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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION. Hesitancy towards the use of aminoglycosides persists among clinicians due to the perceived risk of
nephrotoxicity.

METHODS. This retrospective cohort study included adults with community-acquired bacteraemia and no pre-existing renal
failure. The patients were divided into two groups matched 1:1 by age (± 5 years): 1) patients treated with short-term (≤ 3
days) once-daily gentamicin within 24 hours of admission and 2) non-gentamicin-treated patients. The primary endpoint was
an increase in plasma creatinine levels of ≥ 40 µmol/l from baseline. Cause-specific Cox regression was used to compute
hazard ratios (HR) with 95% confidence intervals (CI) for prognostic factors of acute kidney injury (AKI) and death.

RESULTS. A total of 310 adults with bacteraemia were included, among whom 159 (49%) were treated with gentamicin and
151 (51%) with other antibiotics. No significant between-group differences were observed in sex distribution, comorbidities,
biochemical variables and vital signs at admission. In the gentamicin-exposed group, 11 (7%) patients developed AKI
compared with 12 (8%) patients in the non-exposed group. Gentamicin was neither associated with increased risk of AKI (HR =
0.86; 95% CI: 0.38-1.96) nor with 30-day mortality (HR = 0.73; 95% CI: 0.38-1.41) compared with other antibiotic regimens.

CONCLUSIONS. Our study showed no increase in the risk of developing AKI and no increase in all-cause mortality in patients
treated with short-term once-daily gentamicin for community-acquired bacteraemia compared with other antibiotic regimens.

FUNDING. None.

TRIAL REGISTRATION. Not relevant.

Community-acquired bacteraemia is common among patients admitted to the emergency department, and
appropriate antibiotic treatment initiated before the result of blood cultures is recommended to reduce
complications and mortality [1]. It is impossible to recommend a universal therapy applicable to all regions of
the world since the pathogen distribution and susceptibility patterns vary considerably. In Denmark, empirical
treatment of suspected community-acquired bacteraemia is often ampicillin plus gentamicin or
piperacillin/tazobactam [2]. However, the renal safety of aminoglycosides has been questioned, and ambivalence
persists among clinicians towards using antibiotic regimens consisting of aminoglycosides such as gentamicin.

The primary aim of this study in patients with community-acquired bacteraemia was to examine whether the
empirical short-term use of a gentamicin regimen administered within 24 hours of admission is associated with a
higher incidence of acquired acute kidney injury (AKI) under hospital admission than other antibiotic
treatments. The secondary aim was to evaluate all-cause 30-day mortality.
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Methods

Patient cohort

We established a retrospective cohort counting 1,011 adults with a positive blood culture retrieved from the
regional microbiology information system (WWBakt, Autonik AB, Sweden). All patients were admitted to the
Emergency Department at Aalborg University Hospital between 1 January 2022 and 28 February 2023 and
received empiric intravenous antibiotic treatment within 24 hours of admission. In the cohort, 203 patients had
gentamicin as part of the regimen, whereas 808 patients had not received gentamicin during hospitalisation.
Each of the 203 patients was individually age-matched (± 5 years) with a patient in the non-gentamicin group.
The subgroup of 406 patients was then reduced by exclusion of patients with any of the following criteria: 1)
chronic kidney disease (CKD), defined as a chronically increased plasma creatinine level for at least three
months and/or known renal impairment diagnosed by a nephrologist, 2) malignant disease in active treatment,
3) haematological disorder, 4) diagnosed bacteraemia within 90 days before admission, 5) more than three
gentamicin doses and 6) less than two plasma creatinine measurements. After applying the exclusion criteria, a
final cohort of 310 patients was analysed (159 had gentamicin exposure and 151 did not have gentamicin
exposure).

Data collection

We retrieved the following data from the Patient Registry System (NordEPJ, Systematic, Denmark): vital signs on
admission, prescribed medicine, blood biochemistry and haematology, intensive care unit (ICU) therapy, and
mortality. The time (hours;minutes) that the vital signs were first recorded was used to determine the time of
admission. Vital signs included blood pressure, heart rate, temperature, respiratory frequency, oxygen
saturation, oxygen supply and Glasgow Coma Scale. Plasma creatinine measurements were retrieved within the
entire admission period, and we used the first measured plasma creatinine level as a baseline. Previous
measurements were explored to indicate possible CKD in case of a baseline above normal creatinine levels. If
AKI was detected during admission, it was noted whether there was a record of normalised creatinine levels
thereafter.

Bacteriology data were gathered using WWBakt. This system contained data specifying bacterial species,
antimicrobial susceptibility testing, and recommendations from clinical microbiologists.

