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Abstract
Objectives: To study the reliability of a transcutaneous bilirubinometer (Bilicheck) to determine
bilirubin levels in neonates consulting for jaundice in a Paediatric Emergency Department (ED),
and to evaluate its usefulness as a screening method. Methods: Prospective observational study
realized between June of 2005 and December of 2005 in neonates consulting at a paediatric
emergency department for jaundice, in whom we realized both transcutaneous and total serum
bilirubin measurements (TcB and TSB). We collected demographic variables, analytical variables
(serum and transcutaneous bilirubin levels), length of stay in the ED, and need for treatment. Results: 66 children were included aged 2 to 31 days (81% of the sample were 2 to 7 days old). There
was a close and statistically significant correlation between TcB and TSB (r = 0.81, p < 0.001). The
area under the ROC curve was of 0.90, allowing detecting newborns with jaundice susceptible of
treatment with TcB levels ≥ 13 mg/dL (sensitivity 92%, specificity 63, 5%, a positive predictive
value 39% and a negative predictive value 97%). The number of venous punctures could be reduced in 50%. The medium stay in the ED was of 2 hours when performing serum measurements.
Conclusions: A linear correlation exists between TcB-TSB. TcB measurement cannot replace that
of TsB, however it could be used as a screening method in an ED to determine which neonates
need confirmation by TsB measurement. The use of transcutaneous bilirubinometer would reduce
both the number of painful interventions in neonates and the medium length of stay in ED, consequently reducing iatrogenesis.
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1. Introduction

The yellowish coloration of skin and mucosa (jaundice) is a frequent diagnosis in neonates. This coloration can
be observed when serum bilirubin levels are higher than 5 mg/dL. Two thirds of all newborn infants are estimated to present a certain degree of jaundice during their first weeks of life. In a percentage of cases, bilirubin
levels can exceed neurotoxic levels, with the subsequent risk of producing kernicterus [1]-[3].
Causes of jaundice in neonates are diverse, ranging from physiological jaundice which usually requires no
treatment, to septic shock which requires hospitalization in intensive care units.
Evaluation of jaundice in a paediatric emergency department requires a precise medical history, physical examination and at times, laboratory tests.
Although intensity and localization of jaundice is commonly used as an indicator of bilirubin blood concentration, the correlation between visual estimation and actual bilirubin concentration is poor [4] [5].
In 2004, the American Academy of Paediatrics published clinical practice guidelines on management of neonatal hyperbilirubinemia, affirming that visual estimation of the degree of jaundice can lead to errors, therefore
bilirubin levels should be determined by measurement of total serum bilirubin (TSB) or by transcutaneous bilirubin (TcB), and interpreted according to the age (in hours) of the newborn infant [1] [2].
Previous studies have demonstrated that TcB determinations represent good estimations of the TSB levels in
term and late preterm neonates in their first days of life; however, they tend to underestimate TSB at high levels.
Recent studies indicate that the TcB determination is more accurate than visual estimation methods [4] [6].
The principle objective of our study was to evaluate the reliability of a transcutaneous bilirubinometer (Bili
Chek®) and to determine its usefulness in an emergency department as a screening method in newborn infants
susceptible to treatment. Secondary objectives were to find out whether the use of a transcutaneous bilirubinometer could reduce the number of venous punctures (without however affecting the percentage of admissions),
as well as the average length of stay in the emergency department.

2. Materials and Methods
We performed a prospective observational study from June 2005 through December 2005 amongst neonates that
consulted for jaundice in the Emergency Department. The study took place in the emergency service of the Hospital General Universitario Gregorio Marañón in Madrid, which usually attends to 60,000 children aged 2 days
to 16 years.
The study meets the Helsinki Declaration standards and has been approved by our hospital’s clinical investtigation and ethics committee.
The population we studied consisted of all children aged 2 to 30 days (both included) which consulted the
emergency department for jaundice. We excluded preterm babies, infants aged more than 30 days, infants who
had previously received phototherapy and neonates with clinical signs of dehydration or toxic aspect.
The variables collected in the study are shown in Table 1.
In all children included in the study, we measured both transcutaneous and serum bilirubin levels.
TSB measurement was made in our hospital’s biochemistry laboratory by spectrophotometry.
TcB measurement was made with a transcutaneous bilirubinometer (Bilicheck, by Philips brand). The determination of TcB with the bilirubinometer was done by 5 skin measurements in the forehead, upper third of the
thorax, areas free of hair or skin blemishes. The equipment then calculated the average of all 5 determinations in
mg/dL.
Table 1. Variables collected in the study.


Demographic variables: age, sex, race.



Personal history: group incompatibility, birth weight, gestational age, Apgar score at birth.



Medical history variables: feeding (breast, formula, breast and formula).



