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Abstract

Rationale: Recent pediatric studies suggest a survival benefit exists
for higher-volume extracorporeal membrane oxygenation (ECMO)
centers.

Objectives: To determine if higher annual ECMO patient volume is
associated with lower case-mix-adjusted hospital mortality rate.

Methods: We retrospectively analyzed an international registry of
ECMO support from 1989 to 2013. Patients were separated into three
age groups: neonatal (0-28 d), pediatric (29 d to <18 yr), and

adult (=18 yr). The measure of hospital ECMO volume was age
group-specific and adjusted for patient-level case-mix and hospital-
level variance using multivariable hierarchical logistic regression
modeling. The primary outcome was death before hospital discharge.
A subgroup analysis was conducted for 2008-2013.

Measurements and Main Results: From 1989 to 2013, a total of
290 centers provided ECMO support to 56,222 patients (30,909
neonates, 14,725 children, and 10,588 adults). Annual ECMO

mortality rates varied widely across ECMO centers: the
interquartile range was 18-50% for neonates, 25-66% for
pediatrics, and 33-92% for adults. For 1989-2013, higher age
group-specific ECMO volume was associated with lower odds
of ECMO mortality for neonates and adults but not for
pediatric cases. In 2008-2013, the volume-outcome association
remained statistically significant only among adults. Patients
receiving ECMO at hospitals with more than 30 adult annual
ECMO cases had significantly lower odds of mortality (adjusted
odds ratio, 0.61; 95% confidence interval, 0.46-0.80) compared
with adults receiving ECMO at hospitals with less than six
annual cases.

Conclusions: In this international, case-mix-adjusted analysis,
higher annual hospital ECMO volume was associated with lower
mortality in 1989-2013 for neonates and adults; the association
among adults persisted in 2008-2013.
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At a Glance Commentary

Scientific Knowledge on the
Subject: The number of patients
receiving extracorporeal membrane
oxygenation (ECMO) support and
the number of centers offering
ECMO support is increasing rapidly,
particularly for adults. Previous
research suggests an association exists
between higher ECMO hospital
volume and lower ECMO mortality
rates in pediatrics. Whether an ECMO
volume-outcome association is
present for adults is unknown.

What This Study Adds to the
Field: Using hospital ECMO volumes
from 290 international centers, this
study is the first to find an association
between higher adult ECMO hospital
volume and lower adult ECMO
mortality rates. This study also
documents the significant variability
in survival rates among centers.

Extracorporeal membrane oxygenation
(ECMO) provides temporary pulmonary
and/or cardiac support when medical
management fails or when the degree of
support required is considered injurious
to the patient (1, 2). ECMO support can
be provided in three medically refractory
circumstances: (I) respiratory failure (3, 4),
(2) cardiac failure (5, 6), and (3) when
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) does
not restore spontaneous circulation (7).
These three different ECMO support types
are named respiratory ECMO, cardiac
ECMO, and ECMO during CPR (ECPR),
respectively.

Neonatal and adult research suggests
ECMO provides a survival benefit (1, 3,
4, 7), but experts debate the evidence
regarding the benefit of ECMO support
(2, 8, 9). Less subject to debate, however, is
the observation that patients who require
ECMO likely have substantially increased
healthcare costs relative to conventional
management (4). Importantly, the number
of hospitals offering ECMO has grown
rapidly, particularly for adult patients (10,
11), raising the concern that rapid diffusion
of low-volume advanced care modalities
across multiple institutions might
compromise their efficiency and
effectiveness (12, 13).
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ECMO support requires an
experienced and organized medical team to
deliver technically sophisticated care (13).
Optimal delivery of such complex care is
often associated with a volume-outcome
relationship in which higher case volumes
are associated with better outcomes (14).
An international group of physicians with
ECMO expertise has recommended that
ECMO centers providing ECMO for adult
respiratory failure should perform at least
20 annual cases of total ECMO volume and
at least 12 annual cases in the subset of
adult respiratory ECMO (13). Two recent
pediatric studies have demonstrated
a relationship between higher annual
hospital ECMO volume and lower patient
mortality rates. These studies analyzed U.S.
pediatric hospital administrative databases
during study years 2000-2009 (15) and
2004-2011 (16). The studies did not
include adult patients or pre-ECMO clinical
data that could potentially confound the
volume-outcome relationship and would
improve case-mix adjustment.

