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Abstract

Introduction: Full-endoscopic operations of lumbar spine are truly minimally invasive surgical procedures and
they have become the standard because of their intraoperative and postoperative advantages.

Aim: To compare clinical outcomes of full-endoscopic interlaminar technique to conventional microdiscectomy
performed during 3 year period.

Materials and Methods: A series of 350 patients underwent full-endoscopic interlaminar lumbar discectomy,
comparing 220 patients with microdiscectomy and spinal canal decompression, during a 3-year period, is analysed.
Oswestry Disability Index (ODI), visual analogue scores (VAS) of back and leg pain were measured preoperatively
and at 1, 6, 12, 24 months.

Results: All outcome measures improved significantly in both groups (p<0.001). In the full-endoscopic group 88%
of the patients no longer had leg pain, and 7% had only occasional pain, postoperatively. In the microdiscectomy
(MI) group 78.1% had significant improvement, 13.6% had improvement with occasional pain, and 8% had no
improvement. The recurrence rate was 8%. Resection of the herniated disc and sufficient decompression was
technically possible in all cases. The overall complication rate (16.4%), and recurrence-reoperation rate (11.8%) was
significantly higher in the MI group.

Conclusion: The clinical results of the full-endoscopic technique are at least equal to those of the conventional
microsurgical discectomy with advantages such as reduced traumatization, improved patient mobility, and lower
complication and recurrence rate. With the possibility of selecting the most adequate approach, lumbar disc
herniations inside and outside the spinal canal, can be sufficiently removed using the full-endoscopic technique,
when taking the appropriate indication criteria into account.

C J

epidural space and destabilization of the spinal column structures may
occur [6-8]. The full-endoscopic (FE) technique provides minimal skin
incision and much less tissue damage compared with standard open
microdiscectomy with reduced hospital stays and costs. The most used
approaches in the full-endoscopic lumbar surgery is transforaminal

Keywords: Full-endoscopic discectomy; Interlaminar
decompression; Microdiscectomy; Monosegmental stenosis

Introduction

Mixter and Barr [1] reported an open hemilaminectomy with
intraoperative discotomy for treatment of intervertebral disc rupture
into the spinal canal. The results of intrathecal endoscopy of more than
400 myeloscopic procedures were presented in 1942 by Pool [2]. Ooi
and colleagues [3] used an endoscope to examine the intrathecal space
before surgery and they were able to describe pathologic features in
nerve elements in spinal canal. Microendoscopic discectomy (MED)
through tubular retraction was first reported by Foley and Smith [4].
MED combines standard microsurgical technique with endoscopy,
enabling surgeons to access disc herniations. The first use of a
laparoscopic approach to the lumbar spine for a discectomy was
reported by Obenchain [5]. Good results have been associated with
microdiscectomy, but postoperative complications like scarring of the

(TF) and interlaminar (IL) approach [8-11]. The FE IL access has been
developed to enable the extirpation of pathologic entities not
successfully achieved using the TF technique [11-13]. The goal of this
prospective study was to compare the results of lumbar full-endoscopic
interlaminar discectomy with those of the standard microsurgical
technique, performed during 3 year period with representative clinical
series of patients.

Materials and Methods

The presented study is a prospective, randomized study which was
done on 570 patients with lumbar disc herniation operated from 2012
to 2014. Before participants enter the study, it was essential to complete
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the informed consent. Then the patients had neurosurgical
examination, and after the MRI verification of disc herniation they
have been introduced for surgery. Before surgery the permission was
taken, and then the patients entered the study. The study was approved
by Ethical committee of Clinical Hospital Center-Zemun.

Three hundred and fifty (350) patients underwent full-endoscopic
interlaminar operation and 220 patients were operated by conventional

disc herniation with significant radicular symptoms (mean Lasegue
sign in microdiscectomy (MI) group 42 degrees and in full-endoscopic
(FE) group 40 degrees).

The indication for operation was defined through today’s standards
based on existing radicular symptoms with or without neurological
deficit. Twenty one operations were performed at the level of L3/4, 174
on L4/5 and 375 on L5/S1 disc level (Table 1). All patients were

microsurgical technique.

operated in general endotracheal anesthesia.

There were 337 male and 233 female patients. The mean age was
about 40 years old. All patients presented with clinicaly symptomatic

Variable Statistics MI, n=220 FE, n=350

Age mean + SD 40.32 £ 10.54 40.55+10.18
Male 118; 53.6 219; 62.6

. 0

Gender Female Freq; % 102; 46.4 131;37.4
Protrusion 25;11.4 27, 7.7

Type of DH Extrusion Freq; % 156; 70.9 275; 78.6
Sequestration 39;17.7 48; 13.7
L3-L4 18; 8.2 3;0.9

Lesion level L4-L5 Freq; % 110; 50.0 64; 19.1
L5-S1 92;41.8 283; 81.0

Lazarevic/Lasegue (degrees) mean + SD 42.34 +16.25 40.06 + 15.76

GMS<4 Freq; % 32;14.5 27, 7.7

Table 1: Descriptive variables for MI and FE IL group.