Physical examination variables: weight, presence or absence of cephalohematoma or broken clavicle.



Laboratory variables: transcutaneous bilirubin levels and serum bilirubin.



Income: yes/no



Length of stay in emergency department.
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We considered infants older than 48 hours of life with bilirubin levels ≥ 18 mg/dl as being susceptible to
treatment (we did not consider preterm, low weight at birth, nor group incompatibility).
For the administration of treatment the American Academic of Paediatrics guideline in management of hyperbilirubinemic in the newborn infant 35 or more weeks of gestation were followed.
The data was introduced in Access 2003 database and was then treated statistically with SPSS program version 14.
We performed a correlation, regression and variance analysis. With the use of a ROC curve we determined
the sensitivity and specificity of transcutaneous bilirubin measurement, as well as the optimal cut-off point performing a checkout with serum bilirrubin in neonates with jaundice.

3. Results
66 children were included in the study (82% of those who consulted for jaundice and met the inclusion criteria at
the time of the study). The patients were aged 2 to 30 days of life. 81% of the samples were in their first week of
life.
The demographic characteristics of the children in the study are shown in Table 2.
We compared TSB and TcB determinations in all patients, finding a statistically significant linear correlation
between both measurements (r = 0.81, r2 = 0.66, p < 0.001), as shown in Figure 1. The maximum and minimum
difference found between the bilirubin numbers determined with both methods was of −10 mg/dL and −0.4
mg/dL, suggesting that Bilicheck underestimates TSB levels.
Using variance analysis, we analysed whether demographic characteristics such as race, weight, presence or
not of group incompatibility had an influence on the precision of TcB measurement. No influence was found.
With the use of a ROC curve we determined the sensitivity and specificity of transcutaneous bilirubin levels,
as well as the optimal cut-off point for detecting jaundice requiring treatment. The area under the ROC curve
was of 0.90 (95% confidence interval [0.82 - 0.98]) (Figure 2).
In the coordinates table transcutaneous bilirubin levels (Table 3).
By analyzing the ROC curves optimal cutoff of the bilirrubin transcunateous with increased sensitivity, specificity and negative predictive value was detected in those neonates that they should perform serum bilirrubin to
be eligible for treatment.
This optimal cutoff was 13 mg/dl transcuataneous bilirrubin corresponding to a 18 mg/dl serum bilirrubin
(value close to the levels of phototherapy depending on the weight, age, gestational age, and days of life).
TcB levels of 13 mg/dL seems to be the optimal cut-off point for detecting need of treatment, with 92.9%
sensitivity, 62.1% specificity, a positive predictive value of 39% and a negative predictive value of 97% (Table 4).
Half of our patients presented TcB levels <13 mg/dL, and were therefore not susceptible for treatment and did
not need further confirmation with TSB determination. This leads to suppose that 50% of the neonates included
Table 2. The demographic characteristics of the children in the study.
Characteristics

Range or percentage (n)

Gestational age

37 - 41 sem

Birth weight

2190 - 3920 gr

Breastfeeding

71% (47)

Breast and formula feeding

19.6% (13)

formula feed

9% ( 6)

Caucasian race

74.2% (49)

Others races

25.6% (17)

Blood group incompatibility

13.6% (9)

Cephalohematoma

3% (2)

Clavicle fracture

3% (2)

Apgar score at birth <7

1.5% (1)
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Table 3. Coordinates table transcutaneous bilirubin levels: optimal cut-off point for detecting need of treatment.
Transcutaneous bilirubin levels (mg/dl)

Sensitivity

1-Specificity

3.5

1.0

1.0

5

1.0

0.98

9.5

1.0

0.90

10

1.0

0.86

11

1.0

0.71

12

1.0

0.5

13

0.93

0.38

14

0.85

0.173

15

0.57

0.077

Table 4. Sensitivity, specificity, positive predictive value and negative predictive value of transcutaneous bilirubin level (13
mg/dl) for detection of jaundice phototerapy susceptible.

Transcutaneous bilirrubin
level = 13 mg/dl

Sensitivity

Specificity

Positive predictive value

Negative predictive value

93%

62%

39%

97%

Figure 1. Comparison of total serum bilirrubin and transcutaenous bilirubin determinations (r = 0.81; p < 0.001).
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Figure 2. ROC curve for transcutaneous bilirubin levels.

in this study didn’t actually need a venous puncture to determine serum bilirubin level.
In 61 of all 66 patients, we noted the time of entrance and time of exit of the Emergency Department, observing a mean time of stay of 2 hours when performing venous puncture for the determination of TSB (minimum 50 minutes, maximum 4 hours).

