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Abstract
Biliary stenosis may represent a diagnostic and therapeutic challenge resulting in 
a delay in diagnosis and initiation of therapy due to the frequent difficulty in 
distinguishing a benign from a malignant stricture. In such cases, the diagnostic 
flowchart includes the sequential execution of imaging techniques, such as 
magnetic resonance, magnetic resonance cholangiopancreatography, and 
endoscopic ultrasound, while endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography is 
performed to collect tissue for histopathological/cytological diagnosis or to treat 
the stenosis by insertion of stent. The execution of percutaneous transhepatic 
drainage with subsequent biopsy has been shown to increase the possibility of 
tissue diagnosis after failure of the above techniques. Although the diagnostic 
yield of histopathology and imaging has increased with improvements in 
endoscopic ultrasound and peroral cholangioscopy, differential diagnosis 
between malignant and benign stenosis may not be easy in some patients, and 
strictures are classified as indeterminate. In these cases, a multidisciplinary 
workup including biochemical marker assays and advanced technologies 
available may speed up a diagnosis of malignancy or avoid unnecessary surgery 
in the event of a benign stricture. Here, we review recent advancements in the 
diagnosis and management of biliary strictures and describe tips and tricks to 
increase diagnostic yields in clinical routine.
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Core Tip: Biliary stenosis remains a diagnostic and therapeutic challenge due to the 
difficulty in obtaining a tissue diagnosis to differentiate a malignant from a benign 
stricture. The diagnostic and therapeutic workup of patients with a suspected malignant 
biliary stricture should be discussed at a multidisciplinary team meeting in a tertiary 
center. The use of all available diagnostic tools such as magnetic resonance cholan-
giopancreatography, endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography, endoscopic 
ultrasound-fine needle aspiration, and cholangioscopy should be evaluated to avoid 
unnecessary surgery or a delay in diagnosis. Here, we focus on the most recently 
published findings regarding the diagnosis and therapy of biliary stricture.

Citation: Del Vecchio Blanco G, Mossa M, Troncone E, Argirò R, Anderloni A, Repici A, 
Paoluzi OA, Monteleone G. Tips and tricks for the diagnosis and management of biliary 
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INTRODUCTION
A biliary stricture (BS) is a narrowing of the biliary tree caused by benign or malignant 
conditions. Differential diagnosis between the different forms of BS can be challenging, 
as the etiology may remain indeterminate even after carrying out complete laboratory, 
imaging, and tissue-based diagnostic investigations[1]. Despite improvements in 
endoscopic techniques and a greater knowledge of the underlying causes of the 
condition acquired over the last decade, about 15%-20% of patients with indeterminate 
BS undergoing surgery are found to have a benign disease, with high postoperative 
mortality (10%) reported in many Western referral centers[1-4]. Patients with 
indeterminate BS or a diagnosis of indeterminate dysplasia at histopathological 
evaluation require a multidisciplinary approach involving gastroenterologists, 
surgeons, radiologists, and oncologists for diagnosis and appropriate treatment.

ETIOLOGY
Most cases of BS are malignant BS (MBS) due to pancreatic adenocarcinoma, cholan-
giocarcinoma (CC), liver metastases, hepatocellular carcinoma, ampullary carcinoma, 
or gallbladder carcinoma. Rare causes of MBS are lymphoma and metastases to 
regional lymph node (RLN)s. Benign BS (BBS) accounts for up to 30% of all BS and 
may have a different etiology, although most are iatrogenic caused by biliary damage 
during surgery (e.g., post-laparoscopic cholecystectomy) or after liver transplantation 
(stenosis of biliary anastomosis). Chronic pancreatitis and autoimmune pancreatic/bi-
liary disease can also induce BBS[4] (Table 1).

DIAGNOSTIC WORKUP
The choice of the most appropriate diagnostic and therapeutic pathway is based on the 
localization of the stricture in the biliary tract. The commonly used Bismuth-Corlette 
classification[5] distinguishes five types of BS: type I – limited to the common hepatic 
duct, below the level of the confluence of the right and left hepatic ducts; type II – 
involving the confluence of the right and left hepatic ducts; type III – (1) Extending to 
the bifurcation of the right hepatic duct; or (2) Extending to the bifurcation of the left 
hepatic duct; type IV – extending to the bifurcations of both right and left hepatic 
ducts or with multifocal involvement; type V – a stricture at the junction of the 
common bile duct and cystic duct.

http://creativecommons.org/Licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/Licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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Table 1 Etiology of benign biliary stenosis

Iatrogenic Post-cholecystectomy

Post-liver transplantation (anastomotic, non-anastomotic)

Hepaticojejunostomy anastomotic strictures

Primary or secondary sclerosing cholangitis

Autoimmune cholangitis (IgG4-related)

Autoimmune disease

Autoimmune pancreatitis

Pancreatitis

Choledocholithiasis

Chronic disease

Sarcoidosis

Infectious disease Recurrent cholangitis, HIV cholangiopathy, tuberculosis

Ischemic disease

Abdominal trauma

HIV: Human immunodeficiency virus; IgG: Immunoglobulin G.