Information on patient comorbidities at the time of admission was retrieved with the help of the Business
Intelligence Group at Aalborg University Hospital, and the comorbidities used in this study were established
based on the Charlson Comorbidity Index (CCI). Lastly, whether the patient received haemodialysis and/or
intensive care during hospitalisation was noted.

All variables were included in a data registration system (REDCap, Vanderbilt University, USA).

Outcomes

The primary endpoint was the incidence of acquired AKI during admission. The Kidney Disease Improving
Global Outcomes (KDIGO) definition of AKI is an increase in plasma creatinine of ≥ 26.5 μmol/l from the
baseline value [3]. To lessen measurement uncertainty, we modified the definition slightly and used an increase
in plasma creatinine of ≥ 40 μmol/l from the baseline within 14 days after admission. The secondary outcome
was 30-day all-cause mortality after admission.

Statistical analysis

Between the two groups, numerical data were assessed using the Mann-Whitney test and categorical data with

the Pearson χ2 or Fisherʼs exact test. The numerical findings were reported as medians and interquartile range,
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and the categorical findings as frequency (n (%)). The Cox proportional hazards regression was used as a survival
analysis for mortality. The Cox cause-specific hazard rate ratio was used as a time-to-event analysis for acquired
AKI to consider the conflicting risk of death. Sub-group analyses of the Cox regression included gentamicin
treatment, sex, comorbidities and the quick Sequential Organ Failure Assessment (qSOFA) score as covariates to
detect hazard ratios (HR), including a 95% confidence interval (CI).

Statistical significance was considered in the case of p values < 0.05. All statistical analyses were performed using
STATA/MP 17 (STATA Corp. TX, USA).

Ethical considerations

The study was approved by the Danish Data Protection Agency (R. No. 2023-010027). Informed patient consent
was not required for this study.

Trial registration: not relevant.

Results

The age-matching of patients produced two groups with no significant differences in most baseline
characteristics, such as sex, duration of hospitalisation and comorbidities. However, a significant difference was
found in the share of patients receiving immunomodulatory treatment (Table 1).
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At the time of admission, no significant differences between the two groups were observed in most vital signs
and blood chemistry. However, there were minor differences in temperature and oxygen supply (Table 2). There
was no significant difference when comparing the median baseline creatinine levels (p = 0.424) or eGFR (p =
0.610) of the two groups (Table 2). Very few patients (15/310 = 5%) had surgery during hospitalisation.
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Urinary tract infections were the most frequent infection type in the group administered gentamicin (59%). In
contrast, an unknown focus of infection was the most frequent infection type in the patients not administered
gentamicin (32%).

Using qSOFA scores, 27 patients were at increased risk of severe sepsis at admission. Among these, there was no
significant difference in the risk of sepsis between the two study groups (p = 0.456). Furthermore, when scoring
patients using the SOFA scores, an increased risk was found for 55 patients (34%) in the gentamicin group and 59
patients (39%) in the non-gentamicin group. This difference is insignificant (p = 0.350) (Table 2).

The most frequently used antibiotic in patients not administered gentamicin was piperacillin/tazobactam (56%)
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(Table 3). In the group exposed to gentamicin, 93 patients were administered one dose, 50 patients two doses,
and 16 patients three doses (Table 3). Table 3 presents the overall distribution of the bacterial pathogens found in
the blood cultures.

There was no significant difference in the incidence of acquired AKI during hospitalisation between the exposed
and non-exposed group (p = 0.338) (Table 4). Furthermore, two patients who developed AKI during their
admission required the initiation of dialysis (Table 4). Concerning AKI, four patients (36%) of the exposed group
and six patients (50%, p = 0.851) of the non-exposed groups showed normalisation of creatinine values within the
follow-up period. Furthermore, the observed 30-day incidence of all-cause mortality between the exposed group
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(n = 16) and the non-exposed group (n = 21) showed no significant difference (p = 0.280) (Table 4). Regarding
admittance to the ICU, a total of seven patients from the gentamicin group and a total of 17 from the non-
gentamicin group were admitted. This difference reached statistical significance (p = 0.024) (Table 4).

When assessing the cause-specific hazard rate ratio for developing AKI, gentamicin treatment (HR = 0.86; 95%
CI: 0.38-1.96), sex (HR = 0.79; 95% CI: 0.34-1.82), CCI score (HR = 1.01; 95% CI: 0.72-1.41) and qSOFA score (HR =
1.07; 95% CI: 0.25-4.56) could not be considered risk factors. Similar results were seen in the survival analysis as
gentamicin treatment (HR = 0.73; 95% CI, 0.38-1.41) and sex (HR = 0.91; 95% CI: 0.47-1.77) could not be
considered risk factors for higher mortality. As expected from previous literature, the survival analysis showed
that a higher CCI score (HR = 1.45; 95% CI: 1.13-1.87) and qSOFA score (HR = 5.65; 95% CI: 2.77-11.54) were
associated with an increased risk of mortality.