In this prospective study we generated reproducible randomization
schedule and after obtaining, to each subject we assigned random
number generated using SAS.

The study entrance criteria: (1) Lumbar disc herniation within the
spinal canal in L3/4, L4/5 and L5/S1 level (including the sequestration
of disc migrated cranially or caudally), with lumbar spine plain
radiographs, and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) corresponding to
the clinical symptoms; (2) Age between 20 and 70 years; (3) failure of
at least two weeks of conservative treatment

The excluding criteria from the study were: (1) lateral recess
stenosis, extraforaminal disc herniations, and spinal instability; (2) an
inability to accurately complete the pre- and post-operative
questionnaires.

Clinical assessment

Clinical and demographic data were prospectively recorded. The
patients completed a questionnaire consisting of a 10-point visual

analog scale (VAS) for low back pain and radicular pain preoperatively
and postoperatively. The patients also completed the Oswestry
Disability Index (ODI) questionnaire for their quality of life
preoperatively and postoperatively.

Follow up examinations was conducted 1, 6, 12, 24 months after
surgery. The operation time, blood loss, hospital stay, return-to-work
time, complication rate, failure rate, and reherniation rate were
evaluated to assess the outcomes of the procedures.

Radiological assessment

All patients underwent MRI preoperatively, and if clinically needed
after surgery. Disc degeneration was graded on MRI T2 spin-
echo weighted images using a grading system proposed by Pfirrmann
[14]. This classification is not used on routine spine reports, being
more important for research purposes (Table 2).

grade | disc is homogeneous with bright hyperintense white signal intensity and normal disc height

grade Il be present; disc height is normal

disc is inhomogeneous, but keeping the hyperintense white signal; nucleus and annulus are clearly differentiated and a horizontal gray band could

grade lll decreased

disc is inhomogeneous with an intermittent gray signal intensity; distinction between nucleus and annulus is unclear; disc height is normal or slightly
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disc is inhomogeneous with a hypointense dark gray signal intensity; there is no more distinction between the nucleus and annulus; disc height is
grade IV slightly or moderately decreased
disc is inhomogeneous with a hypointense black signal intensity; there is no more distinction between the nucleus and annulus; the disc space is
grade V collapsed

Table 2: Grading system for disc degeneration proposed by Pfirmann.

Surgical procedures

All operations were performed under general endotracheal
anesthesia in the prone position. In MI group we used the standard
technique using a microscope with paramedian access. The level of
lesion was identified with guidance of radiography or fluoroscopy in
both groups. The FE IL operations were performed with 205 mm
endoscope with the 4.2 mm working channel via interlaminarspace.
Optical 25" angle system with continuos saline solution irrigation
enabled excellent visualization, also good mobilization by handling
endoscope with “joystick technique” (due to anatomy of the spinal
canal) provides big comfort and efficient surgical work. The outer
diameter of instruments of 3-4 mm was quite adequate for discectomy
and sufficient decompression. If the interlaminar space was narrow we
have performed widening of the canal with a burr symple or drill, as
well as with kerison punch.

Statistics

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS version 20.0 (SPSS
Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). The data were summarized by means, range,
CI 95% and percents measure of variability used is SD. A Paired t-test,
Mann-Whitney, chi-square and Wilcoxon test were used to determine
difference between or within groups and Pearson or Spearman
coefficient to determine correlation depending on type of variable.

Results

Demographics

We reviewed 350 patients in FE IL group and 220 patients in the MI
group who met the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Patient
demographics including the follow-up period were not significantly
different between the two groups.

Clinical Outcomes

Preoperatively the back and leg VAS scores were 7.47 and 7.57 in FE
IL group and 7.15 and 7.45 in MI group. These results revealed no
significant differences. After surgery, the VAS scores for the back and
leg decreased significantly in both groups. Postoperatively, the back
and leg VAS scores were 0.46 and 0.74 respectively in FE IL group, and
0.69 and 0.33 in the MI group. However, there was no significant
difference between the groups for VAS scores. The mean ODI scores
significantly improved from baseline at the final follow-up in both
groups (Figures 1 and 2). There were significant improvement in back
and leg pain in all groups. After 3 years of follow up 308 patients (88%)
in FE IL group, and 172 patients (78.1%) in MI group had significant
improvement; 32 patients (7%) in FE IL group, and 30 (13.6%) patients
in MI group had improvement with complaints (pain occasionally),
and 18 patients (8%) in MI group and 10 patients (5%) in FE IL group
had no improvement (Figures 3 and 4).
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Figure 1: Mean values of VAS leg and back and ODI in the FE IL
group.
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Figure 2: Mean values of VAS leg and back and Oswestry Disability
Index (ODI) in the MI group.
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Figure 3: Clinical results in FE IL group.
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Figure 4: Clinical results in MI group.