First step: Clinical presentation and biochemical parameters
Patients with BS are rarely asymptomatic; the most common clinical presentation is 
jaundice. Weight loss, fever, nausea, vomiting, pruritus, dark urine, discolored stool, 
and anorexia can also be present. Clinical history and symptoms are only in part 
useful for differential diagnosis as they may be similar in both benign and malignant 
forms of BS.

Biochemical parameters are not unequivocally indicative of the nature of BS, 
although increased levels of bilirubin, alkaline phosphatase, and alanine transaminase 
are considered strong predictors of malignancy[3,6]. Normal bilirubin associated with 
increased transaminases may also be suggestive of malignant disease, while normal 
bilirubin levels and normal liver function tests are unlikely to be indicative of primary 
biliopancreatic neoplasia[7]. Elevated levels of alkaline phosphatase, gamma glutamyl 
transpeptidase, carbohydrate antigen 19-9 (CA19-9), and carcinoembryonic antigen 
were associated with MBS in a multivariate analysis[8].

Among serum biomarkers, CA19-9 is the most common and validated tumor 
marker, showing high sensitivity and specificity for the diagnostic assessment of 
pancreatic cancer and seems to be useful in the early detection of this disease[9-11]. 
Diagnostic accuracy of CA19-9 in the diagnosis of pancreatic neoplasia is increased 
when associated with the assessment of CA242, which displays a high sensitivity (89%, 
95% confidence interval (CI): 80%-95%) without impairing specificity (75%, 95%CI: 
67%-82%)[10]. In CC, the sensitivity and specificity of CA19-9 are 72% and 84%, 
respectively[12]. CA19-9 showed variable diagnostic power among European, Asian, 
and American populations, possibly related to different genetic factors, cut-off value 
range, and assay method in the different studies[12]. However, it should be remember-
ed that Lewis negative blood type patients (5%-10% of the Caucasian population), who 
cannot synthesize CA19-9, may have false-negative results[11]. False-positive cases 
may be due to other medical conditions, both benign and malignant, responsible for 
increased CA19-9 levels, such as acute diabetes, cholangitis, pancreatitis, obstructive 
jaundice, liver cirrhosis, and hepatocellular, ovarian, bronchial, colon, and gastric 
cancers[11].

New biomarkers, including glypican-1, microRNA, macrophage inhibitory cytokine 
1, and osteopontin, have been studied for their diagnostic, predictive, and prognostic 
potential, but none have as yet been sufficiently validated for use in routine clinical 
settings[1,11,13].

Tips: Liquid biopsy
As a non-invasive molecular diagnostic tool, liquid biopsy has been attracting 
increasing attention for its promising application in cancer patients. This technique is 
based on the analysis of circulating free DNA, circulating tumor cells, circulating cell-
free RNA, and circulating tumor DNA (ctDNA) and is expected to have a major 
impact on cancer diagnosis and management. Although available data regarding 
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circulating tumor DNA analysis in biliary tract tumors are limited, the evaluation of 
circulating tumor DNA may prove to have considerable application in diagnosis, 
monitoring of response to chemotherapy, and possible target therapy[14]. Liquid 
biopsy of bile is emerging as a promising option for the molecular diagnosis of MBS, 
as several bile biomarkers including proteins, metabolites, and microRNAs have been 
described. Selected reaction monitoring is a flexible high-throughput analytical 
approach based on targeted mass spectrometry used to quantify cancer biomarkers in 
human bile. The selected reaction monitoring assay was able to simultaneously 
quantify 31 peptides in human bile, indicating that the evaluation of cancer-related 
bile protein allows differentiation between MBS and BBS. The use of bile biomarkers in 
combination with serum CA19-9 was found to be highly accurate for the diagnosis of 
MBS and was proposed as an adjunctive technique in clinical practice[15].

Second step: Imaging and histopathological assessment
Cross-sectional imaging: Transabdominal ultrasound is a highly sensitive (> 90%) 
first-level technique able to detect indirect signs of BS, such as dilation of the distal 
tract and the intrahepatic branches. Transabdominal ultrasound is very useful as a 
screening test in the case of suspected biliary obstruction but has very low sensitivity 
in detecting strictures or masses[3,4,16].

Other non-invasive imaging techniques available to define the extension of and 
differentiate between BBS and MBS are multidetector computed tomography (MDCT), 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), magnetic resonance cholangiopancreatography 
(MRCP), and positron emission tomography (PET). The diagnostic flowchart currently 
used in the differential diagnosis of BS includes MDCT and/or MRI plus MRCP, and 
occasionally PET as the standard imaging methods for preoperative assessment of 
suspected MBS. The choice of specific imaging techniques for evaluating and staging 
MBS depends on tumor localization (distal or intrahepatic biliary tract) and origin 
(primitive biliary or pancreatic). Since there is no single ideal imaging modality, a 
multimodality approach is frequently adopted in potential candidates for surgery[17-
19] (Figure 1).

