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s u m m a r y

Background: Repair of incisional hernia (IH) in the elderly is a challenge for the surgeon. Primary closure
is preferable but is not always possible because of high recurrence rates of IH repaired without a pros-
thesis and/or possible respiratory and cardiovascular complications due to extreme tension of the
margins. We report our experience with underlay mesh placement in elderly patients with large IH.
Methods: A total of 72 patients from January 2003 to December 2009 underwent IH repair involving
placement of an intraperitoneal Gore! DualMesh! prosthesis. The prosthesis was first anchored at eight
points in a compass rose pattern using a Gore! suture passer and then firmly secured to the abdominal
wall with a 360! internal crown running suture.
Results: Two intraoperative intestinal tears occurred during debridement and were immediately sutured.
Postoperative complications included seven seromas, four hematomas, and two infections, one of which
was resolved with conservative treatment while one required prosthesis removal.
Conclusion: This surgical procedure, like laparoscopic treatment, allows the surgeon to avoid dissection of
the abdominal layer and improves prosthesis adhesion with reinforcement of the incisional area near the
abdominal defect. The reduction in operation time is remarkable. Despite good results in terms of safety
and minimal recurrence for laparoscopy in the management of IH, the use of minimally invasive tech-
niques for large incisional wall defects, especially in elderly patients, is still controversial and practiced
by few surgeons. This open technique avoids cardiopulmonary complications arising from pneumo-
peritoneum in the elderly.
Copyright " 2011, Taiwan Society of Geriatric Emergency & Critical Care Medicine. Published by Elsevier

Taiwan LLC. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The incidence of incisional hernia (IH) is 1e15% and the risk of
its recurrence increases with patient age, wound infection, obesity
and improper suture closure1e3. Therapeutic problems accompa-
nying giant IH of the abdominal wall are frequently difficult to
resolve in elderly patients because they are often obese, they have
a history of several previous operations, they suffer from multiple
comorbidities, their abdominal wall musculature is of poor quality
and, in certain cases, the visceral mass is so herniated that the

abdominal domain is lost. These various factors can mean that
primary repair may be difficult or even impossible. The resulting
tension can lead to early recurrence and possibly deterioration
beyond the state of the original herniation4,5. Cardiac and pulmo-
nary complications must not be overlooked in elderly patients,
because they can result from forced reintegration of viscera from
a large IH into a diminished abdominal cavity6,7. Surgical repair is
required to resolve any abdominal wall losses and re-establish the
function of the abdominal musculature. Despite efforts to highlight
these problems, many surgeons continue to treat giant IH with
inadequate procedures such as simple inlay of a piece of mesh into
the fascial defect following a long and difficult dissection, which
often increases operative time and post-operative complications.

In elderly patients (age>65 years)8 with large IH (parietal defect
>10 cm)9 we performed a simple and rapid technique involving
implantation of an intraperitoneal Gore! DualMesh! expanded
polytetrafluoroethylene (ePTFE) prosthesis. When placed in the
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abdominal cavity, a prosthesis induces the formation of adhesions
to an extent that depends on the material it is made of.

The ePTFE prosthesis has poor plastic memory and is thus
harder to mould, but it has the advantage of lower rates of adhe-
sions, fistulae and visceral erosion, so further abdominal inter-
vention is much safer. The visceral interface side of the Dual Mesh!

prosthesis has a porosity of <3 mm and it has been clinically
documented that minimal tissue attachment occurs. The fascial
interface features geometric roughness that stimulates tissue
fixation to the host fascia. The DualMesh! prosthesis can be placed
intraperitoneally in contact with the viscera. Proper surface
orientation is essential for function of the Gore! DualMesh!

biomaterial as intended. The smoother surface should be placed
adjacent to the tissues or structures to which adhesion is not
desired. The geometric rough surface has an open microstructure
that stimulates host tissue incorporation and should be placed
adjacent to the abdominal wall where incorporation is desired.