This study analyzed data within an
international ECMO registry to examine the
relationship between age group-specific
annual hospital ECMO volume and the
case-mix-adjusted hospital mortality rate
among neonatal, pediatric, and adult
patients separately. The primary measure of
outcome was death prior to discharge from
the hospital that provided ECMO care.
Some of the results of these studies have
been previously reported in the form of
abstracts (17-19).

Methods

After the study design and data protection
methods were presented to the Extracorporeal
Life Support (ELSO) steering committee,
we were granted permission to conduct

a retrospective analysis of the ELSO
Registry. It is a voluntary international
registry that has collected data on more than
56,000 patients treated at 290 centers. The
database has been internally validated
through an audit of clinical data submitted
by participating institutions, with only 1% of
190 reported fields including any incorrect
data (20).

Patient Selection

All cases in the ELSO Registry from January
1, 1989 to December 31, 2013 were included
in the analysis. Records were divided into

groups based on age: neonatal (0-28 d),
pediatric (>28 d to <18 yr), and adults
(=18 yr). If a person received ECMO
support on more than one occasion, only
the first ECMO run was included in the
analysis.

Selection of Variables and Risk
Adjustment

Volume was defined as the total number of
age group-specific annual ECMO cases
performed at a hospital. Volume was
modeled first as a continuous variable based
on prior literature (21). To facilitate
comparison between lower- and higher-
volume centers, it was decided a priori

to also analyze volume as a categorical
variable with four categories: less than six,
6-14, 15-30, and more than 30 cases per
year. This categorization was adopted from
a recent publication in which centers were
categorized into volume categories of less
than 15, 15-30, and more than 30 based
on hospitals’ total neonatal and pediatric
ECMO volume (15), and on the ELSO
recommendation that an ECMO center
have an annual ECMO volume of at least
six cases per year (22).

Case-mix adjustment variables were
chosen a priori using two criteria: (1) the
variable had been previously associated
with mortality, and (2) the extent to
which the variable was missing in the
ELSO database. The following variables
were chosen: calendar year in which
ECMO was delivered (15, 23); patient age
(23-25); primary diagnosis (23-27);
ECMO support type (16, 27); presence of
pre-ECMO acute renal failure (23, 26,
27); presence of comorbid conditions (23,
28); pre-ECMO cardiac arrest (25, 29);
and pre-ECMO measures including
duration of mechanical ventilation (23,
25, 30), arterial blood pH (23, 27, 31),
Paco, (25), and the ratio of arterial partial
pressure of oxygen to fraction of inspired
oxygen (PF ratio) (1, 23). In neonatal
patients, case-mix was also adjusted for
gestational age (24) and birth weight (24).
See the METHODS section in the online
supplement and Tables E1-E3 in the
online supplement for a further
description of the primary diagnoses
and comorbid conditions selection.

Since 2008, advances in technology
have facilitated the administration of ECMO
support (32). Therefore, it was decided
a priori to conduct a subgroup analysis
among patients treated from 2008 to 2013
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to examine if the volume-outcome
relationship persisted in the most recent
period of ECMO care.

Statistical Analysis

We divided the ELSO Registry into three age
group-specific datasets. For each dataset,
separate hierarchical logistic regression
models were fit with estimation of robust
standard errors to examine possible
association between age group-specific
hospital volume and in-hospital mortality
(hospital level) while case-mix adjusting
for pre-ECMO patient characteristics
(patient level). We modeled hospital as

a random effect. We tested for significance
of random effects with a likelihood ratio test.