MDCT is a routine imaging investigation for the preoperative assessment of 
intrahepatic and extrahepatic stenosis. MDCT provides a comprehensive evaluation of 
the primary tumor and adjacent structures, such as hepatic artery or portal and 
superior mesenteric vein as well as of the whole abdomen, to exclude potential 
metastasis. Diagnostic accuracy in characterizing stricture extent is low, ranging from 
75% to 90%. Recently, intraprocedural cone-beam computed tomography (CT) has 
proven to be effective in the three-dimensional characterization of BS. The pre-contrast 
phase is useful for detecting possible intraductal stones as cause of obstruction and in 
differentiating stones from tumors[16,18]. The arterial and venous post-contrast phase 
is able to identify the inflammatory/benign process of the suspected lesion and allows 
for an evaluation of the location and aspect of enhancement. In addition, delayed 
phases (usually 3-5 min after contrast medium injection) are helpful for the differential 
diagnosis of intrahepatic CC, which shows delayed phase enhancement due to its 
abundant fibrous stroma[18]. In a recent meta-analysis, MDCT demonstrated a pooled 
sensitivity of 89% and specificity of 92% for the detection of portal vein and hepatic 
artery involvement in perihilar CC[19]. The diagnostic accuracy of MDCT is 75%-92% 
for the longitudinal tumor extent of perihilar CC and 60%-88% for resectability due to 
underestimation of the proximal extent of the tumor. CT cholangiography imaging 
obtained with multiplanar reconstruction and minimum intensity projections was 
recently proposed as an alternative to MRCP for BS assessment, especially in patients 
with contraindication to MRI[20].

Due to the lack of associated ionizing radiation and the possibility of obtaining 
high-quality imaging of the biliary tract, MRI and MRCP are the techniques of choice 
in the diagnosis of BS, with high sensitivity in detecting the precise site and length of 
the stenosis but low sensitivity in differentiating malignant from benign strictures. The 
use of hepatocyte-specific MRI agents and diffusion-weighted imaging proved useful 
in tumor characterization[19]. MRI with MRCP is the method of choice in the case of 
suspected perihilar CC. MRCP has a high sensitivity in detecting BS (up to 98%), with 
a reported sensitivity and specificity in differentiating between malignant and benign 
forms ranging from 38% to 90% and from 70% to 85%, respectively. In addition, MRCP 
has high accuracy (88%-96%) in predicting the extent of bile duct involvement in MBS
[4,16-19]. MRI can include two-dimensional and three-dimensional MRCP. Two-
dimensional MRCP is performed in a single section of 4-8 cm thickness during breath 
holds and is less affected by motion artifacts, as it allows rapid acquisition. However, 
it may not reveal intraductal lesions due to the partial volume averaging artifact. In 
contrast, three- dimensional MRCP provides an excellent overall visualization of the 
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Figure 1 Algorithm of imaging investigations in biliary stenosis. MDCT: Multidetector computed tomography; MRI: Magnetic resonance imaging; MRCP: 
Magnetic resonance cholangiopancreatography; EUS-FNA: Endoscopic ultrasound-fine needle aspiration; ERCP: Endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography; 
POCS: Peroral cholangioscopy.

biliary tree and an enhanced delineation of fine anatomical structures and small 
pathological features. Acquisition time is long, however, making it more susceptible to 
motion artifacts[19].

PET/CT is useful in the case of suspected distant metastasis or nodal metastases. In 
patients with resectable MBS, PET may help in the selection of candidates for surgery
[19-21]. Dual-time-point fluorine-18 fludeoxyglucose integrated with PET/CT scan 
(18F- FDG PET/CT) was found to be effective in differentiating between BBS and MBS
[20], although inflammation of the biliary tract or the presence of mucinous CC may 
cause false-positive and false-negative results[19]. The diagnostic power of 18F-FDG 
PET/CT for the diagnosis of primary tumor, lymph node invasion, and distant 
metastases was evaluated in a systematic review and meta-analysis of 2125 patients
[22]. The study confirmed 18F-FDG PET/CT as a useful diagnostic tool in selected 
cases, as it provides valuable information in patients with indeterminate BS. 18F-FDG 
PET/CT changed the treatment plan in almost 20% of previously defined resectable 
MBS, avoiding unnecessary non-curative resection[22]. However, the routine use of 
18F-FDG PET/CT as an imaging tool in tumor diagnosis remains controversial due to 
its low specificity (51%).

Tips: PET/MRI
Whole-body 18F-FDG-PET/MRI seems to hold great promise because of its ability to 
diagnose and stage potentially resectable MBS, providing in a single examination both 
MRI and PET information[19].
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Tricks: Differential diagnosis using contrast-enhanced CT or MRI
The length of the involved biliary tract and contrast-enhanced morphological features 
are useful to differentiate BBS from MBS. Segmental involvement > 12 mm and 
thickening > 1.5 mm associated with luminal irregularity, asymmetry, and incremental 
enhancement may indicate the presence of MBS[18].

