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Dear Editor,
We thank Drs. Mazzeffi and Tanaka for their thought-
ful commentary [1] on our article [2]. The authors raise 
important points regarding the potential associations 
between and consequences of thrombocytopenia and 
bleeding. The intention of our study, however, was to 
investigate the association between ECMO and the devel-
opment of thrombocytopenia, and we concluded that 
more studies are indeed needed to determine whether 
thrombocytopenia has a meaningful impact on the rates 
of hemorrhage in patients supported with ECMO.

Drs. Mazzeffi and Tanaka recently explored that rela-
tionship, demonstrating a correlation between the 
ECMO mortality and the rates of bleeding and transfu-
sions [3]. However, taking this a step further may be 
problematic because any association between platelet 
counts and bleeding should not be construed as repre-
senting causality, as retrospective studies are not able to 
establish directionality. Furthermore, because ECMO 
may be associated with bleeding, and bleeding may be 
associated with thrombocytopenia, controlling for bleed-
ing may identify an association between ECMO and 
platelets that does not, in fact, exist.

Drs. Mazzeffi and Tanaka’s recent findings of increased 
odds of in-hospital mortality with increasing number of 
packed red blood cell transfusions are in line with pre-
vious data showing that red blood cell transfusions are 
associated with increased rates of morbidity and mortal-
ity in critically ill patients [4]. However, we have previ-
ously demonstrated in a comparable cohort of patients 
receiving venovenous ECMO that both bleeding and 

transfusion rates are very low when using a restrictive 
transfusion strategy in combination with a low antico-
agulation target [5], such that this appears to be less of 
a factor in our population. The authors raise an excel-
lent point about the potentially important role of plate-
let function. Because of the retrospective nature of our 
study, we did not assess platelet function, as this is not 
part of our routine ECMO management. However, we 
completely agree that this is an area that warrants further 
investigation.
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