To address missing values for variables,
we used inverse probability weighting,
which selectively weights patients with
complete data to reflect similar patients with
missing data. See the METHODs section in
the online supplement for a further
description of inverse probability weighting
and Table E4 for a report of missing data.

We tested the sensitivity of our findings
by repeating the primary analyses under
two separate conditions; in both cases we
excluded those patients who received ECPR.
First, we stratified our analyses by mode of
cannulation: venovenous and venoarterial.
Specifically, we considered only those patients
who received venovenous ECMO support.
Then we considered only those patients who
received venoarterial ECMO support. Second,
in a similar fashion we stratified our analyses
by support type: respiratory and cardiac.
We did this because patients who received
venovenous ECMO definitively received
respiratory ECMO support. Meanwhile, some
patients who received venoarterial ECMO
were placed on ECMO for respiratory support.
See the METHODs section in the online
supplement for further description.

Given that the study was an analysis of
deidentified data, it was determined to be
exempt from human subjects review by the
Institutional Review Board of the University
of Michigan Medical School.

Results

Overall Patterns of ECMO Care:
1989-2013

Overall, 290 ELSO centers provided ECMO
support to 56,222 individuals (30,909
neonates, 14,725 children, and 10,588
adults). ECMO mortality rates for neonatal
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respiratory, cardiac, and ECPR were 26%,
59%, and 59%, respectively, compared with
43%, 49%, and 59% among pediatric
patients and 43%, 60%, and 71% among
adults.

After declining in the 1990s, annual
neonatal ECMO volumes remained
generally stable over the study period,
especially in the latter years. Conversely,
annual pediatric ECMO volumes
increased and adult ECMO volumes
grew exponentially (Figure 1). This
disproportionate growth is reflected in
the proportion of ECMO cases performed
at high-volume centers. Between 1989
and 2007, 18% of neonatal ECMO
cases, 2% of pediatric ECMO cases,
and 34% of adult ECMO cases were
performed at centers with an age
group-specific ECMO volume of more
than 30 cases per year. Between 2008
and 2013, those numbers were 7% for
neonatal ECMO, 7% for pediatric
ECMO, and 49% of adult ECMO. This
represents a decrease in the proportion
of neonatal cases performed at high-
volume centers and an upsurge in the
proportion of adult cases performed at
high-volume centers.

Hospital ECMO Volume and Mortality:
1989-2013

Annual hospital ECMO case volumes

for neonatal, pediatric, and adult

ECMO ranged from 1 to 72, 1 to 40,
and 1 to 129 cases, respectively.
Characteristics of patients treated in each
of the volume categories are presented

in Table 1 and Table E5. In general,
differences in patient characteristics were
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more evident across age groups than
between volume categories within age
groups.

Annual ECMO mortality rates
varied widely across ECMO centers: the
interquartile range was 18-50% for
neonates, 25-66% for pediatrics, and
33-92% for adults. Unadjusted all-ECMO
mortality rates in neonate, pediatric, and
adult patients were generally lower at
institutions with higher hospital ECMO
volume specific to the age groups (Table 2).
When stratified by distinct ECMO support
types, unadjusted mortality rates within
each age group were generally lower at
institutions with higher annual age
group-specific ECMO volume. Exceptions
to this pattern occurred within the ECPR
ECMO category, which included the
smallest proportions of cases in all age
groups.

With volume analyzed as a continuous
variable, higher age group-specific hospital
ECMO volume was associated with
progressively lower adjusted odds of in-
hospital mortality in the neonatal, pediatric,
and adult age groups for 1989-2013
(Figure 2). The significant volume-outcome
relationship for neonates and adults
receiving ECMO support was also evident
when age group-specific volume was
analyzed in categories (Table 3). For the
pediatric age group, higher hospital volume
was not associated with a statistically
significant reduction in the adjusted odds
of mortality (P =0.07).