Consequently, it is not necessary to dissect the muscular layer
from subcutaneous tissues around the wall of the defect. In our
experience, broad apposition of the prosthesis over the hernial ring
can be obtained using a Gore! suture passer, a small tool used in
laparoscopic surgery to exteriorize sutures through a trans-
abdominal puncture10e13. The suture passer is similar to a large
biopsy needle (Fig. 2B). It has a cylinder whose tip (Fig. 2C) has
a small tongue that opens when the spindle is moved inwards
through the grip ring of the instrument. Appropriate opening and
closing of the tongue catches the sutures so that they can be taken
outside.

This approach can be used to repair the loss of abdominal wall
without tension of the opposite edges, re-establish abdominal
musculature interplay and decrease the operating time, all of which
are of benefit to patients14.

2. Materials and methods

From January 2002 to December 2009, 72 patients (33 men and
39 women) underwent surgery for large postoperative IH. The
average age was 73.7"4.58 years (range 66e82 years). The IH
characteristics according to the Chevrel and Rath classification9 and
comorbidity, demographic and perioperative data are summarized
in Tables 1e39. Data for continuous variables are presented as
mean" standard deviation.

Preoperative preparation of patients was started a few months
prior to intervention to obtain good metabolic control of glycemia,
lipemia and electrolytes, with remarkable weight loss. All patients
were trained in self-motivated respiratory physiotherapy. Fifty
percent of the patients had already undergone at least one previous
surgical procedure for IH recurrence (R1¼36). Of 28 R2 patients, 19
were treated with a primary repair and nine with a premuscular
polypropylene mesh. All eight R3 patients received a premuscular
polypropylene mesh. Additional procedures were performed in
seven patients. Cholecystectomy was carried out in five patients for

chronic cholecystitis and two small bowel tears that occurred
during dissection were immediately sutured.

The technique is carried out as follows. After excision of the scar,
the herniated sac is carefully opened from the surrounding
subcutaneous tissue without dissection. The peritoneal herniated
sac is subsequently used to cover the prosthesis under the skin.
Adhesions are removed from the internal sac surface and near the
hernia ring. Freeing the edge of the ring, the dissection continues
internally, extending about 10e15 cm in all directions to allow
broad placement of an intraperitoneal ePTFE prosthesis with
sufficient overlap of the hernia defect to reinforce the weak area in
the abdominal wall. Appropriate orientation of the patch is critical
(the brown side is placed against the viscera and the rough surface
against the abdominal wall). Once the patch size has been deter-
mined, it is cut to size. Eight small skin incisions of approximately
0.5 cm as far as the fascial plane are made with an 11 blade at
a distance of 5 cm from the hernia ring at eight points corre-
sponding to the cardinal points of an eight point compass rose
pattern (Fig.1C). The prosthesis is fastened to eight silicone-braided
nylon non-absorbable 0 stitches placed in the eight incisions. The
two ends of each stitch, previously tied to the prosthesis, are caught
using the laparoscopic Gore! suture passer (Fig. 2), which is
inserted twice through the same skin incisions. The surgeon brings
the ends of the stitches above the fascial plane through two
different routes (one end at a time via two separate insertions of the
instrument at each cardinal point; this creates a fascial bridge over
which the suture is tied). It is preferable to knot the stitches once all
of them have been brought over the fascia to avoid tension on the
edges (tension-free technique) and to place the mesh in the correct
way. Another continuous non-absorbable 2-0 crown suture is then
inserted 2 cm inside the intraperitoneal hernial ring (Fig. 1). Finally
the previously fashioned sac is sutured over the prosthesis to
separate it from the cutaneous layer. Subcutaneous tissues and the

Table 1
Patient characteristics according to the Chevrel and Rath classification9.

Medial incisional hernias Lateral incisional hernias Width Recurrence

M1 19 L1 11 W1 d R d

M2 9 L2 d W2 d R1 36
M3 d L3 2 W3 69 R2 28
M4 31 L4 d W4 3 R3 8

M1¼ supraumbilical; M2¼ juxtaumbilical; M3¼ subumbilical; M4¼ xifo-pubic;
L1¼ subcostal; L2¼ trasverse; L3¼ iliac; L4¼ lumbar; W1¼<5 cm; W2¼ 5e10 cm;
W3¼ 10e15 cm; W4¼>15 cm; R¼ no recurrence; R1¼ first recurrence;
R2¼ second recurrence; R3¼ third recurrence.

