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Tight glycemic control in critically ill pediatric patients: a
meta-analysis and systematic review of randomized controlled trials

Yiyang Zhao', Yang Wu' and Bo Xiang'

BACKGROUND: There still are controversies in the impact of
tight glycemic control (TGC) in critically ill children. The aim of
this study was to assess the benefits and risks of TGC
compared with conventional glycemic control (CGC) in
critically ill pediatric patients admitted to the pediatric
intensive care unit (PICU) by using the data retrieved from
randomized controlled trials (RCTs).

METHODS: EMBASE, CNKI, PubMed, and the Cochrane
Database were searched for RCTs comparing TGC with CGC
in critically ill children in PICU.

RESULTS: The meta-analysis included 5 RCTs representing
3,933 patients that compared TGC with CGC. Our result
revealed that TGC did not reduce 30-day mortality rates (odds
ratio (OR) 0.99, 95% confidence interval (Cl) 0.74-1.32, P=0.95)
and was not associated with decreasing health care-
associated infections (OR 0.80, 95% Cl 0.64-1.00, P=0.05)
compared with CGC, but significantly increased the incidence
of hypoglycemia (OR 6.37, 95% Cl 441-9.21, P<0.001).
CONCLUSION: Tight glycemic control was not associated
with reducing 30-day mortality rates and acquired infections
compared with CGC in critically ill children. Significant
increase of incidence of hypoglycemia was revealed in TGC
group. The conclusion should be interpreted with caution for
the methodological heterogeneity among trials.

H yperglycemia is a common phenomenon in critically ill
patients (1-5). Persistent hyperglycemia state during
critical ill may induce increased oxidative damage, proin-
flammatory response, and tissue impairment (6-8). Several
studies have showed hyperglycemia is associated with poor
prognosis in critical patients (1,2,9-15). Considering the
potential benefits of tight glycemic control in critically ill
patients, several trials of TGC in adult intensive care units had
been carried out and some of them showed advantages of
TGC in reducing morbidity or mortality (16,17), while other
trials did not (18-20). However, two meta-analyses were not
able to show a benefit (21,22). By now there were a few
randomized control trials (RCTs) comparing TGC with CGC
involving critically ill pediatric patients with different

outcomes that had been published (23-27). Because of the
controversies of tight glycemic controls in critically ill
children, we performed this meta-analysis and systematic
review to evaluate the benefits and adverse effects of TGC
compared with CGC.

Methods

Eligibility Criteria

We included studies fulfilling the following criteria in the present
systemic review: RCTs, studies that evaluated clinical outcomes in
critically ill children who had received tight glycemic control with
insulin therapy. There was no limit on publication status or language.
The primary outcome of analysis was the 30-day mortality rate of the
patients. If 30-day mortality was not reported, we used 28-day
mortality or ICU mortality as reported. The secondary outcomes
were the rates of occurrence of health care-associated infections
during ICU stay and incidence of hypoglycemia. Hypoglycemia is
defined as <40 mg/dl; in case this is missing, the incidence of
hypoglycemia with a cutoff closest to 40 mg/dl is used. The incidence
of hypoglycemia was defined as the proportion of patients
experiencing at least one single episode of hypoglycemia during
ICU stay. Exclusion criteria were: non-RCT studies, non-human
subjects, impossible to extract data from the articles; and overlapping
authors, institutes, or patients in the published literatures. We also
excluded RCTs related with glycemic control in low-birth-weight
neonates and adults.

Search Strategy and Selection of Studies

We systemically searched MEDLINE (PubMed as the search engine),
EMBASE, Ovid, ISI Web of Science and the Cochrane Library from 1
January 1964 to 12 May 2017, by two independent reviewers (Yiyang
Zhao and Yang Wu). Search terms were selected as: hyperglycemia,
glycemic control, insulin, glucose control, hypoglycemia, pediatric
and children, critical and intensive care. For PubMed, the Medical
Subject Heading (MeSH) and textword search were adopted. For
EMBASE, Ovid, and the Cochrane Library, searches using key word
Headings were performed (http://links.lww.com/MPG/A418). Refer-
ences of previous reviews were also searched for related studies. Two
reviewers (Yiyang Zhao and Yang Wu) independently evaluated all
the retrieved articles using the reported eligibility criteria. In case of
disagreement, a consensual decision was made. All relevant studies
were first scanned with title and abstracts. Selected full articles were
then scanned and assessed. We also searched references, related book
chapters, and conference presentations. Studies that met selection
criteria were finally included and analyzed.

