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Chapter

Ambulatory Surgery for Perianal 
Disease
Andrea Divizia and Giuseppe S. Sica

Abstract

The gold standard in the diagnosis and treatment of proctological diseases is the 
exploration of the anal canal and distal rectum under anaesthesia (EUA), routinely 
performed as day case surgery. In selected cases it can be conducted as an outpatient 
exploration (OE) during a specialist surgical consultation. In the outpatient setting 
it is possible and safe to perform rubber band ligation, sclerotherapy and infrared 
coagulation for the treatment of haemorrhoidal disease, excision and incision of 
thrombosed external haemorrhoids, abscess drainage, setonage and fistulotomy 
also in case of perianal Crohn’s disease, anal warts and skin tags removal. In terms 
of patients’ satisfaction and success rate OE is comparable to EUA. All procedures 
can be performed under local anaesthesia. Pain control after the procedure is 
provided by oral pain killers.

Keywords: outpatients exploration, haemorrhoids, abscess and anal fistula, skin tags, 
anal warts, perianal Crohn’s disease

1. Introduction

In the last decades, efforts and resources have been focused on developing health 
care services, resulting in newer facilities, greater resources of equipment and 
improved staffing, so that nowadays, surgical procedures can be carried out in large 
hospitals, providing both surgeons and patients safety and comfort. Consequently, 
not only major surgical interventions, but also minor procedures not requiring 
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preoperative preparation, special equipment, nor hospital stay, are performed in 
these hospitals, thus tremendously increasing both the costs of medical treatment 
and the length of waiting lists for hospitalisation [1].

Recently, attention has shifted to outpatient care aiming to ensure safe surgical 
and medical assistance at reduced costs, spared resources and in shorter waiting 
times, through both office-based procedures, which include minor operation per-
formed under local anaesthesia, requiring a short time to discharge (ranging from 
minutes to hours after the procedure) and day-surgery interventions, encompassing 
surgical operations more complex than office-based procedures, but easier than 
major surgery requiring at least an overnight stay [1, 2].

During the last 30 years, government with the support of health insurance com-
panies, medical groups and hospital associations focused their concerted efforts on 
the development of proctologic office-based procedures in order to reduce hospital 
costs and release beds for major surgeries. While almost 30–50% of all surgeries 
can be safely realised in outpatient sectors, this rate raises to 90% in anorectal 
operations [1]. In fact, even if complications rate following anorectal office-based 
procedures are extremely variable, the majority of them are minor complications 
and do not require hospitalisation, nor further surgical intervention.

Factors appealing to physicians include significant costs saving achieved 
avoiding the cost of admission, use of ward-based supplies, respiratory therapy, 
increased medication costs, and laboratory charges. Other advantages include 
lack of need to perform trichotomy, prophylactic antibiotic treatment, and enema 
administration. Moreover, also patients’ satisfaction degree is increased thanks to 
the ease of scheduling cases, the advantage of avoiding a hospital stay and the early 
return home [1, 3].

However, to perform ambulatory anorectal surgery, a proper patient selection 
is necessary. Patient comorbidities as well as functional limitations should be 
assessed. The type and extent of surgery should be considered since not all anorec-
tal procedures are minor [3].

2. Patient position

Patient positioning during proctologic assessment is important for patients and 
doctors. Patients undergoing both proctologic examination and ambulatory proce-
dures are usually embarrassed because they lay naked on uncomfortable position, 
that can be:

• Sims’ position, or left lateral position

• Lithotomy position with lifted legs, or gynaecological position

• Knee–chest position

• Knee–chest position with patients body bent forward, or jack-knife position

Even though the majority of individuals would favour Sims’ position if they had 
the choice, they do not feel less embarrassed, thus preferring to let doctors free to 
choose the most suitable position to get reliable diagnoses of anal complaints [4]. 
The most performed positions are left lateral Sims’ position and jack-knife position. 
The former is more comfortable for the patients and is easily and quickly achieved 
by the patient itself, allowing doctors to save time. This position is the most suit-
able to analyse haemorrhoids, but can be adapted to each proctologic disease. The 
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jack-knife position, on the contrary, requires a scissoring table able to lift the hip, 
letting head and legs down and takes more time to be obtained. The sloping position 
of the patient makes it difficult to analyse haemorrhoids, however as the buttocks 
fall to each side, and finger tips of both hands of the investigator are free, it provides 
a better field of view on anal and perianal surface in good lighting. Since sensitiv-
ity, specificity, and the predictive value of anal diagnoses in different proctologi-
cal positions are unknown, and considering that none of different proctological 
positionings are most embarrassing to patients, doctors choice usually depends on 
their own customs and preferences.

