transfuse is still the most frequently
reported error to the main, international haemovigilance
systems. The frequency of such errors, which occur once
for every 10,000 units transfused', can be reduced by
various strategies (Table I), such as the use of uniform
working procedures, continuous training of staff, and

identification of people responsible for transfusion
procedures?®. Another strategy is to use computer systems
and barcodes, which are currently employed internationally
and in Italy in many stages of the transfusion process,
such as identification of the samples on which to carry out
pretransfusion tests, labelling units of blood components
in compliance with precise legislation* and identification
of the recipient®. The main advantage related to the use of
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Table I - Strategies used to prevent transfusion errors

Quality system management

1. Working procedures
2. Specific member of ward/department responsible for transfusions

Technological approaches

. Mechanical barriers

. Barcodes

. Computerisation

. Automatic interfaced equipment

. Anthropometric readers

. Portable computers and radiofrequency devices
. Automated infusion pumps

. Automated blood stores
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this technology has been the development of computerised
management of units and their correct identification and
allocation to patients®’; it has also improved the safety
and trackability of the process® and enabled "type and
screen"® procedures to be introduced into routine practice,
as areplacement for the traditional cross-matching?, for all
individuals without unusual antibodies!'-!“.
Computerisation has also reduced the permanence of units
in the blood refrigerator and reduced their wastage due to
expiration'®, as well as the number of tests performed per
patient transfused, in that the units allocated are those
that are actually transfused'®.

The use of informatics seems to be a valid aid for the
solution of another very important problem in the field of
transfusion medicine, that is, the management of blood
components in hospitals that do not have a Transfusion
Service or in areas of the hospital located at a great distance
from the Transfusion Centre!”. The solution to this problem
could, in fact, be the use of aremote-controlled, "self-service"
refrigerated blood storage, connected by a computer interface
to the Transfusion Service's information system.

Atthe Transfusion Service of the Carlo PormaHospital
in Mantova, we planned and tested an interface between
the EmoNet@ransfusion management software and the
Hemosafe@emote-controlled, automated, refrigerated blood
store, verifying the procedural conditions necessary to make
it possible to allocate blood by remote control and enable
direct procurement of the units by nursing staff. This report
contains the preliminary data from this study, the aim of
which was to enable safe allocation of compatible units in
hospital areas at a distance from the Transfusion Centre.

Materials and methods
The computer cross-match

The blood bank information system used in our Centre
is EmoNet@y INSIEL, which enables computer cross-
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matching to be carried out following a codified algorithm.
Based on the barcode of the accepted sample, the software
prevents the allocation of ABO incompatible blood and
checks the congruence of the historical data by controlling
the results of tests conducted on different samples and at
different times.

The software allocates a unit, choosing the one that is
most compatible with regards to ABO/Rh blood groups
and closest to the end of its shelf-life. Furthermore, at the
time of releasing the unit, the programme checks that the
allocation label has been attached to the correct bag, by
reading the four barcodes: the world donation code (CDM)
and blood component-bag-use code (EMC/BAG/USE),
which are on the unit, and the unique identification code
(CAI) and control code (CDMN), which are on the allocation
label. This 'triple check' between the CDM and the other
three barcodes guarantees that the allocation label is
attached to the correct unit.

The automated refrigerated blood storage

The blood storage used in this study was the automated
HemoSafe®refrigerator produced by Angelantoni
Industrie S.p.A, connected to the EmoNet@nanagement
system. This refrigerator stores red blood cells and
guarantees controlled release of the units through a
computer program. The refrigerator can hold 150 units,
contained in 15 individual compartments on 10 rotating
shelves. The system can release: a) units of autologous or
homologous blood already allocated by the 'type and screen’
procedure and carrying a double label, that is, the unit's
label (CDM + EMC/BAG/USE) and the allocation label
(CDMN + EMC/BAG/USE + CAl), b) compatible units in
the refrigerator that have not yet been allocated to any
patients, c) universally compatible units of O negative
blood. As the fridge is filled, the system carries out all the
necessary controls concerning the validity and the expiry
of the units, and the time taken for the transport of the unit
from the main refrigerator in the Transfusion Centre to the
peripheral site; the system also checks the validity of the
allocation with respect to established rules (computer cross-
matching or serological compatibility tests), and checks
the allocation label with the "triple check" at release.

Furthermore, at the time of release, verifications related
to the allocation of units and to the release of units in
emergencies are carried out.