There is a significant difference noted among patients with different
preoperative Pfirrman grades and postoperative VAS back and leg
scores (p<0.001). Higher Pfirrmann degree was associated with higher
postoperative VAS leg pain in MI and FE IL groups (p<0.001) and with
postoperative VAS back pain in FE IL group (p<0.005) (Figures 5 and
6).
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Figure 5: Correlation between postoperative VAS back scores and
Pfirrman grades.
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Figure 6: Correlation between postoperative VAS leg scores and
Pfirrman grades.

Postoperative complications

Four patients complained of dysesthesia on the posterolateral thigh,
which spontaneously improved next month after surgery (two cases in
group MI and two cases in group FE IL). A dural tear occurred in 8
patients (2.2%) in group FE IL (only one patient had reoperation for
direct dural repair) andin 18 patients (8.2%) in group MI (of them 3
patients had reoperation). Nerve injury occurred in 9 (2.5%) patients
in FE group, of them 7 patients had only parestesias and 2 patients had
neurological deficit. In the MI group nerve injury occurred in 11 (5%),
in 7 patients resulting in parestesias and 4 patients had neurological
deficit. Discitis although rare complication was seen in 2 (0.6%)
patients in FE group, and in 3 (1.4%) patients in MI group. There were
no wound infection in the FE group, but in MI group was present in 4
(1.8%) patients. There were no serious complications like cauda equine
syndrome or postoperative thrombosis in both groups (Figure 7). The
overall complication rate was 6.5% in the FE IL group, and 16.4% in
the MI group. The difference in overall complication rate between
groups was significant (p<0.05).

Disc herniation recurrence rate

Recurrence rate up to 36 months of follow up period was 8% (28
patients) in FE IL group, and 14.5% (32 patients) in MI group. Only 13
(3.7%) patients in the FE group need reoperation, and 26 (11.8%)
patients in the MI group with reherniation underwent reoperation.
There was significant difference (p<0.05) in the recurrence rate
between the groups.

16.00%
12.00%
8.00% EFEIL

4.00% +——— — 4'_—.; MI
0.00% e ; . ;

dysesthesia

discitis reoperation

rate

Figure 7: Postoperative complications and recurrence rates in the
FE and MI group.

Discussion

The main goal of surgical treatment of lumbar disc herniations is
sufficient decompression with minimization of operation-induced
trauma and its sequelae, which could be achieved with full-endoscopic
operations.

The results of the FE IL procedure in our study is similar to those of
the microsurgical (MI) procedure in a sense of VAS leg and back and
ODI score improvement. These results are similar to previous reports
[15-18] Clinical improvement also is similar in both groups but is
better in FE IL group and is nearly 90% of excellent clinical outcome,
which exceeds the good results of the microscopic-assisted procedures
reported between 75 and 100% of the cases. These results are also
corresponding to the other studies [15,18], but with less resection of
spinal canal structures [18-25]. Operation time, tissue traumatization
and complications are low compared to conventional procedures
[26-34]. In our study, every single complication like dural tear with
liquorea (2.2% FE/8.2% MI), nerve injury (2.5% FE/5% MI), discitis
(0.6% FE/1.4% MI), and infection (0 FE/1.8% MI) were rare and less
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frequent in patients operated with full- endoscopic interlaminar
technique. However, the overall complication rate was significantly
lower in the patients operated with full-endoscopic technique.

It is our opinion, like in several other authors [35-37], that there is
no operation-related worsening of existing symptoms in the FE group
of patients, which is consistent with the minimally invasive epidural
and intervertebral procedures. Also, concomitant diseases do not lead
to increased morbidity [31,32,38,39].

In our study all 10 (5%) patients in the FE group without
improvement had additional back pain and duration of symptoms
more than 6 months, but the great majority of them (76%) had
significant improvement in back pain despite the fact that radicular
symptoms were predominant prior to surgery. Similar results in a sense
of back pain improvement were present in the MI group (67.3%), and
are in accordance with the several other reports from literature
[27-45].

