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Effects of Lifting Blood Donation Bans on Men Who Have Sex with Men 
 
The Food and Drug Administration prohibits the donation of blood by any man who has had sex 
with another man (MSM) since 1977.  This research brief uses data sources to estimate the size 
of the MSM population and apply those estimates to blood donation patterns in the US to 
predict the impact of lifting the ban on the nation’s blood supply.  
 
Introduction 
Since 1986, the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) has prohibited the 
donation of blood by any man who has had 
sex with another man (MSM) since 1977.1  
Such men are prohibited from ever 
donating blood.  FDA regulations also 
indicate that men who have sex with men in 
the past five years are ineligible for cell and 
tissue donation, though this restriction does 
not apply broadly to organ donation.2 
 
Both the American Red Cross and the 
American Association of Blood Banks report 
that the current FDA ban on MSM blood 
donation “is medically and scientifically 
unwarranted.”3  This research brief predicts 
the impact of lifting the ban on the nation’s 
blood supply under three scenarios: the 
lifting of the ban entirely, the granting of a 
twelve-month deferral to MSM, and the 
granting of a five-year deferral to MSM. 
 

Data and Methodology 
We combine five waves of the biennial 
General Social Survey (GSS) from 2000 
through 2008, a nationally representative 
sample of adults in the US, to estimate the 
MSM population of adults (age 18 and 
older).4  Table 1 reports the percent of adult 
men reporting a male sex partner since age 
18 and US Census Bureau estimates of the 
population of adult men.5  These MSM 
constitute the group we consider to be 
currently excluded from donating blood. 6    
 
More than 6% of men (7.2 million) say that 
they have had at least one male sexual 
partner since age 18.  GSS data also show 
that 4.0% of men (4.5 million men) have 
had a male sex partner in the past five years 
and 3.5% (3.9 million men) reported having 
a male sex partner in the last year. 
 
The Centers for Disease Control estimate 
that 532,000 MSM are HIV-positive.7  We 
exclude them from estimates of possible 
new donors8, as they would be excluded 
through the pre-donation donor 
questionnaire.   
 
Statistics from the American Red Cross 
suggest that 39% of HIV-negative adults are 
eligible to donate blood in a given year, but 

Table 1:  

Estimates of MSM in the United States 

Report at least one 
male sex partner: 

% of 
Men 

# of Men 

Since Age 18 6.4% 7,168,638 

In Last 5 Years 4.0% 4,480,398 

In Last 12 Months 3.5% 3,920,349 

Source: General Social Survey, 2000-2008 and 
American Community Survey, 2008. 
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only 5% will actually donate.9  Annually, 
there are approximately 16 million 
donations (of a pint of blood) made by 9.5 
million donors, yielding approximately 1.7 
donations per donor.10   
 
Unfortunately, similar statistics regarding 
cell and tissue donation are not available, 
so we are unable to estimate the  impact of 
a policy change on those donation patterns. 
 
Findings 
Blood Donation 
Using the assumptions described above, we 
estimate the number of MSM who would 
be eligible to donate blood, would likely 
donate, and the number of donations 
resulting under three scenarios.  Results are 
shown in Table 2, Panel 1.     
 
If the current MSM ban were completely 
lifted, we estimate that an additional 
130,150 men would likely donate 219,200 
additional pints of blood each year.   
 

If MSM who have not had sexual contact 
with another man in the past twelve 
months were permitted to donate, we 
estimate that 53,269 additional men are 
likely to donate 89,716 pints each year.  If 
MSM who have not had sexual contact with 
another man in the past five years were 
permitted to donate, we estimate that 
42,286 additional men would make 71,218 
blood donations.  
 
Conclusion 
Since American Red Cross and the American 
Association of Blood Banks have declared 
that the current FDA blanket ban on blood 
donation by MSM is unwarranted there 
have been new calls to reconsider current 
policies.11   Our analyses suggest that lifting 
the ban could increase the total annual US 
blood supply by 0.6% to 1.4%.  While these 
increases in the blood supply may seem 
modest, they would occur in an 
environment where blood supply shortages 
are common.12  
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Table 2:  

Panel 1.  Estimates of Number of Men Who May Donate Blood 

 
# Eligible to 

Donate 
# Likely to 

Donate 
# of Pints 
Donated 

Lifting of Blood Donation Ban 2,603,004 130,150 219,200 

Twelve-Month Deferral 1,065,375 53,269 89,716 

Five-Year Deferral  845,714 42,286 71,218 
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