ENDOSCOPIC/RADIOLOGICAL IMAGING
Endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography (ERCP) is the standard technique 
used to evaluate BS, as it combines the radiological imaging of cholangiography and 
the possibility of obtaining a histopathological diagnosis by multimodal sampling 
(guided brushing, biopsy, or bile aspiration). ERCP generates high-resolution fluoro-
scopic images that provide information regarding stricture site, length, and presence of 
irregularity of the biliary wall. Although fluoroscopic imaging has an accuracy of 80% 
in distinguishing a benign from a malignant stricture, tissue sampling by biliary 
brushing or endoluminal biopsy is required to histologically confirm the differential 
diagnosis.

Brush cytology is a simple tool with minimal adverse events but with very low 
sensitivity. Endoluminal forceps biopsy (Figure 2) requires sphincterotomy, which 
may be challenging to perform especially in the case of strictures above the bifurcation 
of the common bile duct. Standard ERCP with brushing has a 26%-73% sensitivity in 
the detection of malignancy[23]. The overall diagnostic yield of histopathological 
diagnosis ranges from 6% to 70%[24,25]. In a systematic review and meta-analysis, the 
pooled sensitivity reported for brush cytology and forceps biopsy was 45.0% and 
48.1%, respectively; combining the two methods increased sensitivity up to 59.4%[23]. 
To improve the diagnostic accuracy of histological/cytological sampling during ERCP, 
Lee et al[24] evaluated aspiration cytology plus brush cytology or brush cytology plus 
biopsy or aspiration cytology plus biopsy. In terms of cancer type (CC vs non-CC), 
diagnostic sensitivity was higher for CC in the brush cytology plus biopsy or 
aspiration cytology plus biopsy group than in the aspiration cytology plus brush 
cytology group (100% vs 69.4%, respectively; P < 0.001) but not for non-CC (57.1% vs 
57.1%, respectively)[24].

False-negative samples may be attributable to histopathological interpretation, 
tumor characteristics, and procedural factors. The combination of transpapillary tissue 
sampling followed by brushing and bile aspiration by nasobiliary drainage seems to 
increase sensitivity up to 72% in the diagnosis of MBS[26].

Pneumatic dilatation of the stenotic tract before tissue sampling with large biopsy 
forceps was found in a retrospective study to improve sensitivity from 40% to 71% and 
diagnostic accuracy from 55% to 87% compared to biopsy sampling without dilatation, 
with no difference in complication rate between the two procedures[27]. Fluorescence 
in situ hybridization (FISH) is used to analyze brush cytology specimens for 
chromosomal abnormalities in malignant cells. Although FISH is able to detect 
chromosomal changes in 80% of malignant biliary neoplasia, the combination of 
cytology and FISH revealed a sensitivity for malignancy of only 50%-60% in BS. A 
triple modality approach combining brush cytology, forceps biopsy, and FISH resulted 
in a marked increase in sensitivity for the diagnosis of CC compared with single 
modality testing and should be considered in the evaluation of indeterminate BS[26].

Tricks
Tube-assisted biopsy: Following biliary cannulation, a 10 Fr Soehendra biliary 
dilatation catheter is advanced over a guidewire in the stenosis in the left biliary tree. 
The tube is then placed as close as possible to the stricture area and the guidewire 
removed. Conventional endobiliary biopsy forceps are inserted through the tube into 
the area of the stricture for tissue collection[28].

Endoscopic transpapillary biopsy using the “tunnel” technique: This technique 
consists of the use of an 11.5 Fr biliary dilatation catheter as a tunnel for biopsy forceps 
after cutting the tapered tip. Following biliary cannulation, the catheter is advanced 
over a 0.035-inch guidewire and a 6 Fr catheter in the left biliary duct, where the 
previously identified stenosis is located. Next, the guidewire and 6 Fr catheter are 
removed, and 7 Fr biopsy forceps inserted in the 11.5 Fr catheter to collect tissue[29].

Endoscopic transpapillary biopsy using the “zipline” technique: A looped nylon 
thread is added to one cup of a pair of forceps with 2 mm-wide cups; the loop is then 
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Figure 2  Three cases of patients with distal stenosis in which the diagnosis of cholangiocarcinoma was made by forceps biopsy during 
endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography.

inserted over a guidewire and the forceps are advanced into the right bile duct[30].

Tips: How to improve ERCP histological results
Perform at least 10 brush passes under continuous fluoroscopy after meticulously 
preparing everything required for fixing the tissue sample in order to avoid contam-
ination or air-drying artifacts. Combine different sampling methods and, if confident, 
perform brush and biopsy before and after stricture dilatation. Take at least four 
biopsy samples and work closely with the pathologist[31].

CHOLANGIOSCOPY
Direct visualization of the biliary tract by SpyGlass peroral cholangioscopy (POCS) 
system (Boston Scientific, Marlborough, Massachusetts) introduced in 2007[32] 
enhances

the diagnostic power of ERCP in patients with indeterminate BS by providing 
intraductal imaging of the stenotic duct or of the lesion suggestive of malignancy. 
Over the past two decades, three types of cholangioscopy platforms have become 
available. The most recently introduced is a digital single-operator cholangioscopy (D-
SOC) ultra-slim endoscope inserted into the bile duct through the working channel of 
a duodenoscope and advanced into the papilla, providing excellent image quality 
achieved by image- enhanced endoscopy. Several studies demonstrated its high 
performance in the diagnosis of BS, with a > 70% sensitivity but < 50% specificity[33-
35]. In a recent systematic review of published studies evaluating the diagnostic 
performance of any type of POCS, the sensitivity, specificity, and diagnostic accuracy 
of POCS for diagnosing MBS ranged from 38%-100%, 49%-100%, and 50%-100%, 
respectively, with a technical success rate of 82%-100%[34].

