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The cardiac function reserve is crucial for the successful weaning of V-A
ECMO. During the V-A ECMO weaning phase, the gradual reduction in
pump flow converts the blood flow originally driven by the pump to native
cardiac output and also transforms afterload (caused by retrograde flow)
into ventricular preload, thus introducing a “flow challenge” to the native
heart. In this perspective, we propose to use this flow challenge as a test
to simulate the preload-to-afterload conversion to assess cardiac functional
reserve quantitatively. With this short article we offer the hemodynamic and
clinical aspects regarding the flow challenge test.

flow challenge test, weaning evaluation, V-A ECMO, cardiogenic shock, cardiac
function reserve

Introduction

Venous-arterial extracorporeal membrane oxygenation (V-A ECMO) is an
important circulatory support to rescue patients with refractory cardiogenic shock (1,
2). However, the use of V-A ECMO can also lead to various complications (3, 4), such as
infection, hemorrhage, lung injury and skeletal muscle atrophy (5). Besides, prolonged
V-A ECMO support was also associated with higher mortality (6), therefore, early
weaning should be considered to maximize its benefits. Before removing V-A ECMO, an
accurate evaluation of the recovery of cardiac function is of crucial importance. On one
hand, some patients, who failed to meet institutional criteria for weaning consistently,
might have sufficient cardiac function reserve to tolerate the increased cardiac load
after removal of V-A ECMO. This “unnecessary” V-A ECMO support exposed them
to increased risk of subsequent complications. On the other hand, nearly one third of
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deceased patients had once been weaned from ECMO (7). Of
note, one of the major contributors for the death after weaning
was heart failure (5).

Previously, studies have proposed several cardiac systolic
function parameters to predict the successful weaning of V-A
ECMO, such as aortic velocity-time integral (VTT), left and right
ventricular ejection fraction, lateral mitral annulus peak systolic
velocity and pulse pressure (8, 9). However, these parameters
may not be good predictors for successful V-A ECMO weaning,
as they fail to directly reflect the native heart’s ability to cope
with drastic hemodynamic changes after weaning. A more
essential indicator to evaluate cardiac function reserve, that is,
the ability to transfer excess blood volume (originally delivered
by V-A ECMO) into the native cardiac output (CO) to maintain
adequate systemic perfusion is necessary.

Downgrading venous-arterial
extracorporeal membrane oxygenation
flow brings a hemodynamic challenge
to the native heart

With V-A ECMO support, the global blood flow is
contributed by both the V-A ECMO device and the native heart.
Thus, blood flow is distributed in two systems. Peripheral V-A
ECMO draws blood from the right atrium, which is collected
from the tissue by the venous return system, via a centrifugal
pump (which generates a negative pressure), delivers it to a
membrane oxygenator, and then returns it to the femoral artery.
The residual blood volume in the right atrium goes through the
left heart and is ejected into the systemic circulation (10).

The “flow challenge” is a process in which the downgrading
of V-A ECMO flow is carried out to evaluate if the native
heart can cope with the increased burden. During the V-A
ECMO weaning phase, the speed of pump rotation is gradually
reduced (8). This process of downgrading the device flow
decreases the trans-pump pressure (suction power) leading to
lower blood flow through the pump, increases the blood volume
reaching the left heart (Figure 1A) (10), and therefore posing a
remarkable but reversible hemodynamic challenge, which could
be potentially used to evaluate the cardiac function reserve.

From fluid challenge test to flow
challenge test

The assessment of fluid responsiveness in patients with
V-A ECMO could not only help to optimize the preload
but also guide the decision to wean from ECMO support.
In the TEMPLE study (11), a change of preload was
induced either by the Trendelenburg maneuver or fluid
challenge, while the pump was maintained at the same
rotation speed. Ventilation support, sedation and vasopressors
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remained unchanged as well. This study has demonstrated
that an increase in VTI of at least 10%, induced by
the Trendelenburg maneuver is reliable in predicting fluid
responsiveness in patients with V-A ECMO while keeping the
pump flow unchanged.

Adjusting the flow of V-A ECMO centrifugal pump is
a routine to simulate different loading conditions to assess
the performance of ventricles during the weaning phase (8).
Different from fluid challenge, reducing V-A ECMO flow
(flow challenge) will increase preload but decrease afterload
(12). In other words, it is a conversion of afterload to
preload. Patient’s functional cardiac reserve, which was used
to overcome afterload, is now converted to cope with the
increased preload. Therefore, it has two main effects: (1) blood
flow reaching the left heart will increase accordingly and move
the operating point along the Frank-Starling curve to the
right; (2) decreased retrograde device flow reduces afterload
and thus shifts the Frank-Starling curve upward (Figure 1B).
The combined effect is a shift of the heart’s operating point
to the upper right. This maneuver could be called flow
challenge test (FCT).

Using flow challenge test maneuver to
depict the relationship between
venous-arterial extracorporeal
membrane oxygenation flow and
native CO

The speed of the pump could be gradually decreased when
decisions are made to start the weaning evaluation process.
Two types of flow reduction protocol are widely used in clinical
studies, a proportional approach where a certain percentage of
rotating speed is withdrawn (13), or an equidistant approach
where a certain number of rotating speed is deducted (14).
In our center, reducing the pump rotation speed involves two
steps, each at 500 rpm (0.5 L/min equivalently). After reducing
the pump rotation speed, the V-A ECMO flow will decrease,
which in turn increases the blood flow back to the native heart.
On a scatter plot, using V-A ECMO flow as the horizontal
axis and the native CO as the vertical axis, the regression
line corresponding to the three points can thus be obtained
(Figure 2A). The intercept of the vertical axis represents the
predicted immediate CO after ECMO weaning, and the slope
indicates the conversion ratio between reduced ECMO flow
and increased CO.

