
 

Extra Corporeal Membrane oxygenaƟon 
ECMO 

 
Extracorporeal Membrane OxygenaƟon (ECMO) is a remarkable medical technology that plays a crucial role in 
supporƟng paƟents with severe respiratory or cardiac failure. While it can be a challenging experience, ECMO 
has the potenƟal to give paƟents a chance at recovery when other treatments have failed. 
 
What is ECMO? 
ECMO stands for Extracorporeal Membrane OxygenaƟon. It is a life support system that takes over the 
funcƟons of the heart and/or lungs when they are unable to perform adequately. ECMO is used as a last resort 
when other treatments have failed to support oxygenaƟon and circulaƟon. 
 
How Does ECMO Work? 
ECMO involves two primary components: 
 
A Pump: This component draws blood from the paƟent's body, pumps it through a membrane oxygenator, and 
then returns oxygenated blood to the paƟent's circulatory system. The oxygenator funcƟons like an arƟficial 
lung, providing oxygen and removing carbon dioxide. 
 
Cannulas: Special tubes called cannulas are surgically inserted into large blood vessels, usually in the neck or 
groin, to connect the paƟent to the ECMO circuit. 
 
Types of ECMO 

1. Veno-Arterial ECMO (VA-ECMO): 
 Purpose: VA-ECMO is used when a paƟent has both severe heart and lung failure. 
 CannulaƟon: In VA-ECMO, two cannulas are typically used. One is placed in a large vein (venous) 

to drain deoxygenated blood from the body, and the other is placed in a large artery (arterial) to 
return oxygenated blood to the paƟent's circulatory system. 

 FuncƟon: VA-ECMO takes over both the heart's pumping funcƟon and the lung's oxygenaƟon 
funcƟon. It provides oxygenated blood to the body and assists in pumping it effecƟvely, 
essenƟally bypassing the heart and lungs. 
 

2. Veno-Venous ECMO (VV-ECMO): 
 Purpose: VV-ECMO is used primarily when a paƟent has severe respiratory failure but relaƟvely 

preserved cardiac funcƟon. 
 CannulaƟon: VV-ECMO involves the placement of two cannulas into large veins. Both cannulas 

are typically inserted through the veins in the neck or groin. 



 FuncƟon: VV-ECMO supports only the lung's funcƟon by removing carbon dioxide and adding 
oxygen to the blood outside the body. It then returns the oxygenated blood back to the 
paƟent's circulatory system, allowing the heart to funcƟon normally. 

 
Why Is ECMO Used? 
ECMO is typically used in cases of: 
Severe Respiratory Failure: When the paƟent's lungs are unable to provide sufficient oxygen or remove carbon 
dioxide, such as in severe pneumonia or acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS). 
 
Cardiac Failure: In cases of severe heart failure, ECMO can help by temporarily assisƟng the heart's pumping 
funcƟon. 
 
What to Expect on ECMO: 
If you or a loved one requires ECMO support, it's essenƟal to understand that ECMO is a complex and invasive 
therapy. Here are some key points to be aware of: 
 
HospitalizaƟon: ECMO is administered in a hospital, typically in an intensive care unit (ICU). 
 
SedaƟon: PaƟents on ECMO are oŌen sedated to reduce discomfort and minimize movement, as movement 
can disrupt the ECMO circuit. 
 
Monitoring: ConƟnuous monitoring is essenƟal. ECMO specialists will closely monitor your vital signs and 
adjust the ECMO seƫngs as needed. 
 
DuraƟon: The duraƟon of ECMO support varies from case to case. It can range from days to weeks, depending 
on the underlying condiƟon and the paƟent's response to treatment. 
 
Risks and ComplicaƟons: While ECMO can be lifesaving, it is not without risks. ComplicaƟons may include 
bleeding, infecƟon, and organ damage. 
 

 