Although D-SOC allows viewing of the biliary tract from the inside, its use is 
limited by the high cost of the equipment and the lack of standardization in the 
interpretation of visual features of the biliary ducts. Endoscopic features defined as 
suggestive of MBS at cholangioscopy are nodular or papillary masses with irregular 
surface, fragile mucosa, and dilated and tortuous vessels (Figure 3). Kim et al[35] 
reported an association between the detection of tortuous vessels and malignancy with 
a sensitivity of 61% and specificity of 100%[35]. A recent meta-analysis on D-SOC in 
the visual interpretation of indeterminate BS reported a 94% sensitivity and 95% 
specificity, a diagnostic accuracy of 94%, a positive predictive value of 93%, and a 
negative predictive value of 98% in the diagnosis of MBS[36].

In a prospective study on 289 patients with indeterminate BS enrolled in 20 centers 
in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, the use of two POCS systems (SpyGlass Legacy 
and SpyGlass DS digital system) was able to detect stricture/filling or bile duct defect 
in 98.6% of patients, providing a visual diagnostic impression in 87.2% and adequate 
biopsies in 92.9% of cases, with low rate of complication (1.7%)[37]. A limitation of this 
study was that it did not investigate patients with primary biliary disease. In two other 
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Figure 3 Digital (SpyGlass) cholangioscopy images. A: Cholangiocarcinoma; B: Benign stenosis.

recent studies from the United States and the Netherlands, which included patients 
with primary sclerosing cholangitis in their populations, POCS did not increase 
diagnostic sensitivity for CC over that of ERCP with brush cytology[38,39]. The lack of 
a standardized classification of image findings detected during cholangioscopy still 
causes problems of interpretation and may be responsible for unsatisfactory diagnostic 
accuracy[38,39].

To overcome this limit, Robles-Medranda et al[40] proposed in 2018 a classification 
system based on neoplastic and non-neoplastic findings including villous, polypoid, 
inflammatory, ulcerated, flat, or honeycomb patterns, which revealed an outstanding 
96% sensitivity, 92% specificity, 96% negative predictive value, and an interobserver 
agreement up to 90%[40]. Similar results were found by Gerges et al[41], who reported 
a sensitivity of visualization of 95.5%[41]. In 2020, the Monaco classification was 
proposed for indeterminate BS based on eight visual criteria: presence of stricture, 
lesion (mass, nodule, or polypoid appearance), mucosal features, papillary projections, 
ulceration, abnormal vessels, scarring, and pronounced pit pattern. Final diagnostic 
accuracy based only on visual impression was 70%, with a high interobserver 
agreement for presumptive diagnosis (k = 0.31)[42].

The diagnostic accuracy of D-SOC is further improved by D-SOC-guided biopsy, 
which allows precise tissue sampling of the detected lesions. In a meta-analysis by 
Wen et al[43], SpyBite (Boston Scientific) biopsy showed a pooled sensitivity, 
specificity, positive likelihood ratio, negative likelihood ratio, and diagnostic odds 
ratio of 0.74 (95%CI: 0.67-0.80), 0.98 (95%CI: 0.95-1.00), 10.52 (95%CI: 5.45-20.32), 0.31 
(95%CI: 0.23-0.41), and 65.18 (95%CI: 26.79-158.61), with a lower complication rate 
mainly ERCP-related. Acute cholangitis was the most common complication with a 
rate of 1.8%[43].
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A point of great debate is the number of biopsies needed to obtain adequate tissue 
for a diagnostic histopathological assessment. Based on currently available studies, the 
number of biopsies is not defined with any certainty, but more than two biopsies are 
required to reach a sensitivity > 70%[23,43]. In a randomized multicenter investigation, 
an average of six biopsy specimens were taken during POCS, achieving a sensitivity of 
68.2%, which increased up to 95.5% if visual impression at cholangioscopy was added 
to biopsy forceps performance[41].

The possible increase in diagnostic power using rapid on-site evaluation of D-SOC 
microbiopsy was recently assessed in a single-center prospective randomized trial 
among patients with indeterminate BS[44]. The authors concluded that there were no 
significant differences between the off-site and on-site groups in terms of diagnostic 
accuracy (90% vs 87.5%), sensitivity (76.9% vs 75%), and specificity (100% vs 100%). 
However, a greater number of biopsies was necessary to obtain a diagnosis in the off-
site cohort (n = 3-4) than in the on-site cohort (n = 1)[44].