Data Extraction
Two previous reviewers had extracted data from included RCTs into
RevMan 5.0 software independently. These data included
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cross-referencing the bibliographies of relevant articles. We
checked the title and abstract of each article and seven of the
total included studies had been selected for further reviews.
Finally, a total of five RCTs had been included in the meta-
analysis. All the included studies were classified as high
quality (Jadad score >4, Table 1).

Characteristics and Baseline Information of Included Trials

A total of 3,933 patients had been included in this study. The
number of patients in each trial varied from 186 to 1,369.
These trials were performed in pediatric patients (containing
severely burned, cardiac surgical, mixed critically ill). It
should be noted that these studies had different glycemic
targets and achieved different glucose levels in TGC and CGC
groups. Table 1 showed characteristics and baseline
information of included trials.

Study Outcomes

The primary outcome of this study was the 30-day mortality
rate of admission of the patients. Three trials reported
mortality rates within 30 days (23,25,26), the HALF-PINT
trial reported 28-day mortality (27), and Jeschke trial only
reported ICU mortality (24). If 30-day mortality was not
reported, we used 28-day mortality or ICU mortality as
reported. Analysis with pooled data showed that tight
glycemic controls in critically ill children had not reduced
mortality rates (OR 099, 95% CI 0.74-1.32, P=0.95)
(Figure 2a). The secondary outcome was infection rate of
patients between TGC and CGC groups. It was illustrated that
TGC may be associated with decrease in acquired infection,
but there was no statistical difference (OR 0.80, 95% CI 0.64—
1.00, P=0.05; Figure 2b). Hypoglycemia as a major
complication of glucose control was reported in all of the
five studies. Four trials defined severe hypoglycemia as blood
glucose level below 40 mg/dl, except trial by Macrae et al. (26)
that defined severe hypoglycemia as blood glucose level
<36 mg/dl. Our study showed that TCG in critically ill
children increased the incidence of hypoglycemia (OR 6.37,
95% CI 4.41-9.21, P<0.001; Figure 2c).

Publication Bias

Funnel plot of this study based on mortality was shown in
Figure 3. All of the included studies lay inside the limits of the
95% CI and distributed evenly about the vertical, showing no
evidence of publication bias.

DISCUSSION

The present meta-analysis showed that there currently were
no obvious benefits of TGC compared with CGC in critically
ill children. Tight glycemic control did not reduce mortality
rates (OR 0.99, 95% CI 0.74-1.32, P=0.95) and was not
associated with decreasing infection rates (OR 0.80, 95% CI
0.64-1.00, P=0.05). Significantly increased incidence of
hypoglycemia was revealed in the TGC groups (OR 6.37,
95% CI 4.41-9.21, P<0.001). Although the trial by Vlasse-
laers et al. (23) showed that TGC had benefits of reducing
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lengths of PICU stay and mortality in critical children (75%
patients receiving cardiac surgery). Jeschke et al. (24) showed
advantages of TGC compared with CGC on improving organ
functions and alleviating post-burn insulin resistance in
severe burned children, but found no significant differences
in mortality rates between TGC and CGC groups. The study
by Macrae et al. (26) involving a mixed population of
critically ill children was unable to show any statistically
positive effects on major clinical outcomes with TCG. But in
the subgroup of non-cardiac surgical patients, the mean 12-
month cost was significantly lower in the TGC group than in
the CGC group. The other two studies did not show benefits
on mortality or lengths of PICU stay (25,27).