EmoNet@Hemosafe®integration

The operations of withdrawing and delivering units are
guided and controlled by the EmoNet®ystem, in order to
maintain the same levels of safety and the same rules as



those imposed by the Transfusion Service (the computer
cross-match rules); the only function than can be carried
out independently by Hemosafe@®s the release of O Rh-
negative blood to use in the case of emergencies without
compatibility tests. Regarding the remote allocation of units,
EmoNet®besides checking the validity of the "type and
screen", lists the compatible units in Hemosafe®according
to apredetermined order based on management logics (levels
of ABO/Rh compatibility, expiry date of the unit)
established by an algorithm produced by the EmoNet®
manager. The first unit proposed by EmoNet®as
compatible, with its exactlocation in the Hemosafe®ridge,
can only be distributed by the system if there is a
transfusion request for a subject with a unique
identification code (CAI) already linked with the request. A
printer connected to the Hemosafe®ridge prints the
allocation label (Figure 1), which is identical to the one that
is printed in the Transfusion Centre at the time of
withdrawing the blood; this allows the staff member who
withdraws the allocated unit to carry out the "triple check”
with the label on the bag (Figure 2) using the the Hemosafe®
refrigerator's barcode reader. During the allocation
procedure, the validity of the unit, the expiry of the
pretransfusion tests associated with the request and any
treatments related to the transfusion request (filtration,
irradiation or other) are checked.

Unused units released from Hemosafe®an be replaced
by the staff in the peripheral site within a determined time,
maintaining the allocation of the unit for the same patient;
otherwise, the unit can only be cancelled by the Transfusion
Service. The integrated EmoNet@Hemosafe®ystem also
allows movement of units between refrigerated blood stores,
with temporal tracking of the movements and of the validity
of the units. The functional analysis and development of
the software were performed by the INSIEL and Angelantoni
companies, based on specifications provided by the
Transfusion Service (Table II). The refrigerator's computer
is accessible for remote maintenance servicing by the
Angelantoni company via internet.

Practical use of the automated,
remote-controlled blood storage

The system is used directly by the nursing staff in the
transfusion outpatient clinic connected to our Service for
the transfusion of patients with chronic blood disorders
who are receiving multiple transfusions (thalassaemia,
myelodysplasia). After the request and the relevant samples
have been sent to the Transfusion Centre and the 'type
and screen' tests have been performed, the user of the
system is identified (Figure 3). This user is granted access
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Figure 1 - An example of allocation label.
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Figure 2 - The blood unit label with the barcodes
necessary for computer cross-match procedure.

to the compartment of the Hemosafe®ridge that contains
the compatible unit allocated by the EmoNet®oftware.
The user prints the release form and those related to the
controls before the transfusion. The refrigerator is emptied
and refilled with the units of blood each week. The
operations carried out by the nursing staff are defined by
precise working instructions for nurses (Table III), in an
Improvement Plan named Systems under Trial in the Quality
of Service Management System, which is certified for its
compliance with ISO 9001 regulations (Certificate CSQ
n9122.POMA).

Method of evaluation
All the operations carried out by Hemosafe®vere
checked by the staff of the Transfusion Centre and, at the
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Table I - Summary of the specifications of the EmoNet@Hemosafe@nterfac e

- The Hemosafe®system normally works in real time connected to the EmoNet®management system; in the lack of connection,
the functions allowed by the Hemosafe®system are reduced (O n egative blood for emergencies).

- Hemosafe®is always the ‘master” in the communication: it is a Iways Hemosafe®system that starts and manages the exchange of
information, asking for information/activating functions of the database of the EmoNet®system.

- As regards the validity of information, whether concerning the bags, patients or donors, that from the central system is always
considered as the definitive and most updated information.

- There must be an interaction between Hemosafe®and the EmoNet® management system during the following operations:
- loading units into Hemosafe® allocated units, supplies for em ergencies, units available for allocation;
- unloading units from Hemosafe® allocated units, unloading for emergencies, unloading for transfer to another refrigerator

(cancellation);

- alignment of information on units in Hemosafe®
- alignment of information concerning the recipient’s demographic data and the allocation data.

- The Hemosafe system®teplicates” the control functions carri ed out by the EmoNet®system during the processes of allocating
units and cancelling them from clinical use; these controls are performed by accessing the EmoNet®system.

- Both systems use the codification of the UNI regulations for transfusion medicine. For those codes not included in the UNI
regulations, the client maintains the alignment of the systems by appropriate configuration functions.

- Access to the Hemosafe®system by the EmoNet®system is possib le:
- in the 'reading only' mode of data created for the interface;
- by activation of the procedures, in the database, for recording the unloading of units.

