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The Step-up Approach in Treating Infected
Pancreatic Necrosis

Abstract

The management of infected necrotizing pancreatitis has dramatically evolved
with continuous growing expertise and ongoing research efforts. More
aggressive treatment procedures can exacerbate the important inflammatory
response associated with infected necrotizing pancreatitis. Therefore, the
use of conservative and less invasive interventional strategy results in a clear
improvement of outcomes. The optimal treatment strategy to consider may be
different for each patient because of heterogenous condition. Indeed, The optimal
treatment approach should be based on a multidisciplinary discussion including
gastroenterologist, surgeon, radiologist, and anesthetist. The step-up approach
is currently the preferred treatment strategy to treat infected necrotizing
pancreatitis. However, optimal timing of intervention remains unclear with lack of
consensus. This review provides an overview on the use of the step-up approach to
treat infected necrotizing pancreatitis, in the light of the recent published reports.
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Introduction

Acute Pancreatitis (AP) is a heteregnous clinical conditions
associated with a potential of life-threatening and related
-mortality rate of 35% [1]. AP is divided into mild, moderately
severe, and severe, according to revised Atlanta Criteria published
in 2012 [2]. Around 20-30% of patients with acute pancreatitis
develop necrotizing pancreatitis [3]. Infection of necrotizing
pancreatitis occurs in 30% of patients, and infected pancreatic
necrosis was associated with multiple organ failure can leading
to death [3]. Furthermore, infected necrosis is a potentially
lethal complication with associated mortality varying from 15
to 20% [4,5]. Additionally, the treatment of infected necrotizing
pancreatitis is associated with lengthy hospital stay and high costs.
As it is an arduous condition to treat, the effectiveness of various
treatment strategies are being analyzed to improve survival and
reducing anatomic and physiological sequelae of the infected
necrotizing pancreatitis. This review provides an overview on the
use of less invasive treatment approaches for infected necrotizing
pancreatitis, in the light of the recent published reports.

The step-up approach

The Acute Necrotizing Pancreatitis (ANP) is characterized by
the presence of one organ failure or more, and persisting more
than 48 hours [2]. It approximately occurs in 5% to 10% of cases.

ANP often results in a significant inflammatory response with a
potential risk for super infection.

Acute necrotic collection is formed within 4 weeks and contains
fluid and necrotic pancreatic or peripancreatic debris [2]. After 4
weeks of evolution, this collection become mature, encapsulated
and so named walled-off pancreatic necrosis with multiple
locations, and various patterns and sizes.

Despite the advantages of open surgical necrosectomy
including better visualization of tissue facilitating more selective
debridement and bleeding control , performing ostomy between
walled-off necrosis and either stomach or small bowel, and
ability to reduce interventions to one procedure [6], it is proven
that early surgery for necrotizing pancreatitis is detrimental for
outcomes, and results in exacerbated inflammatory state. Indeed,
early surgery is often indicated in emergency conditions including
bleeding not amenable to embolization, abdominal compartment
syndrome or hollow viscus perforation [7]. Subsequently, delayed
surgery was demonstrated to have the lowest mortality [8-10].

In a bite to reducing inflammatory response secondary to
open surgery and related complications, minimally invasive
approaches have been employed to treat infected pancreatic
necrosis. These less invasive techniques include percutaneous
retroperitoneal or transperitoneal drainage, endoscopic
transmural or transpapillary drainage, endoscopic necrosectomy,
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video-assisted retroperitoneal necrosectomy, and laparoscopic
cystgastrostomy or cystojejunostomy.

Firstly employed by the Dutch Acute Pancreatitis Study Group
(2010), the term‘step-up’ is commonly used as a reference
to minimally invasive procedures to drain infected pancreatic
necrosis with the potential of re-use and escalation [11]. Several
studies have showed the benefits of the step-up approach over
laparotomy in treating infected pancreatic necrosis .A randomized
trial PANTER including 88 patients and comparing the step-up
approach (percutaneous or endoscopic transgastric drainage)
with open surgery [11]. Minimally invasive retroperitoneal
necrosectomy was performed following the step-up approach if
needed. Major complications including new-onset organ failure,
perforation, fistula or bleeding were 12% and 40% (p=0.002)
in the step-up group and the open surgery group, respectively
.However, the mortality rate was similar in both groups (19% &
16%, p=0.70), revealing that the step-up group patients were not
undertreated .Once again, these benefits were confirmed by a
long-term follow-up (86 months) of 73 patients, highlighting the
superiority of step-up method over open option regarding the
long-term results [12].