3. Anaesthesia

Ambulatory anaesthesia has to provide a rapid onset analgesic effect, ensuring pain 
control and allowing an early discharge after the treatment is performed. The choice of 
the intra-operative anaesthetic management should consider patient’s related factors, 
such as age, clinical condition and preference, surgeons’ preference and procedural 
related factors, such as the kind of treatment and its length [5]. Anaesthesia for ambu-
latory procedures ranges from local to loco-regional anaesthesia, including pudendal 
nerve block and posterior perineal block; however, the easiest and shortest therapeutic 
sessions could even be performed without any anaesthesia, paying attention to the 
post-operative management, especially in terms of post-operative pain control.

Local anaesthesia is obtained through subcutaneous, intradermal or submu-
cosal 1% lidocaine injections. Complications rate following local anaesthesia are 
extremely low, thus allowing to safely perform it in an outpatient setting. They 
include pain, which is usually due to the injected anaesthetic volume causing 
tissue distension, allergic reactions, and infections. Cardiovascular collapse is a 
rare but potentially life-threatening complication, requiring promptly intubation 
and vosoactive substances, steroids and myorelaxant drugs administration. Local 
anaesthesia is a quick and easy to perform anaesthesia, that allows performing 
minor ambulatory procedures, keeping pain under control.

Loco-regional anaesthesia includes pudendal nerve block and posterior perineal 
block. Pudendal nerve block, firstly described by Mueller in 1908, is performed 
with the patient in gynaecological position and is usually preceded by local anaes-
thesia administration if carried out in an ambulatory setting to an awake patient. 
After identifying the ischial spine, the needle punctures the skin transperineally, 
medial to the ischial tuberosity, 2–3 centimetres away from the anal margin. The 
needle is advanced in the posterolateral direction until the ischial spine and then 
rotated in the medial inferior direction to the ischial spine, passing through the 
sacrospinous ligament. After negative aspiration, the local anaesthetic, usually 
ropivacaina, is injected. Posterior perineal block, also known as Marti’s technique, 
is performed with the patient in gynaecological or lithotomic position and preceded 
–in case of outpatient setting, by local anaesthesia administration, just as for puden-
dal nerve block. It involves infiltration of the inferior hemorrhoidal nerves, the 
posterior branch of the internal pudendal nerves, and the anococcygeal nerves and 
block of the inferior gluteal nerves and of perineal branches of minor nerves from 
the sacral plexus. It is achieved injecting ropivacaina or lidocaine 2 cm from the anal 
verge in the posterior commissure, 8 to 10 centimetres deeply into each ischiorectal 
fossa and superficially in the anterior commissure to achieve a complete infiltra-
tion of the perineal skin. Loco-regional anaesthesia is usually suitable to perform 
exploration under anaesthesia (EUA) of the anal canal in operative theatre and 
is associated to general anaesthesia to reach a complete multimodal pain control. 
In the ambulatory setting loco-regional techniques are unfrequently used, but 



Ultimate Guide to Outpatient Care

4

sometimes may be required to perform more invasive treatments. Complications are 
the same as for local anaesthesia, thus even if more invasive than local anaesthesia, 
these techniques may be safely performed for outpatient treatment.

4. Postoperative management

Postoperative management after proctologic office-based procedures mostly 
focuses on post-procedural pain control. It starts with anaesthesia performed dur-
ing the procedure, so that the dose of analgesic drugs thereafter required is reduced 
and recovery time and return to daily living activities are shortened. After office-
based procedures the pain can be controlled with oral pain killers administration. 
While the use of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) alone is poorly 
effective to control severe pain and the use of narcotics alone may cause various side 
effects such as nausea, vomiting, dizziness and constipation (thus ultimately exac-
erbating pain symptoms), multimodal or balanced analgesia is the most effective 
treatment. It consists of administering in addition to narcotics, drugs with different 
mechanisms of actions and target pathways, including NSAIDs, acetaminophen, 
gabapentinoids, dexamethasone, alpha 2 agonists, NMDA receptor antagonists, 
and duloxetine. Acetaminophen and NSAIDs such as ketorolac and ibunoprofen 
successfully manage pain, resulting in an effective narcotic-sparing approach. 
The administration of pain killers drugs belonging to different classes results in 
increased analgesic effect and reduced drugs-induced side effects [5–7].