Discussion

In the present cohort of community-acquired bacteraemia, the 30-day mortality was 12%, which agrees with
previous studies from Denmark of similar cohorts [4, 5] and from Sweden [6]. Patient survival was independent
of the use of gentamicin. Notably, the primary end-point of AKI was not different between the two patient
groups, reflecting that aminoglycosides administered once daily in the short term had no nephrotoxicity. The
safety of short-term aminoglycoside treatment in sepsis has previously been reported for Sweden [6], Denmark
[5] and the Netherlands [7]. Freundlich et al. [8] showed a moderate increase in serum creatinine levels but not
the development of AKI. A Danish study reported a similar lack of nephrotoxicity, but the daily dose of
gentamicin was 240 mg [9], which is lower than currently recommended, raising concerns about whether a
higher dose of 5 mg/kg is safe. The results of our study confirm 5 mg/kg renal safety.

The Cochrane review by Paul et al. [1] concluded that aminoglycosides in combination with a β-lactam antibiotic
should be discouraged. However, several of the studies in the review did not report short-term and single-dose
gentamicin use, which is the currently recommended antibiotic regimen and the focus of our study. It is
established practice in our region to use gentamicin as the preferred aminoglycoside. Moreover, during the
study period, tobramycin was in limited supply, restricting its use to targeted therapy for Pseudomonas
aeruginosa only.
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It should be acknowledged that the previous tradition of administering multiple doses daily, reflected in the
Cochrane review, is indeed associated with an increased risk of AKI [10]. Another review by Hayward et al. [11]
described a significant number of patients with a transient rise in creatinine levels after only a one-off dose of
gentamicin. However, the study itself identified some limitations and possible influential biases. Thus, they were
unable to adjust for well-established AKI factors, such as comorbidities, age, other nephrotoxic drugs, defining
and reporting adverse events, and surgical procedures. In fact, in the studies reporting a statistically significant
increase in AKI, all patients were undergoing orthopaedic prophylactic arthroplasty surgery, with which older
age and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) are highly associated.

The studies reporting increased renal injury in patients administered aminoglycosides differ in several ways
from our study. Firstly, Ong et al. [12] used data from patients already admitted to the ICU, which indicates that
patientsʼ overall vital status at this point was severely compromised. This could mean that multi-factorial causes
of acute renal impairment were present. In contrast, our study used data from patients with positive blood
cultures, with only a tiny minority of patients admitted to the ICU. The complex and multi-factorial aspect of AKI
in patients with severe sepsis or septic shock compared to patients with less severe sepsis was also addressed in
Boyer et al. [13].

Our study had several strengths. The patient cohort reflects clinical practice with unselected patients admitted to
the emergency department for suspected sepsis and should be generalisable to other hospitals in countries with
the same pathogen distribution. The demographics, vital status and kidney function at admission were
comparable between the two groups, the only significant differences being immunomodulatory treatment,
temperature and need for oxygen. The study based the AKI definition on the KDIGO criteria, which are known
for high sensitivity and specificity to ensure that acute renal impairment is identified [3].

However, our study also carries some limitations. Firstly, gentamicin dose is prescribed by weight, but weight is
mostly estimated by the clinician or the patient, which brings uncertainty to the recommended dosage of 5
mg/kg. Secondly, to detect a gentamicin-induced AKI, patients must survive for a certain amount of time, which
is not always the case, leading to potential survivorship bias. Cobussen et al. [7] mentioned this but also stated
that AKI would develop within the first week of admission. Therefore, patients dying shortly after gentamicin-
induced AKI should have a minimal statistical effect. Furthermore, since mortality was low in our cohort, this
bias does not strongly influence our conclusions. To isolate gentamicin as the inducing factor for AKI, this study
lacks information on other well-known nephrotoxic medications such as loop-diuretics, angiotensin-converting
enzyme inhibitors-inhibitors and non-steroidal inflammatory drugs [5].

Furthermore, smoking, excessive use of alcohol and patient delay have not been noted, which are potential risk
factors for developing AKI [6]. The major significant differences between the two groups lie within the focus of
infection and, consequently, the type of pathogen. This results from the regional guidelines as gentamicin is
primarily recommended for abdominal, urinary tract and unknown focus. We cannot exclude confounding by
indication in the choice of antibiotic treatment, although the first dose was administered before the
biochemistry results were available. With a retrospective study design, selection bias is inevitable, which could
be solved by adopting a prospective study design. Lastly, it should be noted that this study cannot be used to
describe the risk of AKI in patients excluded due to certain risk factors.

Conclusions

Short-term, once-daily treatment with gentamicin is safe with respect to mortality and nephrotoxicity. This
study's results underpin the current national guidelines.
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