Another randomized trial (PENGUIN) published in 2012, included
a small sample (20 patients) and compared endoscopic trans
gastric drainage with open necrosectomy [13]. Video-assisted
retroperitoneal necrosectomy was performed in both groups
when needed. The inflammatory response as well as secondary
outcomes including major complications or death was assessed.
Conclusively, trans gastric endoscopic necrosectomy was
associated with reduced risk of major complications or death
(20% vs. 80%; p=0.03) [13].

Furthermore, multiple retrospective studies have compared
the step-up and less invasive procedures with open surgery
(laparotomy) during the last 5 years. A single institution study
from the Liverpool Pancreas Cener and published in 2016, has
clearly showed the significant advantages of minimally invasive
approach over open necrosectomy [14]. This large study included
394 patients who underwent either a minimally invasive
retroperitoneal pancreatic necrosectomy or open necrosectomy.
The total postoperative complications and organ failure were less
frequently occurred in the minimally invasive procedure (63.9%
vs. 81.7%). In addition, a significant reduction of mortality risk
of 73% was associated with minimally invasive necrosectomy (p
<0.001).

The German Pancreatitis Study Group published a multicenter
study (2016) including 220 patients [15]. Percutaneous and
endoscopic drainage, with or without minimally invasive
necrosectomy was compared with open surgery. Severe
complications such as sepsis, persistent multi organ dysfunction,
and bleeding were occurred in 44% and 73.3% of patients in the
step-up approach group and open group, respectively. A lower
mortality rate was observed in the step-up group, compared to a
rate (10.5% vs 33.3%).

In addition, an increased risk of in-hospital and 90-day mortality
with increased stay length, periprocedural bleeding and incisional
hernia development, have been reported with open surgical
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necrosectomy [16].Also, some retrospective studies reported
similar results following open surgical necrosectomy with trends
towards favouring the step-up approach to treat necrotizing
pancreatitis [17-19].

Recently, a large observational study comparing minimally
invasive approaches with each other and with an open surgical
procedure [20]. This study included 1980 patients, comparing
minimally invasive surgical necrosectomy and endoscopic
necrosectomy with open surgical necrosectomy. The death
was assessed as a primary endpoint. A lower risk of death was
observed in patients who received minimally invasive surgical
procedure and endoscopic necrosectomy, compared with open
surgery (p=0.02 and p=0.03, respectively ).This study was unique
in data collection with including an important sample of patients
allowing to eliminating the confounding factors related to the
retrospective of the study .

Instead of multiple published studies comparing minimally
invasive techniques as a group to open surgery; studies comparing
minimally invasive techniques with each other are sparse.

The Dutch Acute Pancreatitis Study Group published a
randomized trial (The TENSION), comparing endoscopic drainage
with percutaneous drainage [21]. The study included 98 patients
presenting infected pancreatic necrosis and death or major
complications were assessed as a primary endpoint [21]. In term
of major complications or death, the results were comparable
for both procedures (43% vs. 45%, p=0.88). However, differences
between groups were found in secondary endpoints including
new-onset cardiovascular failure and persistent cardiovascular
failure in the percutaneous group (p=0.045). In addition,
pancreatic fistula was lower in the endoscopy group (5% vs. 32%,
p=0.0011) as well as a shorter hospital stay (53 days vs. 69 days,
p=0.014).