The study by Vlasselaers et al. (23) indicated that mortality
was lower in TGC group possibly due to the prevention of
infection and pulmonary damage, and protective effects of
heart. They also stated that their sample size was not large
enough to confirm these benefits. Our study analyzed 3,933
pediatric patients and intended to expand the trial volume.
Both in vitro and in vivo studies revealed that insulin therapy
had positive effects of improving organ functions and
alleviating inflammatory responses (30-32). Although tight
glycemic control may bring clinical benefits in theory, the
pooled analysis of present study did not show obvious survival
benefits of TGC compared with CGC in critically ill children.
The heterogeneity of critical degrees of patients may partially
explain the result. Several trials had small difference in
achieved blood glucose levels. This may explain why the
mortality rate was not significantly different. If there were
benefits with a minor difference in blood glucose levels, which
would be likely very small.

Two of the included studies revealed benefits of reducing
infection rates with TGC (23,24), another two studies showed
no significance in infection rates between TGC and CGC
groups (25,26). The recent trial by Agus et al. (27) indicated
that TGC group had higher rates of health care-associated
infections compared with CGC group. Studies had showed
that insulin induced expression of endothelial NO synthase,
suppressed intracellular adhesion molecule-1, monocyte
chemoattractant protein-1 expression, and played anti-
inflammatory and antioxidant roles (33-35). Although our
study did not show benefit of reducing infection rates with
TGC, it probably was due to the complicated condition of
critically ill pediatric patients. For example, insulin therapy
may exert more obvious anti-inflammatory effect in obese or
diabetic patients (36-38). Discrepancy of susceptibility to
infection and different antibiotic regimens of trials may also
contribute to this result.

Hypoglycemia is a major complication of TGC and
associated with clinical outcomes particularly in pediatric
patients (19,39,40). Although the SPECS trial by Agus et al.
showed a low rate of severe hypoglycemia in TGC group
compared with CGC group (3% vs. 1%), all of the included
studies indicated that TGC can significantly increase the
incidence of hypoglycemia despite the use of insulin-dosing
algorithm and continuous subcutaneous glucose monitoring.

Copyright © 2018 International Pediatric Research Foundation, Inc.
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Figure 2. Forest plots of pool data analysis, comparing TGC with CGC in critically ill pediatric patients. (a) Forest plot of 30-day mortality. (b) Forest
plot of health care-associated infections. (c) Forest plot of hypoglycemia (defined as blood glucose concentration <40 mg/dl (<2.2 mmol/l)). CGC,
conventional glycemic control; df, degrees of freedom; M—H, Mantel-Haenszel; SD, standard deviation; TGC, tight glycemic control.

Partly, different designs of trials may influence the incidence
of hypoglycemia. Vlasselaers trial used lower target in the
intervention group, had relatively higher risk of hypoglycemia
(23). Hypoglycemia may impact brain and physical develop-
ment in pediatric patients especially in neonates (41,42).
Several studies revealed that hyperglycemia and glucose
fluctuation or rapid correction of hypoglycemia also may
cause neurosensory impairment (43-45). The follow-up study
by Vlasselaers et al. evaluated neurodevelopmental outcomes
in the critically ill children who enrolled in the randomized
trial of TGC vs. CGC 4 years later (43,46). The result revealed
that TGC with high rates of hypoglycemia did not impact
neurodevelopment, possibly have benefits on neurodevelop-
ment (43,46). Sadhwani ef al. assessed the impact of TGC and
hypoglycemia on neurodevelopmental outcomes in patients

Copyright © 2018 International Pediatric Research Foundation, Inc.

included in the study by Agus et al. (25) when they were 1
year old (47). The study showed that TGC did not impact
neurodevelopment compared with CGC, while moderate to
severe hypoglycemia may be associated with poorer neuro-
developmental outcomes at 1 year of age (47). Considering
the potential risk of hypoglycemia, long-term follow-up to
assess the association of tight glycemic control and hypogly-
cemia with neurodevelopmental outcomes is needed.

The present study had limitations. The data of studies had
heterogeneity. Heterogeneity of included population existed
among trials. Different types of patients may have dissimilar
critical degrees or clinical outcomes, we failed to perform
subgroup analysis because of too many missing data. The
observation periods of mortality rates were not exactly the
same. If we exclude mortality of Jeschke trial (24) that
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Figure 3. Funnel plot of mortality, showing no publication bias.
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