In sensitivity analyses stratified
by ECMO mode (venovenous and
venoarterial) as well as by ECMO
support type (respiratory and cardiac),

0 T T T T T
1989 1991

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013

year

Figure 1. Annual volume of patients receiving extracorporeal membrane oxygenation, 1989-2013.
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Table 1. Patient Characteristics Prior to ECMO Support by Age Group and Annual ECMO Volume Category, 1989-2013

Adult
(n=10,588, N =214)

Pediatric
(n=14,725, N = 235)

Neonatal
(n=30,909, N = 197)

Annual Hospital ECMO Volume

Categories 1-5 6-14 15-30 >30 1-5 6-14 15-30 >30 1-5 6-14 15-30 >30
Number of patients 2,718 10,726 12,770 4,695 3,477 5956 4,709 583 1,243 1,790 2,800 4,755
Type of ECMO support, %

Respiratory 74 77 80 87 48 39 39 39 57 54 51 44
Cardiac 23 20 17 11 46 49 41 34 33 39 39 41
ECPR 3 3 4 2 7 12 20 26 10 7 10 16
Pre-ECMO characteristics, %
Female 43 42 41 42 48 48 a7 46 42 38 37 35
Acute renal failure 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 4 6 4 4
Comorbid condition* 4 3 3 2 10 10 12 15 18 18 17 12
Pre-ECMO characteristics,
median
Age, d 2 2 1 1
Age, yr 0 1 1 1 35 48 49 51
pHT 7.28 7.29 7.32 738 7.30 7.28 727 724 725 7.25 7.26 7.29
PF ratio® 38 39 39 39 57 60 63 63 61 63 63 75
Pre-ECMO hours of mechanical 26 26 24 22 34 24 24 25 23 22 20 17
ventilation

Definition of abbreviations: ECMO = extracorporeal membrane oxygenation; ECPR = ECMO during cardiopulmonary resuscitation; n = number of patients;
N =number of centers; pH = arterial blood pH; PF ratio = the ratio of arterial partial pressure of oxygen to fraction of inspired oxygen; pre-ECMO hours of
mechanical ventilation = the number hours of mechanical ventilation a patient received prior to ECMO cannulation.

*Comorbid conditions were defined as present or absent using definitions described in the literature for neonates (46), pediatrics (47), and adults (48).

TMost abnormal value recorded within 6 h of receipt of ECMO support.

the findings were not substantively
different from the primary analysis
(see Table E6).

Hospital ECMO Volume and Mortality:
2008-2013

In subgroup analyses of data from 2008 to
2013, ECMO volume was once again
analyzed as a continuous and categorical
variable. In both analyses, there was

a significant association between higher
age group-specific annual hospital ECMO
volume and lower adjusted odds mortality
for adults (Table 3; see Figure E1). In the
neonatal and pediatric patients, however,
these analyses did not demonstrate a
statistically significant association between
center volume and mortality rate.

In neonates and pediatrics, the
stratified sensitivity analyses were not
substantively different from the primary
analyses (see Table E7). In adults, when
we limited the analysis to those patients
receiving venovenous ECMO, there was
no statistically significant association
between center ECMO volume and
patient survival (see Table E7). Similarly,
when we limited the analysis to those
adult patients receiving respiratory
ECMO support, there was no statistically
significant association between center
ECMO volume and patient survival.
Among adult patients receiving
venoarterial ECMO or cardiac ECMO
support, there was a statistically
significant association between higher

hospital ECMO volume and lower ECMO
mortality rate (see Table E7).