Recently (2018), a randomized trial named ‘the MISER ’ has
compared endoscopic step-up strategy with minimally invasive
surgery defined as a laparoscopic necrosectomy or video-assisted
retroperitoneal debridement [22]. Death or major complications
have been assessed as a primary outcome of the study. Major
complications were significantly occurred in surgical groups
(40.6% vs 11.8%, p=0.007) compared to endoscopic group. In
addition, pancreatic fistula occurred in 28 % of open surgery
group (p=0.001), however, it did not occurred in the endoscopic
group. The death rate was similar in both groups. So; this trial
demonstrated the fundamental benefits of an endoscopic,
natural orifice approach. Furthermore, endoscopic drainage
alone has been recently shown to be a successful technique
to treat 40% of patients [23]. Endoscopic drainage induces less
stress and does not necessarily require general anaesthesia [21].
In addition, this endoscopic technique has been developed using
stents with a larger diameter and flanges to prevent migration,
may increase the rates of successful endoscopic drainage without
necrosectomy during the last 10 years [24]. However, location of
collections near the stomach and duodenum sweep is required
limiting its application. Overall, the endoscopy as a primary
treatment option for infected pancreatic collections is relatively
a new strategy. Endoscopic drainage of infected pancreatic
collections is largely adopted by many practitioners and, so, itis a
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promising treatment option [24]. Furthermore, studies assessing
safety and determining precise protocols for usage are needed in
the bite to optimizing endoscopic use in clinical practice for the
treatment of infected necrotizing pancreatic collections.

Approach and timing of treatment

The infected necrotizing pancreatitis can be managed using
various treatment strategies. The appropriate decision for optimal
treatment is based on multiple criteria including the location of
infected collections, extent of disease, availability of equipment
and experience skills and expertise in the different techniques.
So, the appropriate decision to choose the right treatment option
should be based on a multidisciplinary discussion including
gastroenterologist, surgeon, radiologist and anaesthetist.

The primarygoalisto rapidly reduce the SIRS response and assuage
organ failure. Antibiotic therapy is used to delay interventional
procedures until reaching the maturity of collections, and
sometimes, may completely avert the need for intervention [10].

The recent published guidelines recommended either
percutaneous catheter drainage or endoscopic drainage as a
first procedure to treat patients, ideally 4 weeks after the onset
of disease [25,26]. Currently, the step-up approach is now the
preferred treatment strategy for infected necrotizing pancreatitis.
Percutaneous drainage alone can be used to treat many patients
and is useful to reach nearly the entire abdominal cavity. Also, it
can be repeated with upsizing drainage preventing necrosectomy
[27]. However, percutaneous drainage is less useful to treat very
extensive collections, and can enabling extravation of pancreatic
enzymes leading to the development of pancreatic fistula
[10,11,22,28,29]. However, Consensus is lacking regarding the
timing of catheter drainage.

Despite the clear benefits of minimally invasive procedures
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over open surgery, laparotomy may be necessary only as rescue
measure in decompensating patients.

Postponing all interventions including the step-up approach
for infected necrosis until the stage of walled-off necrosis has
been a standard practice for many years. Notably suggested
by observational studies, encapsulation of infected necrosis
is not mandatory for safe and successful catheter drainage
[4,30-34]. Furthermore, international expert pancreatologists
demonstrated “equipoise” between immediate and postponed
catheter drainage of infected necrosis [35]. The aim of immediate
catheter drainage is to prevent further clinical deterioration.

Overall, there is no uniformity regarding the timing of intervention
in the first 2-3 weeks of infected necrotizing pancreatitis [36].
Further preferably randomized controlled studies are highly
needed and should address these issues and especially determine
early catheter drainage compared to postpone catheter drainage
could improve outcomes in patients with infected necrotizing
pancreatitis.

Conclusion

During the last 20 years, infected necrotizing pancreatitis
management has dramatically evolved and continues to evolve
with growing expertise, new techniques and ongoing efforts of
research. Conservative and less invasive interventional strategy
leads to clear improvement of outcomes. The optimal treatment
approach should be based on a multidisciplinary discussion
including gastroenterologist, surgeon, radiologist, and anesthetist.
Currently, the step-up approach is the preferred treatment option
for infected necrotizing pancreatitis. However, optimal timing of
intervention remains unclear with lack of consensus .Therefore,
further randomized controlled studies are highly needed to
determine whether early or delayed step-up approach strategy
could improve outcomes in infected necrotizing pancreatitis.

pancreatitis: a single-stage procedure for walled-off pancreatic
necrosis. Ann Surg.

