Let s’ Talk

About…

ECMO

catheters

catheter

catheter

What is ECMO?
ECMO stands for “Extracorporeal Membrane
Oxygenation.” When a child has ECMO therapy,
his blood receives oxygen from an artificial lung
in the ECMO machine’s “circuit.” The surgeon
places tubes called “cannulas” in the neck that help
move blood to the ECMO machine. The artificial
lung puts oxygen into the blood. Patients need
this therapy until their lungs and heart are able to
work on their own. The ECMO machine does the
work for the heart and lungs. The ECMO machine
is similar to a heart-lung bypass machine used for
open-heart surgery.

Are there any risks?
Children are usually helped by ECMO therapy, but
there are risks to this procedure.
The risks are:
•

Bleeding: Because a blood thinner is used to
keep clots out of the circuit, bleeding is possible.

•

Infection: Because the catheters are inserted
into a blood vessel, infection is possible. Your
child will receive antibiotics, and he will be
watched closely for symptoms of infection.

•

Blood reaction: Your child will need frequent
blood transfusions. Because of the transfusions,
there is risk of a blood reaction, and the risk
of contracting hepatitis or human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), the virus that causes AIDS.
The blood is screened for these diseases.
However, there remains a very small risk
of getting this disease.

What will my child feel?
Before beginning ECMO therapy, your child will
receive medication to keep him comfortable. He
will also receive sedation medication to keep him
from moving during the procedure. While your
child is on ECMO, he will continue to receive
medication, if needed, to keep him comfortable.
He may be awake, but it is important that he does
not hurt himself by accidentally pulling out the
ECMO cannula.

•

Mechanical failure: Although every safety
measure is taken, the ECMO circuit can
malfunction or fail. If this happens, we’ll take
steps to keep your child stable.

•

Blood clots: Small blood clots or air bubbles
can get into the bloodstream from the catheter.
However, safety steps are taken to avoid this.

•

Blood vessel injury: A surgeon places the
ECMO tubes (cannulas). The surgery may
require that one of the carotid arteries is tied off.
This means that it doesn’t work anymore. The
carotid artery is one of the blood vessels that
bring blood to the brain. When this blood vessel
is tied off, other blood vessels take over and
carry blood to the brain instead. This has not
caused any known complications, but we do not
know the long-term risks of this surgery. It may
be possible that your child would have an
increased risk of stroke as your child continues
into adulthood.

How long will my child be on ECMO?
The average number of days a child is on ECMO
depends on the child’s age and illness. For a
newborn, the average number of days on ECMO
is five to seven days, but it can be 14 or more days.
For an older child, the average number of days is
usually longer than for a newborn.

Will I be able to visit my child during
ECMO?
Parents and families play an important part in their
child’s care and recovery. Visiting is encouraged.
Please ask your child’s nurse or ECMO specialist
how you can take part in your child’s care.

What can I expect for my child after
ECMO?
Although some babies show no effects from being
very sick at birth, some may not behave like healthy
newborns when they are discharged from the
hospital. Some babies are less active. This is usually
temporary, and the child improves over the next few
weeks. Many babies who had ECMO therapy have
feeding problems. This may cause them to stay in
the hospital longer. Some older children who have
been on ECMO may experience developmental
problems as well.

Medic Alert Bracelet
Ask your nurse if your child needs to wear a medic
alert bracelet.
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