A precise evaluation of the extension of the neoplasia along the biliary wall in 
surgical candidate patients is of key importance in ensuring curative resection. D-SOC 
visualization of the biliary ducts allows the evaluation of intraductal cancer extension, 
not evident with diagnostic methods previously used and may guide the choice of 
surgical treatment, avoiding unnecessary surgery in the case of locally advanced 
neoplasia. In a retrospective study investigating the use of D-SOC for preoperative 
evaluation of extrahepatic biliary tumor, the visual impression accuracy of SpyGlass 
and SpyBite was 95.0% and 80.5%, respectively. D-SOC modified a previous classi-
fication of perihilar CC in 42% of patients and changed surgical management in 21% of 
cases[45]. Despite its high diagnostic accuracy, cholangioscopy is an expensive and 
difficult-to- handle technique that requires extensive experience in the performance of 
ERCP and adequate training in the interpretation of digital images and technique of 
execution. Several complications may occur during cholangioscopy, and the rate of 
serious adverse events ranges from 1% to 7%, with estimated rates of pancreatitis, 
cholangitis, and perforation of 2%, 4%, and 1%, respectively[46]. Cholangitis was 
reported in 8% of patients undergoing D-SOC; the administration of antibiotics during 
or immediately after the procedure seems to reduce the risk of this complication[47].

A cost-benefit analysis of D-SOC compared to conventional ERCP in the diagnosis 
of BS, based on data from two of the largest Belgian hospitals performing cholan-
gioscopy, revealed that the adoption of D-SOC led to a 31% reduction in the number of 
procedures needed to obtain a diagnosis and saved about 5% of the allocated budget
[48].

ENDOSCOPIC ULTRASOUND
Endoscopic ultrasound (EUS) is a diagnostic tool based on double endoscopic and 
ultrasonographic vision thanks to a high-frequency transducer placed on the tip of the 
endoscope. Due to the ease in identifying the biliary tract from the stomach and the 
duodenum, EUS may be considered a first-level procedure in identifying the cause of 
obstructive jaundice or in the diagnostic assessment of distal BS or unresectable 
intrahepatic CC (Figure 4).

The biliary examination usually starts from the stomach by identifying the biliary 
duct from the liver hilum and continues from the duodenal bulb to the second portion 
of the duodenum, studying the entire extrahepatic duct until the intrapancreatic 
portion. An endoscopic and ultrasonographic assessment of the ampulla and the 
gallbladder may also be performed to complete the investigation.

EUS has a diagnostic accuracy > 95% in identifying biliary thickening suggestive of 
malignancy compared to MRCP[48] (Figure 5). Given its high diagnostic accuracy in 
excluding a pathological thickening of the biliary wall, if performed at the beginning 
of the diagnostic process, EUS can avoid having to carry out an invasive procedure 
such as ERCP and any related complications[49].

The possibility of obtaining tissue from a clear mass by guided-EUS fine needle 
aspiration (EUS-FNA) increases the diagnostic power of EUS (Figures 6 and 7). EUS-
FNA has a pooled sensitivity and specificity of 80% and 97%, respectively, in the 
diagnosis of malignancy in the biliary tract[50]. The advantage of performing EUS-
FNA and ERCP in a single session should not be understated, as it reduces the 
duration of diagnostic workup in patients with BS and allows the selection of patients 
requiring therapeutic ERCP, thus avoiding an invasive procedure in absence of clear 
pathological thickening of the biliary tract (Figure 8). Zaheer et al[51] reported that 
EUS changed the diagnosis in 36% of patients from malignant to benign[51].
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Figure 4 Two cases of cholangiocarcinoma evaluated with endoscopic ultrasound. A: Distal stenosis of the main biliary tract; B: Stenosis of the 
proximal-middle tract of the main biliary duct. Arrows indicate the stenotic tract.

Figure 5 Endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography and endoscopic ultrasound image of a stenotic tract of the distal biliary duct. 
In the endoscopic ultrasound image, the nodule inside the main biliary tract (large arrow) and thickening of the bile duct wall (small arrow) are visible.

The combination of EUS-FNA and ERCP-based tissue sampling in the same session 
has a diagnostic yield of up to 85%, whereas the overall accuracy of EUS-FNA tissue 
sampling is significantly higher than that of ERCP in the differential diagnosis of MBS 
(76% vs 58%)[52]. An additional advantage offered by EUS-FNA is the possibility of 
obtaining histological samples from an extraductal lesion not reachable by ERCP. In a 
retrospective multicenter study on 263 patients with suspected MBS, EUS, and ERCP 
were carried out in the same session and the diagnostic power of samples collected 
from BS by EUS-FNA and intraductal biopsy, cytology via nasobiliary drainage, or 
brushing by ERCP was compared[53]. This study found an overall sensitivity and 
diagnostic accuracy of 73.6% and 76.1% for EUS-FNA, 56.5% and 60.5% for ERCP-
based tissue sampling, and 85.8% and 87.1% for the combination of both tissue-
sampling methods[53].