4. Discussion
The evaluation of the efficacy of non invasive methods for the determination of hyperbilirubinemia in the jaundice neonate is of great importance in daily clinical practice.
Non-invasive bilirubin measurement methods include visual estimation of hyperbilirubinemia and TcB determination with a bilirubinometer.
The visual estimation of hyperbilirubinemia has shown to correlate to TSB in various studies [4] [6], however
it has limitations such as the difficulty in indentifying jaundice in dark-skinned babies [5]. Recent studies have
shown that TcB determination has a better correlation than visual estimation methods [4] [6].
As in previous studies, we have found a statistically significant linear correlation between TSB and TcB determination with Bilicheck. However, this correlation decreases as serum bilirubin levels increase, which seems
to affect Bilicheck’s precision.
In our study, a sub estimation in bilirubin levels is observed when using Bilicheck, as in previous studies [7][9]. The cut-off point obtained was of 13 mg/dL. Higher levels obtained with our bilirubinometer determined a
higher probability of having TSB levels susceptible to treatment. In these cases, a serum bilirubin determination
should be performed to confirm TcB results.
In the last few years, different systems have been designed to measure bilirubin levels transcutaneous. Those
that have been the most studied (Minolta/Hill-Room Air Shields Transcutaneous Jaundice Meter-103 and Bilicheck) have shown a good correlation with serum levels of bilirubin and have proven to be useful screening
methods [10]-[14].
The impossibility to measure bilirubin fractions (direct, indirect), and the fact that it cannot be used if the patient has previously received treatment with phototherapy are some of the limitations linked to the use of
bilirubinometers.
According to the AAP guidelines, serum bilirubin should be measured in case of high TcB levels, toxic or
septic aspect, infants older than 3 weeks old, or if a direct bilirubin determination is needed [1]-[3].
The bilirubinometer used in our study (Bilicheck) measures TcB using full-spectrum light (380 to 760 nm) re-
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flected by the skin. The use of a multiple-spectrum wavelength allows to distinguish different optical densities
due to bilirubin and other possible confusion factors such as haemoglobin, melanin, skin depth. This method allows thus to quantify tissue and capillary bilirubin omitting confusion factors. This measurement is therefore
theoretically independent of ethnic origin, age and weight of the newborn [10]-[13].
High resolution liquid chromatography is the reference technique for measuring TSB. Bilicheck uses it as a
standard reference. This technique is scarcely used in laboratories due to its technical difficulties and complicated use on a daily basis. The use of different laboratory techniques might explain the different correlations
between TcB and TSB in different studies. In our hospital for example, our laboratory uses direct spectrophotometry for the measurement of TSB, with which we have correlated Bilicheck findings in our study.
In our sample, as well as in a study published by Maria Das Graças da Cunha Leite et al., the correlation between bilirubin levels measured with Bilicheck and serum bilirubin was not affected by race, age or weight at
birth [15] [16].
In the case of premature babies, various studies have demonstrated the efficacy of transcutaneous bilirubinometer in this subgroup [17] [18]. However a few studies refer that race and skin colour might affect the measurement of TcB in this subgroup [19]-[22].
The use of a transcutaneous bilirubinometer as a screening method decreases the number of venous and capillary punctures in neonates with jaundice [7] [16].
In our study if the bilirubinometer had been used to determine the need for a serum bilirubin determination in
infants with TcB 13 mg/dL or higher, the number of blood tests would have been reduced in 50% and only one
patient actually needing phototherapy would have been lost. In a study published by Samanta et al. [7] where
TcB cut-off point was 14 mg/dL, the number of venous punctures was reduced in 55%.
Reducing venous and capillary punctures in these children would reduce pain and iatrogenesis and would increase the personnel and parents’ satisfaction.
In our study, we recorded the time of admission and discharge for each child, to evaluate the average time of
stay needed for the measurement of TSB in infants with jaundice. The average stay was of 2 hours (minimum 50
minutes, maximum 4 hours). This time would have been reduced if the need for a serum determination had been
checked beforehand with Bilicheck.
In some studies, the reduction in the length of stay in the emergency department has proven to be one of the
utilities of the transcutaneous bilirubinometer in the emergency ward [23] [24].
This reduction in the length of stay allows a better flow of patients amongst an emergency department, and
reduces the risk of transmission of infectious diseases.

5. Limitations
Although Bilicheck was used in all cases to determine TcB, measurements were obtained by different operators,
which could have led to errors.

6. Conclusions
Although Bilicheck cannot replace the measurement of serum bilirubin as a reference test, the correlation found
between these two methods shows that it could be an interesting tool to discriminate neonates in need of a blood
test to evaluate jaundice.
The use of TcB as a screening method in neonates that consult in an emergency department would reduce the
use of invasive methods, iatrogenesis, and length of stay in the department and would allow starting treatments
more promptly. In this case, TSB measurement should be performed if TcB is higher that 13 mg/dL, in children
who have been treated previously with phototherapy or if a toxic aspect is detected.
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