The rate of disc herniation recurrence was significantly lower in the
FE group (8% vs. 14.5% in MI group), especially in the aspect of
clinical need for reoperation (3.7% vs. 11.8%), in contrast to other
studies [18,46,47]. The recurrence rate of 8% is slightly above some
other reports of conventional techniques but still below selective
sequestrotomies [40,41]. The rate of recurrence is reported variously in
the literature and depending on anulus defect and fragment type
ranges from 5% to over 20% [40-45]. On the other hand, our attempt
was as complete resection as possible of available nucleus material in
the intervertebral space, all in the purpose of lowering reherniation
rate. In the several other studies [18,46,47] there was no difference in
the recurrence rate between FE and MI group of patients but in our
study significantly lower recurrence rate in the patients operated by FE
IL technique is probably due to minimization of the operation-related
anulus defect which was strict concept in our operative FE technique,
what is already proposed as a protective biomechanical factor [45,48].

In the group of patients operated by FE IL technique in our study,
postoperative MRI examinations (done if clinically needed) showed no
scarring in the access area or in the epidural space. In repeated
endoscopic operations this MRI finding is easily confirmed which,
unlike following conventional techniques, were neither made more
difficult nor required longer operation time as it is reported by several
other authors [11,49]. However, epidural scarring which may become
clinically symptomatic in up to 10% of cases, could be expected in
conventional MI techniques [50-52]. Minimal traumatisation of the
ligamentumflavum appears to bring advantages [53,54], because
opening of the ligament to insert the endoscope into the spinal canal
can be limited to a few mm (up to 5 mm). The combination of a lack of
clinical symptoms, MRI and intraoperative revision findings obviously
demonstrate reduced scarring due to minimal tissue traumatisation in
the full-endoscopic procedures. In operation of lumbar disc
recurrences, the risk of dural and nerve injury may increase owing to
existing epidural scarring [55,56]. Increased epidural scarring may
become clinically symptomatic [57,58], make revisions more difficult,
and lead to “tethering” of the Cauda equine by postoperative
connection between the epidural space and paravertebral musculature
[59-61]. Also the route of access in the innervation area of the dorsal
branch of the spinal nerves can have a negative influence on the
stabilizing and coordination system [62,63]. For this reason, attempts
are made even in the primary operation, and also in revisions, to work
with tissue-sparing techniques [64,65] Furthermore, technical
advances have been made in the primary operation of disc herniations

which enable a full-endoscopic technique and provides the advantages
of a truly minimally invasive procedure [64,66-68].

Pfirrmann developed a classification system for lumbar disc
degeneration based on routine T2-weight MRI images and five grades
of progressive degeneration. Briseno et al. [69] found that the degree of
preoperative adjacent level degeneration does not significantly affect
functional or pain relief outcomes following lumbar discectomy. Hong
et al. [70] showed that adjacent segment degeneration and Pfirrmann
grading for disk degeneration were significant risk factors for
reoperation after primary microendoscopic diskectomy. Adjacent
segment degeneration and Pfirrmann grading for disk degeneration
were identified as risk factors for reoperation after microendoscopic
discectomy to treat lumbar disk herniation. Corniola et al. [71] showed
that patients with high Pfirrmann degrees of disc degeneration had
more VAS back pain and a more reduced quality of life.

In our FE IL and MI group of patients, postoperative VAS leg pain
was associated with higher Pfirrmann grades. Higher Pfirrmann grade
was associated also with postoperative VAS back pain in the FE IL
group. Our results suggest that higher Pfirrman grades seems potential
indicators for unsatisfactory outcome (higher VAS scores), potential
instability and need for dynamic stabilization procedures.

In the cases of relatively narrow interlaminar space (5-6 mm) we
performed bony resection of the mediodorsal edge of processus
articularis inferior by a few mm which was easily achieved using burr,
so size of the interlaminar window between cranial and caudal lamina
and midline and mediosagital border of the processus articularis
inferior was not limitation factor. Occasional problems in mobility
may arise because of the divergent level between the interlaminar
window and intravertebral space in the higher intervertebral levels
(L3/L4 or above).

Considering many aspects in the indication and selection process
for the full-endoscopic operations, we applied following criteria as
guidelines: radicular symptoms with or without motor deficit due to
disc herniation within the spinal canal, level of lesion not above L3/L4,
lumbar spine without degenerative deformities such as spondylolistesis
or scoliosis, osteochondrosis and relative spinal canal stenosis were not
contraindications.

Conclusions

The clinical results are similar but slightly better in the full-
endoscopic technique compared to microsurgical operations with
lower overall complication and recurrence-reoperation rate.

With the surgical devices and instruments all forms of lumbar disc
herniations can be sufficiently removed using the full-endoscopic
technique.

Full-endoscopic interlaminar technique is a reliable, safe and
slightly superior alternative to microsurgical procedures when taking
the appropriate indications criteria into account.

Open microsurgical and invasive procedures are necessary in spinal
surgery and must be familiar and known by surgeons to overcome
problems and complications when performing full-endoscopic
procedures.
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