As the therapeutic options for CC are surgical resection or liver transplantation, a 
precise definition of the tumor extension is crucial in guiding the treatment choice. 
RLN metastasis and margin status are the most important predictors of post-surgical 
outcome[54]. In this context, EUS-FNA proved to be the preferred technique in the 
identification and sampling of lymph nodes. In a retrospective study of consecutive 
patients with CC undergoing EUS staging with EUS-FNA of RLN, EUS identified 
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Figure 6 Adenocarcinoma of the main biliary tract. A: Magnetic resonance image of suspected neoplastic stenosis; B: Endoscopic retrograde 
cholangiopancreatography image confirming the stenosis; C: Endoscopic ultrasound-guided fine needle aspiration of the stenotic tract for tissue diagnosis.

Figure 7 Histology of specimen collected by endoscopic ultrasound-fine needle aspiration from cholangiocarcinoma in a hepatic nodule. 
A: Hematoxylin and eosin staining, magnification × 40; B: Hematoxylin and eosin staining, magnification × 100.

Figure 8 Diagnosis of cholangiocarcinoma of the distal tract of the main biliary duct, obtained in a single session by biopsy during 
endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatography and endoscopic ultrasound-guided fine needle aspiration. Endoscopic ultrasound images 
show dilation of the common bile duct and stenosis of the distal tract due to a neoplastic nodule.

positive RLN in 86% of patients and detected a higher percentage of positive RLN than 
cross-sectional imaging (83% vs 50%); EUS-FNA revealed metastatic RLN in 17% of 
patients[55]. According to the authors, preoperative staging with EUS and EUS-FNA 
of RLN should be considered in patients with any type of CC[56].

Tips
The choice of endoscopic technique to obtain a tissue-based differential diagnosis of BS 
should be tailored according to the stricture location. In patients where ERCP 
transpapillary forceps biopsy resulted non-diagnostic, POCS-guided forceps biopsy 
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should be preferred in proximal BS, whereas EUS-FNA biopsy may be more 
appropriate for distal BS[55].

INTRADUCTAL ULTRASOUND
Intraductal ultrasound (IDUS) involves a 2-mm high-frequency radial probe (12-20 
MHz) introduced through the working channel of a duodenoscope. On IDUS visual-
ization, the normal wall of the bile duct appears as three layers: an inner hyperechoic 
layer corresponding to mucosa, a middle hypoechoic layer corresponding to smooth 
muscle fibers, and an outer hyperechoic layer corresponding to connective tissue[57]. 
IDUS could be particularly effective in the assessment of CC, especially where no mass 
is detected, and may be used to distinguish BBS from MBS. Sonographic features 
associated with MBS are hypoechoic or heterogeneous echo-poor infiltrating tissue 
with irregular borders breaking the normal sonographic pattern of the bile duct wall, 
eccentric and irregular wall thickening, sessile mass, invasion of surrounding tissues, 
and presence of enlarged lymph nodes[58].

In a retrospective study by Chen et al[59], IDUS showed a sensitivity, specificity, 
positive predictive value, negative predictive value, and accuracy rate of 96.9%, 79.0%, 
82.0%, 96.2%, and 88.0%, respectively, in distinguishing MBS from BBS. Combining 
IDUS and ERCP-guided tissue sampling improved the accuracy rate from 88.0% to 
96.8% and specificity from 79.0% to 96.8%. A length > 20 mm and a wall thickness > 7 
mm has a positive predictive value > 90% for malignancy[59]. A recent prospective 
study confirmed an > 80% accuracy of IDUS in detecting malignancy in patients with 
negative ERCP cytology and histology and corroborated its usefulness in targeting 
biopsy sampling with improvement in diagnostic accuracy[60]. However, this 
technique is not routinely performed, and its use is progressively decreasing in favor 
of D-SOC.

Third step: Endoscopic treatment of biliary stenosis
Endoscopic treatment of BS, both benign and malignant, is well documented and 
widely accepted. The European Society of Gastrointestinal Endoscopy guidelines 
defined the correct choice of stent according to the location and etiology of the stenosis
[61]. In BS related to liver transplantation, chronic pancreatitis, or post-
cholecystectomy strictures, the treatment of choice is temporary insertion of multiple 
plastic stents or a fully covered self-expandible metal stent (FC-SEMS) depending on 
the etiology and location of the stricture, diameter of the common bile duct, and 
operator expertise. With FC-SEMS insertion, the possibility of stent migration (9% of 
cases reported) with consequential failure of stricture resolution should be kept in 
mind[62]. A recent review by Larghi et al[63] described different strategies used to 
treat anastomotic BS after liver transplantation, comparing the advantages and 
disadvantages of plastic multi-stenting treatment vs placement of a metal stent 
reported in the literature, including four randomized controlled trials (Figure 9). The 
authors concluded that insufficient data are currently available to define which type of 
treatment is better than another, suggesting the need for a multicenter international 
randomized trial to draw definitive conclusions. Even less conclusive results are 
available for the treatment of refractory strictures, especially for hilar anastomotic 
strictures after liver transplants and hepaticojejunostomies. A recent single-center 
study aimed at evaluating the use of FC-SEMS for hilar BBS recently reported that 
temporary placement of an FC-SEMS is feasible and effective for refractory BBS, with a 
technical success rate of 100%, stricture resolution rate of 96.6%, and complication rate 
of 12.0%[64].

