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How to Confirm a Platelet Count 
 

WHY? 

Automated analyzers can often miscount platelets, most often due to platelet clumps being present in the sample but also often with 

cats due to the size overlap between their red cells and their platelets. In an out-of hours or emergency situation it is helpful if you 

can rule-out severe thrombocytopenia as a cause of bleeding. 

WHEN? 

Ideally whenever your analyzer gives a low platelet count or when you have an animal that you are suspicious of having a clotting 

problem (unexplained bleeding etc). As with most things its good to build up a bit of experience with looking at smears that turn out 

to be normal so that in an emergency situation you can be confident in providing an interim answer. 

HOW? 

1. First check your blood tube for clots. Large clots may be seen by gently rocking your tube backwards and forwards horizontally 

but small clots may be missed by this. To check completely for clots you can either: use a wooden stick (e.g. the handle of a 

swab) to mix the sample and drag the blood up the side of the tube. Clots will stick to the wood. Or, slowly decant the blood 

from the EDTA tube into a plain non-additive serum tube then back into the EDTA tube (you will see the clot sliding down into 

the plain tube if it is present). 

2. If no clots are present, next check the feathered edge (tail) of a stained blood smear for platelet clumps using the 10x objective. 

If platelet clumps are not seen and the platelet count from the analyzer is very low, scan around the entire outer perimeter of the 

blood film to check for any clumps. If platelet clumps are seen, the analyzer count is likely to be falsely low. 

3. If no platelet clumps are seen, go to the monolayer area of the smear, where the blood cells are evenly separated from each 

other and go down to the 100x oil magnification. If you can see 8-10 platelets per field, platelet numbers are likely normal. If 

you see less than 3-4 platelets per 100x field, severe thrombocytopenia is present. Generally with thrombocytopenia severe 

enough to cause haemorrhage, you will struggle to find any platelets even after examining many 100x fields. 

 

Figure 1.  The image on the left illustrates the main areas of a blood smear. On the right is the feathered edge of a smear containing 

many platelet clumps (dark purple). 
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Figure 2.  A photomicrograph of a feline blood smear at 100x magnification.  Only one platelet is present – the cat has severe 

thrombocytopenia secondary to leukaemia.  

 

Figure 3.  A photomicrograph of a canine blood smear with normal platelet numbers. 

 

 

 

If you have any questions or would like any further information, please contact the haematology/pathology staff at your local 
Gribbles Veterinary laboratory or your business development manager. 