Table 2
Comorbidity data.

Condition Patients

n %

Obesity 24 36.9
Arterial hypertension 18 27.6
Heavy smoking 9 13.8
Chronic respiratory failure 6 9.2
Diabetes mellitus 8 12.3
Renal insufficiency 7 9.72
Thrombophlebitis 4 5.56
Hepatic disease 10 13.89
Ischemic heart disease 5 6.94

Table 3
Demographic and perioperative data.

Male/female ratio 33/39
Age (y) 73.7" 4.58 (66e83)
Body mass index (kg/m2) 35.16" 10.99 (20e51)

ASA classification
II 5 (6.9%)
III 57 (79.16%)
IV 10 (13.8%)

Patients with failed previous repair 36 (50%)
Defect size (cm2) 201.94" 51.61 (176e452)
Operating time (min) 62.16" 11.97 (45e110)
Median postoperative hospital stay (d) 6.4" 2.5 (4e20)

Data for categorical variables are expressed as n (%). Data for continuous variables
are expressed as mean " SD (range).
ASA¼American Society of Anesthesiology.
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skin are closed over two aspiration drains. Antibiotics are given as
a prophylactic measure up to the fourth postoperative day.

3. Results

No intraoperative complications occurred and the postoperative
mortality rate was 0%. Postoperatively, seven seromas were
resolved by repeated echo-guided aspiration and four small
hematomas resolved without treatment. Deep wound infection
occurred in two cases and removal of the mesh became necessary
in one case despite treatment by incision, irrigation and drainage.
The follow-up time ranged from 5 months to 45 months.

Three patients (4.1%) developed a recurrence. The recurrences
were related to parietal infection treated by removal (n ¼ 1) or
lateral detachment of the mesh (n¼ 2) and took place at the start of
our case series when the mesh had been sutured too close to the
hernia ring.

In our experience mean operating time was 62.16 " 11.97
minutes (range 45e110).

4. Discussion

In elderly patients with large IH, primary repairs generally yield
poor results. Prosthetic materials have been used in wall defect
repairs for more than 20 years. The ideal prosthesis is strong and
inert, allows incorporation of connective tissue, forms onlyminimal
adhesions, and resists infection. The problem is arrangement of the
prosthesis within the abdominal wall. Essentially there are two
sites for placement: extraperitoneal and intraperitoneal. The first
involves artificial creation of a cleavage in the abdominal

muscoloaponeurotic plane. The prosthesis is fixed within this
pouch. In this technique, the prosthesis is not in contact with the
viscera, but delicate peritoneal dissection into the aponeurotic
muscle plane is required; this is not always easy or free from
complications in large IH. For intraperitoneal repair, the prosthesis
must have characteristics such as not to determine adhesions or
erosion phenomena against the abdominal viscera. The prosthesis
may have dimensions large enough to occupy the entire anterior
abdomen perimeter with significant reinforcement of the structure
of the wall beyond the edge of the great hernial ring. Scrupulous
asepsis is mandatory and broad-spectrum antibiotics should be
administered. This approach must be ruled out in cases of an
infected surgical field.

The surgical procedure described here has several advantages
over other open techniques. In general, prefascial, retromuscular,
preperitoneal or premuscular sites require wide dissection and
longer operating time15e20. We chose this simple technique for
elderly patients because it does not require dissection of interme-
diate layers, a procedure that is associated with a greater risk of
postoperative wound complications. Some authors have empha-
sized the risk of postoperative intestinal occlusion and bowel fistula
in intraperitoneal positioning of a mesh21,22, but the use of a hydro-
phobic material with reduced porosity, such as ePTFE, avoids this
complication23e25. The technique we use involves minimal dissec-
tion, and aponeuroses, muscles and subcutaneous tissues can
remain intact. Correct positioning of the ePTFE prosthesis is
extremely important. The prosthesis must be placed intraperitone-
ally (Fig.1AeC) so that it overlaps thehernia ring by at least 5e10 cm,
and it must be anchored with transparietal stitches. For these
reasons we adopted the laparoscopic technique of suture passing,