For MBS, the European Society of Gastrointestinal Endoscopy recommendations 
advise against routine preoperative biliary drainage in patients with surgical 
indication in absence of cholangitis, severe symptomatic jaundice, delayed surgery, or 
in the case of neoadjuvant therapy. A 10 mm-diameter SEMS is recommended for 
extrahepatic MBS before surgery. Palliative biliary drainage should be performed by 
ERCP with FC-SEMS or partially covered SEMS insertion. Surgical biliodigestive 
anastomosis and percutaneous biliary drainage should be indicated in selected cases 
where ERCP cannot be performed due to its high rate of complications and impact on 
the patient’s quality of life[65,66].

Described for the first time in 2001, endoscopic ultrasound biliary drainage (EUS-
BD) is an emerging technique useful in patients in whom ERCP biliary drainage failed 
or is not technically feasible due to duodenal stenosis or unreachable papilla[67,68]. A 
meta-analysis comparing EUS-BD vs percutaneous transhepatic biliary drainage in 312 



Del Vecchio Blanco G et al. Biliary stenosis diagnostic workup

WJGE https://www.wjgnet.com 485 October 16, 2021 Volume 13 Issue 10

Figure 9 Multi-stenting treatment of anastomotic stenosis after liver transplantation. The image on the far right shows complete resolution of the 
stenosis.

patients demonstrated that clinical success was similar for both techniques, but 
complications were less frequent with EUS-BD[69]. Despite the apparently high cost of 
the device, reintervention rates and costs were found to be lower with EUS-BD in a 
retrospective expertise-based study[70]. In a systematic review and meta-analysis, 
Dhindsa et al[71] evaluated the technical success, clinical outcome, and rate of adverse 
events of EUS-BD reported in 23 studies published in peer-reviewed journals. The 
pooled rate of clinical success was 87.0%, technical success 91.5%, reintervention 6.5%, 
and adverse events 17.9%. The most common adverse events were biliary leaks and 
infection or stent migration, although a precise evaluation of the incidence of 
complication was hampered by the variability of adverse event rates, the heterogeneity 
of EUS-BD, performed via hepatogastrostomy, cholecystostomy, or choledochoduo-
denostomy, and the different techniques of drainage, such as plastic stents, metal 
stents, lumen-apposing metal stents (LAMS), nasobiliary drainage tubes, or a 
combination of these, used in the different studies[71].

The use of devices designed for EUS-guided drainage, such as LAMS (Boston 
Scientific, Marlborough, Massachusetts, United States), was first reported in 2011 and 
significantly contributed to improving the technical success and safety of EUS-BD. 
Nevertheless, this type of procedure requires an operator expert in interventional EUS 
and should be performed in a tertiary care referral center after a multidisciplinary 
discussion of the clinical case[72].

In a recent study by Anderloni et al[73] involving 46 consecutive patients with 
malignant distal biliary duct obstruction over a 3-year period, choledochoduoden-
ostomy using LAMS showed a technical success rate of 93.5% and a clinical success 
rate of 97.7%, with an incidence of complication of 11.6%. The most serious 
complication was fatal bleeding, occurring in one case after 17 d from stent placement, 
while the remaining were food impaction in the stent and one migration of the stent
[73]. In line with these results, a French multicenter study reported a technical and 
clinical success rate of 98.5% and 97.1%, respectively, with a short-term adverse event 
rate of 1.6% and a 6-mo stent patency rate of 91.4%[74]. Of note, in this French study 
the procedures were performed by 12 operators in 10 different centers. Each operator 
had experience of routine diagnostic EUS, including FNA and ERCP in the previous 5 
years, and only four operators had previously performed > 20 EUS-BD. No difference 
in terms of technical success between operators was reported[74]. Despite these 
findings, data regarding the efficacy of EUS-BD by LAMS and the precise timing of 
intervention need to be confirmed in a randomized controlled trial.

Future treatment for BS
Radiofrequency ablation was recently proposed for the treatment of endobiliary 
malignancy, ablation of intraductal extension of ampullary adenomas, and recanal-
ization of occluded metal stents[75]. The use of radiofrequency ablation in hilar BS was 
evaluated by Inoue et al[76] in a retrospective study of patients with unresectable 
malignant hilar biliary obstruction treated with radiofrequency ablation followed by 
biliary drainage with SEMS. The recurrence rate of biliary obstruction was 38.5% 
within a median time of 230 d. The findings of this study open up new therapeutic 
perspectives in patients with unresectable hilar BS, but further investigations are 
necessary to optimize the technique and determine its indication.
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CONCLUSION
The management of BS can be complicated due to the difficulty in obtaining a correct 
differential tissue diagnosis between benign and malignant stenosis, especially in cases 
of hilar stenosis and when the tumor grows along the wall of the biliary tract. A shared 
multidisciplinary management approach to patients with BS is therefore necessary in 
order to exploit all the diagnostic techniques currently available and to select the most 
suitable therapy based on recent findings in the scientific literature.
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