Discussion

This multilevel analysis of the international
ELSO Registry (1989-2013) is the first
known study to find an association between
higher annual age group-specific hospital
ECMO volume and lower case-mix—
adjusted mortality for neonates and adult
patients supported with ECMO. These
findings are similar to, and expand on,
results described in previous studies of
ECMO for children in the United States
(15, 16). When considering more recent
data during a period of rapid expansion and

Table 2. Mortality Rates by Age Group and Annual ECMO Volume Category for Patients Undergoing ECMO, Overall and by ECMO

Support Type, 1989-2013

Neonatal Pediatric Adult

Annual Hospital ECMO Volume Categories 1-5 6-14 15-30 >30 1-5 6-14 15-30 >30 1-5 6-14 15-30 >30
All ECMO support types 41 37 32 25 51 49 45 41 59 54 53 51
Respiratory ECMO 33 29 25 20 45 45 39 30 51 45 44 40
Cardiac ECMO 60 60 59 55 54 51 45 42 67 65 59 57
ECPR 70 62 54 62 64 58 58 57 74 71 76 69
Definition of abbreviations: ECMO = extracorporeal membrane oxygenation; ECPR = ECMO during cardiopulmonary resuscitation.
Data are percentages.
Barbaro, Odetola, Kidwell, et al.: Association of Hospital ECMO Volume and ECMO Mortality 897
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Figure 2. Adjusted odds of in-hospital mortality among patients receiving ECMO support when
volume is modeled continuously, 1989-2013. Hospital ECMO volume is defined as the age
group-specific number of patients treated with ECMO per year. The adjusted odds of death are
presented relative to the lowest-volume hospitals in each age group. The dashed lines represent the
upper and lower bounds of the 95% confidence intervals for the estimated volume-specific point
estimates. When volume is modeled as a continuous variable the P values are as follows: (A) neonatal,
P < 0.001; (B) pediatric, P=0.006; and (C) adult, P < 0.001. ECMO = extracorporeal membrane

oxygenation.

innovation in available ECMO technology
and expansion of ECMO provision for
adults (2008-2013), the volume-outcome
relationship persists in the analysis of adults
but not in the neonatal and pediatric
populations.

Our findings for pediatric ECMO
diverge somewhat from other analyses,
which found a statistically significant
difference in neonatal and pediatric ECMO
mortality for higher- versus lower-volume
hospitals when considering cases from 2004
to 2011 (16). Our study may have yielded
distinct findings because of differences
in our analytic approach. We used
a hierarchical logistic regression, which
is the recommended model to test for
volume-outcome relationships because it
permits investigators to properly account
for nonindependence of observations

within hospitals in any given year and
within hospitals over time (21, 33). On
finding that our results differed from those
published previously, we applied the same
single-level (nonhierarchical) logistic
regression model used in those studies
(15, 16). Our single-level logistic regression
analysis found a statistically significant
difference between neonatal and pediatric
ECMO mortality at higher- versus lower-
volume hospitals. This reconciliation of the
findings from different datasets illustrates
the importance of methodologic
considerations in analyses of data across
multiple institutions and over multiple
years. Based on recommendations in the
literature, we believe that our hierarchical
approach is more robust than a single-level
model and also yields more conservative
findings.

In the 1989-2013 period, stratified
sensitivity analyses that limited the study
population by ECMO cannulation mode
and then ECMO support type were not
substantively different from the primary
analysis. In the 2008-2013 period, the
sensitivity analysis diverged from the
primary findings for adults. When we
limited our analysis to adult patients
receiving cardiac ECMO support, there
was a statistically significant association
between higher age group-specific hospital
ECMO volume and lower mortality. When
the analysis was limited to venovenous-
respiratory ECMO support, there was no
association between volume and outcome.
This result is similar to the findings of
a pediatric study on ECMO hospital
volume and patient mortality (15), which
suggested that the volume-outcome
association was restricted to patients
requiring cardiac ECMO.