Fig. 1. Intraperitoneal prosthesis placement. (A) Abdominal sagittal plane. (B) Abdominal transversal plane. (C) Abdominal prosthesis placement highlighting the compass rose
pattern for fascial anchorage points of sutures and the crown suture (dash ellipse). (D) Abdominal layers with internal crown suture outlined. 1¼ over-fascial anchorage stitches at
the cardinal points of a compass rose pattern; 2¼ crown suture 3¼DualMesh! prosthesis 4¼ 0.5-cm skin incision.
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which facilitates rapid correct and tension-free positioning of the
prosthesis with an abundant overlap. This aids reinforcement of the
abdominalwall close to the giant defect viafibroblast colonization of
the macroporous ePTFE and subsequent tissue incorporation, which
improves muscular interplay. Conversely, when the prosthesis is
simply anchored to the edges of the defect, there is poor incorpo-
ration of material into the fibrotic edge, which results in poor pari-
etal reinforcement25. The incidence of seroma is related to the low
porosity of the material, which can be prevented by proper drainage
of accumulating fluid due to surgical dissection.

The advent of laparoscopic techniques has changed the manage-
ment of IH in recent years, as these provide avalid alternative to open
surgery through underlay placement of meshes26e44. Despite good
results in terms of safety and minimal recurrence via laparoscopy in
the management of IH, the use of minimally invasive techniques for
large incisional wall defects is still controversial and practiced by
few surgeons35e37, and is overlooked or contraindicated by other
authors who repair fascial defects >15 cm using only a conventional
approach24,27. There is no unanimous definition of what surgeons
actuallymean bygiant IH. Definitions such asmajor, large, very large,
big, and massive IH are also found in Medline searches34e40. Some
authors consider giant or large wall defects to have a surface area of
approximately 170 cm2 (range 100e225 cm2)29,34. In general, the
operating time is longer for laparoscopic ventral hernia repair than
for the classic openapproach37,38, althoughsomeauthors reportedno
difference in operation time when comparing the two techniques43.
Others even reported a shorter operating time for laparoscopic
repair44, depending mainly on the experience of the surgeon, use of
tackers, bowel or omental adhesions, site, size and the number or
multilocularity of the hernia defect. The common approach to

laparoscopic surgery is to use CO2 insufflation, so-called pneumo-
peritoneum, to obtain a surgical view. It has been shown repeatedly
that establishment of pneumoperitoneum is often associated with
increased cardiac filling pressures and an increase in blood pressure
and systemic vascular resistance45e51. Despite increases in preload
and afterload indices, cardiac output remained unaffected during
pneumoperitoneum in patients without heart or lung disease in
many studies45e52. This could be because healthy patients can
increase the contractility of their heart to overcome the increase in
systemic vascular pressure. For elderly patients, and particularly
thosewith cardiopulmonary comorbidities, it can be difficult or even
impossible to increase the contractility of the heart and they are
therefore prone to cardiac failure during pneumoperitoneum53,54.
Our open surgical experience in elderly patients after rapid but
careful debridment of viscera from the sac, hernia ring and anterior
abdominal wall retains the advantages of underlay technique posi-
tioning typical of laparoscopic methodology, but avoids cardiopul-
monary complications that can arise frompneumoperitoneum in the
elderly.

The ease and speed of this tension-free technique facilitate
adequate repair of abdominal wall defects and consolidation of the
surrounding area within a short operation time. For these reasons,
we consider our method to be preferred for the treatment of large
IH in elderly patients. Finally, we want to emphasize the need for
antibiotic therapy to prevent prosthesis infection. In fact, the only
contraindication for our method is the presence of possible active
infection. In our opinion, the presence of contamination precludes
the use of permanent prosthetics. In these cases a possible alter-
native could be the use of porcine biological mesh55e57.
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