Prediction of CO after weaning by flow
challenge test maneuver

Here we present two detailed cases underwent FCT
before V-A  ECMO weaning. Both patients received V-A
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FIGURE 1

Effect of flow challenge test (FCT) on blood flow re-distribution and ventricular performance. Panel (A) the effect of reduced pump rotation
speed on native cardiac output. When we reduce the V-A ECMO flow, the excess blood goes to the native heart and is then ejected into the
systemic circulation. Panel (B) the flow challenge test shifts the cardiac operating points to the upper right on Frank-Starling curve. By stepping
down the rotation speed of the V-A ECMO pump, the operating point shifts to the right along the Frank-Starling curve. In addition, the
Frank-Starling curve itself shifts upward as afterload is reduced due to a decrease in retrograde blood flow. The combined effect is a shift of the
heart’s operating point to the upper right.
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FIGURE 2

Schematic diagram of using flow challenge test (FCT) to predict cardiac output (CO) performance after V-A ECMO weaning. Panel (A) the
picture on the left is the schematic diagram of FCT; The pump speed was reduced on two stages, each time by 500 rpm. CO were measured at
the corresponding three points and the actual ECMO flow rates were also recorded. The CO after weaning was then predicted by linear
regression and the conversion ratio between ECMO blood flow and CO was calculated. Panels (B,C) two cases of successful and failed
weaning, respectively. The predicted and actual values of CO are very close to each other. The weaning successful patient shown higher
predicted CO and conversion ratio than the weaning failure patient.

ECMO support for cardiogenic shock. Cardiac function was
gradually recovered in both patients, and V-A ECMO blood
flow rate was reduced to around 2.5 L/min. During the
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weaning process, transthoracic echocardiography was used to
measure VTI (at the level of the left ventricular outflow
tract) to calculate the CO. After pump speed reduction,
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V-A ECMO flow and CO were recorded after a 10-min
stabilization. In the first case (Figure 2B), during the FCT
process, the V-A ECMO flow decreased from 2.61 to 2.05
and 1.53 L/min while CO increased from 3.3 to 3.6 to
3.9 L/min, sequentially. The linear regression formula is
Cardiac Output = —0.55 x V-A ECMO flow + 4.73, with
a vertical axis intercept of 4.73 (the predicted CO value
immediately after V-A ECMO weaning), which is extremely
close to the actual measurement (4.5 L/min). In the second
case (Figure 2C), the FCT also induced a well-fitted regression
line (Cardiac Output = —0.34 x V-A ECMO flow + 3.90).
The predicted and measured values of CO were also very close
(3.9 vs. 4.1 L/min).

Assessment of cardiac functional
reserve by flow challenge test
maneuver

In the aforementioned two cases, changes in the central
venous pressure (CVP) were observed after weaning from V-A
ECMO. During the FCT maneuver, CVP almost remained
the same. We assumed it was because reflecting the subtle
changes in cardiac preload under right atrial V-A ECMO
drainage was difficult. After removal of V-A ECMO, the
CVP of the two cases increased from 13 to 15 mmHg, and
14 to 19 mmHg, respectively, suggesting that more blood
was retained in the venous and right heart system after
weaning from V-A ECMO. This also means that the blood
flow that was originally supplied by the device was not fully
compensated by the native heart. Instead, the recovering heart
could only convert part of the ECMO flow into native CO,
while the unconverted part was transferred into stressed volume,
achieving a new balance.

The concept of conversion ratio was then investigated.
As we have previously defined, the conversion ratio indicates
the ability of the heart to convert the reduced V-A ECMO
flow into native CO. In the first case, the conversion
ratio was 0.55, which meant every 1 L/min reduction in
V-A ECMO flow could lead to 0.55 L/min increment in
CO. However, in the second case, the conversion ratio
was only 0.34. The two cases also had different outcomes,
with the first case weaned successfully while the second
one failed. Therefore, the conversion ratio has the potential
to become a quantitative parameter for assessing cardiac
functional reserve.

Enriching evidence for clinical
application

Before formal clinical application can be made, several
studies should be performed to provide more evidence.
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(1) in vitro simulation tests: digital cardiovascular system
models (15) or the mock circulatory loops (16) could be
used to simulate the conversion ratios corresponding to
FCT performed with different cardiac function reserves.
(2) Animal models: In the animal V-A ECMO model,
we can place a variety of pressure and flow transducers
and perform detailed transesophageal echocardiographic
monitoring to assess whether the cardiovascular response,
when performing FCT under different cardiac functions,
is consistent with that predicted by the in vitro model
(3) Clinical observational study: In a larger cohort of
population, evaluate the associations between conversion
ratio or predicted CO and cardiac functional parameters
then their  best
weaning. (4) Interventional study:
ratio and predicted CO at FCT
to guide weaning and assess whether this tool could

or clinical outcomes, and calculate

cutoff values for

Use the conversion

improve prognosis.

Summary

Flow challenge test is easy to implement during the
V-A ECMO weaning phase and can provide quantifiable
measures in guiding V-A ECMO management. During
FCT, afterload is converted into preload. This process
can introduce a hemodynamic challenge and be wused
to predict the CO value after weaning, which is an
of
In

important  determinant systemic  oxygen
addition, the
“conversion ratio” as a parameter of cardiac functional
the of FCT, has

the potential to be used as a dynamic parameter to

delivery

and tissue  perfusion. proposed

reserve measured during process

improve the accuracy of conventional static ones in
the
process of FCT could allow us to make more rational

of

field of hemodynamic monitoring. The dynamic
predictions about the instant cardiac consequences

V-A ECMO weaning.
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