Study Limitations

Registry-based studies have inherent
limitations specific to the chosen registry.
We designed this study to mitigate such
limitations. The ELSO Registry does not
contain a severity of illness score, but
contains component data included in
existing severity of illness measures,
such as blood pH, Paco,, and PF ratio
(25). The registry also documents age and
secondary diagnoses, such as acute renal
failure and comorbid conditions, which
are part of severity of illness measures
(34-36).

These variables were included in the
model to adjust for the case-mix at each
hospital, but it is likely that there is some
further case-mix variance unexplained by

Table 3. Adjusted Odds of In-Hospital Mortality by Age Group and Annual ECMO Volume Category

Adjusted Mortality Odds Ratio (95% CI)

Period Annual Hospital ECMO Volume Neonate
1989-2013 1-5 Referent
6-14 0.86 (0.75-0.98)
15-30 0.74 (0.63-0.88)
>30 0.69 (0.56-0.84)
2008-2013 1-5 Referent
6-14 1.01 (0.79-1.28)
15-30 0.94 (0.70-1.25)
>30 0.65 (0.42-1.01)

Pediatric Adult
Referent Referent
0.99 (0.86-1.13) 0.81 (0.66-0.995)
0.86 (0.73-1.01) 0.75 (0.59-0.94)
0.89 (0.69-1.14) 0.61 (0.48-0.79)
Referent Referent
1.03 (0.84-1.25) 0.82 (0.64-1.05)
0.92 (0.73-1.16) 0.72 (0.55-0.96)
0.85 (0.57-1.28) 0.61 (0.46-0.80)

Definition of abbreviations: Cl = confidence interval; ECMO = extracorporeal membrane oxygenation.
The adjusted odds ratio reflects findings from models that included hospital- and patient-level demographic and pre-ECMO clinical variables (see
MeTHops); all analyses were performed with a hierarchical logistic regression model to account for patient-level and hospital-level variance.
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the available varijables in the ELSO dataset.
We adjusted for the presence or absence of
specific comorbidities, but we acknowledge
that using a comorbidity score may have
improved the case-mix adjustment. It is
possible that the ability to demonstrate an
independent relationship between volume
and outcome for patients who receive
ECMO might be affected by residual
confounding related to inadequate case-
mix adjustment.

Another limitation in the ELSO
Registry relates to missing data. There are
complete data for the outcome variable
of death and covariates of age, ECMO
support type, hospital, and hospital
volume, but the duration of mechanical
ventilation preceding ECMO, blood pH,
PF ratio, Paco,, gestational age, and birth
weight all had some missing data. The size
of the database and our use of inverse
probability weighting helped us to
mitigate potential bias related to missing
data. Nevertheless, it is possible that
missing data might have biased the study
findings.

Another potential limitation is that
hospitals participating in the ELSO Registry
are not a random sample of all hospitals
performing ECMO. Members of ELSO
voluntarily submit ECMO patient data to
benchmark their hospital outcomes to peer
institutions. Previous research using the
Society of Thoracic Surgeons database
suggested that such participant hospitals
may be more likely to improve quality and
outcomes, and therefore they may be
systematically different from nonparticipant
hospitals (37).

Higher
Hospital
ECMO
Volume

Ny

In this international database, we did
not have access to the nation where a patient
received ECMO support. This decision was
made by ELSO to protect the identity of
centers operating in nations with a limited
number of ECMO centers. Consequently,
we are unable to distinguish between U.S.
hospitals and non-U.S. hospitals. However,
we have no reason to suspect a priori that
ECMO volume-outcome relationship
would vary by state or national healthcare
system.

Moreover, the database does not
include measures of organizational
structure, processes of care, or referral
patterns that may be drivers of a
volume-outcome relationship. The
absence of these variables limits our ability
to test a mechanism for a volume-outcome
relationship.

