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Pediatric heart transplantation: advancing the field into the future

Heart transplantation represents the common final pathway for many children with end-stage heart failure and outcomes 
continue to improve. While significant advances in the field have been realized over the past four decades, many challenges 
remain. Waitlist mortality for children awaiting heart transplantation remains unacceptably high and children listed for heart 
transplantation have the highest risk of death among all solid organ transplant candidates (1,2). This is compounded by a 
lack of standardized criteria for donor acceptance and the fact that nearly 50% of pediatric donor hearts are discarded (3,4). 
Increasing use of ventricular assist devices has improved waitlist mortality (5), but few devices are designed specifically for the 
pediatric population and supporting small patients or those with congenital heart disease remains problematic.

In addition to the challenges associated with supporting pediatric candidates to transplantation, there are areas for 
improvement in the post-transplant period. Practice patterns vary considerably across centers (3,6-8), indicating a lack of 
robust scientific evidence to guide clinical management and the evolution of practice based on clinical experience. Given 
the diverse management strategies prevalent in our field, clinical research aimed at identifying best practices remains a 
challenge. Overcoming these challenges will require multi-center collaboration and a structured approach to move the field 
forward. In this focused issue on pediatric heart transplantation, leaders in the field will discuss the challenges specific to heart 
transplantation in children and outline strategies to continue to improve care for this unique population.
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