7 Mier J, Leon EL, Castillo A, Robledo F, Blanco R (1997) Early versus
late necrosectomy in severe necrotizing pancreatitis. Am J Surg 173:
71-75.

8 Hartwig W, Maksan SM, Foitzik T, Schmidt J, Herfarth C, et al. (2002)
Reduction in mortality with delayed surgical therapy of severe
pancreatitis. J Gastrointest Surg 6: 481-487.

9 Besselink MGH, Verwer TJ, Schoenmaeckers EJP, Buskens E, Ridwan
BU, et al. (2007) Timing of surgical intervention in necrotizing
pancreatitis. Arch Surg 142: 1194-1201.

10 van Santvoort HC, Bakker OJ, Bollen TL, Besselink MG, Ahmed Ali
U, et al. (2011) A conservative and minimally invasive approach to
necrotizing pancreatitis improves outcome. Gastroenterology 141:
1254-1263.

11 van Santvoort HC, Besselink MG, Bakker OJ, Hofker HS, Boermeester
MA, et al. (2010) A step-up approach or open necrosectomy for
necrotizing pancreatitis. N Engl J Med 362: 1491-1502.

12 Hollemans RA, Bakker OJ, Boermeester MA, Bollen TL, Bosscha K,
et al. (2018) Superiority of step-up approach vs open necrosectomy

3



13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

in longterm follow up of patients with necrotizing pancreatitis.
Gastroenterology.

Bakker OJ, van Santvoort HC, van Brunschot S, Geskus RB, Besselink
MG, et al. (2012) Endoscopic transgastric vs surgical necrosectomy
for infected necrotizing pancreatitis. JAMA 307: 1053-1061.

Gomatos IP, Halloran CM, Ghaneh P, Raraty MGT, Polydoros F, et
al. (2016) Outcomes from minimal access retroperitoneal and
open pancreatic necrosectomy in 394 patients with necrotizing
pancreatitis. Annals of Surgery 263: 992-1001.

Rasch S, Phillip V, Reichel S, Rau B, Zapf C, et al. (2016) Open
surgical versus minimal invasive necrosectomy of the Pancreas-A
retrospective multicenter analysis of the German pancreatitis Study
Group. PLoS One 11: e0163651.

Jones ID, Clark CJ, Dyer R, Case LD, Mishra G, et al. (2018) Analysis
of a step-up approach versus primary open surgical necrosectomy in
the management of necrotizing pancreatitis: experience in a cohort
of patients at a US academic medical center. Pancreas 47: 1317-1321.

Darrivere L, Lapidus N, Colignon N, Chafai N, Chaput U, et al. (2018)
Minimally invasive drainage in critically ill patients with severe
necrotizing pancreatitis is associated with better outcomes: an
observational study. Crit Care 22: 321.

Wronski M, Cebulski W, Witkowski B, Jankowski M, Klucinski A, et
al. (2017) Comparison between minimally invasive and open surgical
treatment in necrotizing pancreatitis. J Surg Res 210: 22-31.

Tan V, Charachon A, Lescot T, Chafai N, Le Baleur Y, et al. (2014)
Endoscopic transgastric versus surgical necrosectomy in infected
pancreatic necrosis. Clin Res Hepatol Gastroenterol 38: 770-776.

van Brunschot S, Hollemans RA, Bakker OJ, Besselink MG, Baron
TH, et al. (2018) Minimally invasive and endoscopic versus open
necrosectomy for necrotising pancreatitis: A pooled analysis of
individual data for 1980 patients. Gut 67: 697-706.

van Brunschot S, van Grinsven J, Voermans RP, Bakker OJ, Besselink
MGH, et al. (2013) Transluminal endoscopic step-up approach versus
minimally invasive surgical step-up approach in patients with infected
necrotising pancreatitis (TENSION trial): Design and rationale of a
randomised controlled multicenter trial [ISRCTN09186711]. BMC
Gastroenterol 13: 161.