Implications: Volume-Outcome
Considerations for ECMO

The volume-outcome relationship is
hypothesized to be driven by one of
two mechanisms: “selective referral” or
“practice makes perfect” (38). Hospital
ECMO volume may increase through
selective referral to hospitals reputed to
have favorable ECMO outcomes (1, 39).
In “practice makes perfect,” increased
experience improves performance

and thereby outcomes. In ECMO,

a multidisciplinary team provides care,
so the entire team must evolve for this
process to occur. We believed that both
processes were at play in our hypothesized
ECMO volume-outcome relationship
(Figure 3).

Organizational Structure and Processes of Care

ECMO Referrals

® Personnel * Multidisciplinary
® Internal Knowledge, Team Dynamics
Identification Training, Expertise e Protocols and Order

e External Referrals

o Staffing Intensity

Sets

o Equipment e Patient Selection
¢ Infection Control
* Anticoagulation
Lower Patient Mortality g:f;';?t‘;e;
ECMO Care

Figure 3. Conceptual model linking annual age group—specific hospital ECMO volume and outcome.

ECMO = extracorporeal membrane oxygenation.
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We hypothesized that increased
volume would provide the experience
and incentive to develop organizational
structure and processes of care that would
lead to improved quality (Figure 3). We
believe that, without sufficient ECMO
volume, some centers may not be able to
justify the financial investment in training,
staffing, and technology.

In 2008-2013, the volume-outcome
relationship was absent for neonates
and pediatric patients suggesting that
ECMO volume was no longer a surrogate
marker of ECMO quality. This could
occur for three reasons. First, as the
number of hospitals offering ECMO grew,
referral patterns may have been be
disrupted and referral may be more
linked to patient proximity than center
quality. Second, programs with best
practice protocols may now have lower
within-institution populations eligible
for ECMO because they are able to
avert ECMO by applying evidence-
based approaches, such as inhaled
nitric oxide (40), low tidal volume
ventilation (41), open lung ventilation
(42), and ventricular-assist devices (5).
Third, ECMO circuits are now
considered to be simpler and safer,
require less anticoagulation, and are
associated with fewer bleeding
complications (32).

Despite improvements in care,
variation in outcomes was constant across
the 1989-2013 and 2008-2013 time
periods across ECMO centers. Variations
in practice likely underlie variations in
outcomes. To date, there are no evidence-
based protocols for patient selection or
ECMO management. Without guiding
evidence, there is variation in the case-mix
(23, 25, 43), primary diagnosis (23,

25, 43), modes of cannulation (10),
equipment used (44), and anticoagulation
for patients receiving ECMO (45).
Consequently, future research must focus
on what enables one hospital to achieve
better outcomes.

The existence of a volume-outcome
relationship should inform policy, in
conjunction with consensus opinions, such
as described by Combes and colleagues
(13). In making the decision to expand
the capacity of existing centers versus
developing ECMO capacity at new centers,
we believe the potential benefits of
treatment at a higher-volume center must
be balanced with potential risks of
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transporting critically ill patients. If
a current high-performing ECMO
center meets community needs, then
the volume-outcome association we
found would support continuing to
depend on the established center
instead of starting ECMO at a new
location.

Overall, on the basis of findings from
290 centers performing ECMO over the
last 25 years, we would not recommend an
absolute volume threshold to maintain
a center. Volume is generally considered
a surrogate marker for quality. Therefore,
ifa center has low ECMO volume, then we
would suggest using a more proximate
measure of quality, such as the risk-
adjusted survival rate. An additional
concern is that minimum volume

thresholds may introduce a perverse
incentive for centers to provide ECMO
support to patients whose clinical
circumstances may be marginally
indicative for ECMO. When
inappropriately or unnecessarily
administered, ECMO support exposes
patients to significant morbidity (13)
and increases the costs of care.

Conclusions

In this international assessment of
ECMO volume and patient mortality,
we found strong associations of higher
hospital-level ECMO volume and lower
mortality for neonates and adults, but
not for children. In the more recent era
of ECMO care during 2008-2013, we

found persistent volume-outcome
associations for adults but not for neonates
or children.
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