Table III - Instructions for the use of Hemosafe®following loggingin wi th user name and password)

Loading the fridge with units of blood
- The person in charge of the refrigerated blood store physically enters the bags:
- Select ENTER.
- In the window that opens, read the CDM and EMC/BAG/USE codes of the bag with the scanner. Click on SEARCH.
The menu shows ENTER and, after a few seconds, the door of the fridge can be opened.
- Place the bag in the only compartment open.
- When the message OPERATION SUCCESSFUL appears, click OK.

Withdrawals of bags allocated by EmoNet®
- With the transfusion request processed by EmoNet®at hand, the nurse should:
- Select WITHDRAWAL.
- In the window that opens, read the request code with scanner. Hemosafe®will show the identity of the patient and present
the allocated bag.
- Confirm the selected unit; the menu shows WITHDRAW.
- The fridge can be opened; it is only possible to withdraw the allocated bag.
- Read the CDM and EMC/BAG/USE on the bag with the scanner. The printer prints the allocations labels (two copies).
- Attach the allocation labels —one on the bag and one on the r equest form.
- Use the scanner to read the CDM and EMC/BAG/USE on the bag, the patient’s CAI and the CDMN on the allocation label.
The printer prints the delivery form.

Withdrawal of an O Negative unit for an emergency
- The nurse selects WITHDRAWAL FOR EMERGENCY:
- Hemosafe®only allows access to compartments containing O nega tive units for emergencies.

time of the transfusion, by both the nurse and a doctor.
Any errors of identification of the patient transfused and
the related units were recorded, including those in abnormal
situations, such as deliberate attempts to make a mistake,
either regarding to the recipient or the allocated units.

Results

In the 4 months (March-June 2006) of routine use of
Hemosafe@n the transfusion outpatient clinic, 43 patients
were transfused with a total of 235 units of pre-filtered red
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blood cell concentrates. For ten patients (transfused with
88 units) the allocation criterion was serological
compatibility (cross-matching test), while for the other 33
(receiving a total of 247 units) 'type and screen' allocation
(by computer cross-matching) was used. In addition, five
units of serologically compatible units and nine units
allocated with the computer cross-match method were
cancelled for clinical reasons by the Transfusion Service.
In no cases were pre-deposited autologous units
distributed. Each week the red blood cell units available in



Remote-controlled transfusion management

Figure 3 - the user, after identification, accesses to the compartment of the Hemosafe®ridge.

Hemosafe®vere renewed, replacing the units that had
been transfused and those closest to their expiry date. For
the compatible units allocated, the refrigerated blood
storage was refilled as needed on the basis of booking of
compatible units for multiply transfused patients.

During this period there were no reports of any errors
or transfusion reactions, independently of the way the units
were allocated. Only once was it necessary to unblock the
refrigerator mechanically in order to manually withdraw two
units that had passed their shelf-life, left by error in
Hemosafe®luring one of the periodic filling and emptying
sessions.

Discussion

The safety of transfusions depends on the correct
performance of all the stages of this complex process!®!?,
which starts with the collection of blood from a donor and
ends with the transfusion of a compatible blood component
to arecipient. Many strategies?*2!?? have been proposed
to reduce errors. One way of improving transfusion safety
is to exploit technological advances, even if many of these
(nanotechnology, radiofrequency-based identification
systems) are complex and require particular equipment and
cannot, therefore, yet be proposed for large-scale use. Given
these problems, the main aim is to implement a practical
and simple system, which has been designed to prevent
errors and make it easy to do the right thing and difficult to
do the wrong one®. Among the various possibilities, the
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use of 'intelligent' blood storages®*?*2%, connected to
management software, seems to be a promising system for
reducing errors related to the incorrect identification of the
units to be transfused or of the recipient of the allocated
units. This problem is particularly important in remote areas
of a hospital in which there is substantial use of
transfusions (such as an accident and emergency
department or a haematology day hospital) or in small
hospitals without a Transfusion Service.

The preliminary experience of the Transfusion Service
of Carlo Poma Hospital in Mantova has shown that a
simple system, such as the Hemosafe@efrigerated blood
storage, connected to EmoNet@&ransfusion management
software, is an efficient and safe method for remote-
controlled withdrawal and delivery of units of blood by
ward nursing staff, without requiring the presence of the
graduate staff and technicians of the Transfusion Service.
The full benefit of this system should also be verified in
emergency situations, such as those occurring in the
accident and emergency department, which, because of
their characteristic working methods, are more at risk of
errors related to the identification of patients and units of
blood components.
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