Bang JY (2018) An endoscopic transluminal approach, compared
to minimally invasive surgery, reduces complications and costs for
patients with necrotizing pancreatitis. Gastroenterology.

van Brunschot S, van Grinsven J, van Santvoort HC, Bakker OJ,
Besselink MG, et al. (2018) Endoscopicor surgical step-up approach
for infected necrotising pancreatitis: A multicentre randomised trial.
The Lancet 391: 51-58.

Boxhoorn L, Fockens P, Besselink MG, Bruno MJ, van Hooft JE, et al.
(2018) Dutch Pancreatitis Study Group. Endoscopic management of

2020

Medical and Clinical Reviews

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

ISSN 2471-299X Vol.& No. 3: 95

infected necrotizing pancreatitis: An evidence-based approach. Curr
Treat Options Gastroenterol 16: 333-344.

Working Group IAP/APA Acute Pancreatitis Guidelines (2013) IAP/
APA evidence-based guidelines for the management of acute
pancreatitis. Pancreatology 13: e1-15.

Mowery NT, Bruns BR, MacNew HG, Agarwal S, Enniss TM, et al.
(2017) Surgical management of pancreatic necrosis: a practice
management guideline from the eastern association for the surgery
of trauma. J Trauma Acute Care Surg 83: 316-327.

van Grinsven J, Timmerman P, van Lienden KP, Haveman JW, Boerma
D, et al. (2017) Proactive versus standard percutaneous catheter
drainage for infected necrotizing pancreatitis. Pancreas 46: 518-523.

van Baal MC, van Santvoort HC, Bollen TL, Bakker OJ, Besselink MG,
et al. (2011) Dutch Pancreatitis Study Group. Systematic review of
percutaneous catheter drainage as primary treatment for necrotizing
pancreatitis. BrJ Surg 98: 18-27.

Tsiotos GG, Smith CD, Sarr MG (1995) Incidence and management of
pancreatic and enteric fistulas after surgical management of severe
necrotizing pancreatitis. Arch Surg 130: 48-52.

Bruennler T, Langgartner J, Lang S, Wrede CE, Klebl F, et al. (2008)
Outcome of patients with acute, necrotizing pancreatitis requiring
drainage - does drainage size matter? World J Gastroenterol 14: 725-
730.

Freeny PC, Hauptmann E, Althaus SJ, Traverso LW, Sinanan M
(1998) Percutaneous CT-guided catheter drainage of infected acute
necrotizing pancreatitis: techniques and results. AJR Am J Roentgenol
170: 969-975.

Lee JK, Kwak KK, Park JK, Yoon WJ, Lee SH, et al. (2007) The efficacy
of nonsurgical treatment of infected pancreatic necrosis. Pancreas
34:399-404.

Mortelé KJ, Girshman J, Szejnfeld D, Ashley SW, Erturk SM, et
al. (2009) CT-guided percutaneous catheter drainage of acute
necrotizing pancreatitis: clinical experience and observations in
patients with sterile and infected necrosis. AJR Am J Roentgenol 192:
110-116.

Zerem E, Imamovi¢ G, Susi¢ A, Haraci¢ B (2011) Step-up approach
to infected necrotising pancreatitis: a 20-year experience of
percutaneous drainage in a single centre. Dig Liver Dis 43: 478-483.

Van Grinsven J, van Brunschot S, Bakker OJ, Bollen TL, Boermeester
MA, et al. (2016) Diagnostic strategy and timing of intervention in
infected necrotizing pancreatitis: an international expert survey and
case vignette study. HPB (Oxford) 18: 49-56.

Darrivere L, Lapidus N, Colignon N, Chafai N, Chaput U, et al. (2018)
Minimally invasive drainage in critically ill patients with severe
necrotizing pancreatitis is associated with better outcomes: An
observational study. Crit Care 22: 321.

This article is available in: https://medical-clinical-reviews.imedpub.com/



	Bookmark 1