Analgesia may be provided by lidocaine and prilocaine ointment, too, ensuring 
supplemental pain relief and furtherly sparing narcotics.

Besides oral pain killers administration and local analgesic ointments applica-
tion, anal burning and patient satisfaction may be improved by warn sitz baths. 
They are considered a worthwhile potential adjunct with little associated risk even 
if do not significantly reduce actual pain. Sitz baths or showers starting within 
24 hours of the operation should be performed three times per day and after bowel 
movements for comfort and cleanliness [8].

Finally, to ensure pain control, it is fundamental to avoid constipation. Usually 
increased dietary fibre and fluid intake is sufficient to reduce postoperative con-
stipation and pain upon defecation. However, even if dietary modification could 
guarantee stool softening, some physicians feel more comfortable recommending 
stimulant laxatives and stool softeners [5].

Postoperative management includes also follow-up instructions and written 
discharge instructions, improving patient satisfaction and decreasing the need for 
patients to seek additional medical attention, thus even reducing costs.

5. Haemorrhoids

Haemorrhoids are arteriovenous sinusoids, located in the sub-epithelial space, 
embedded in connective tissue and smooth muscle fibres, participating to 15–20% 
of the anal continence [9–12]. Haemorrhoidal disease (HD) is characterised by 
abnormally congested and downward displaced haemorrhoids [11–13].

HD is one of the most frequent medical and surgical diseases and the com-
monest proctologic disease, experienced by more than 50% of the population over 
50 years old in various degree. Reports on HD prevalence rate widely varies (4,4–
39%) [9, 14–16] because clinical manifestations may overlap with those of others 
anorectal diseases and may be wrongly attributed to other proctologic conditions; 
moreover many patients are asymptomatic, not requiring any treatment, while 
others self-diagnose and self-manage without referring to a specialist.
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Increased intraabdominal pressure due to constipation and prolonged straining are 
the commonest conditions leading to haemorrhoidal disease because of obstruction of 
venous return, resulting in engorgement of the haemorrhoidal plexus [17]. Moreover, 
defecation of hard faecal material increases shearing force on the anal cushions.

Painless rectal bleeding is the commonest onset of haemorrhoidal disease, which 
may present as minimal bright red bleeding per rectum or hematochezia after bowel 
movements [18–20], or even severe acute lower gastrointestinal bleeding requiring 
hospitalisation and blood transfusion in the most severe cases [17, 19]. Although 
rectal bleeding is the commonest sign of HD, less frequent presentations may be 
prolapse (even determining difficult defecation), mucous discharge, swelling, 
soiling, perianal skin irritation, itching, feeling of a lump, and discomfort. Acute 
anal pain is rarely a presentation symptoms, appearing only in case of thrombosed 
external haemorrhoids.

Despite such a variable clinical onset, HD diagnosis is easily achieved collecting 
the medical history and performing a physical examination including abdominal 
examination, and a local examination with the patient on a left lateral position, 
including inspection of the perianal tissues, anorectal digital examination, and anos-
copy. However, even if haemorrhoids are easily recognised, it is necessary to perform 
an endoscopic examination to exclude more severe colorectal conditions [17].

Once HD has been diagnosed, the chosen treatment depends on haemorrhoids 
location, on the severity of the disease and on an eventual previously administered 
treatment. Haemorrhoids location refers to the dentate line, allowing a distinction 
between internal (above the dentate line and covered with mucosa) and external 
haemorrhoids (below the dentate line and coated with squamous epithelium), 
which differ not only for their position, but also blood supply, drainage, epitheliza-
tion and innervations [20]. In particular, internal haemorrhoids receive visceral 
innervations and are less sensitive to pain, thus amenable to office-based treatment 
performed without or with minimal anaesthesia. On the contrary, external haemor-
rhoids are more sensitive to pain receiving somatic innervations and, therefore, 
require surgical treatment performed under anaesthesia, thrombosed external 
haemorrhoids being the only exception.

Regarding to haemorrhoids severity, while no widely accepted classification exists 
for external haemorrhoids, the extent of internal haemorrhoids is usually assessed 
with the Goligher classification [10, 17, 21], depending on the degree to which they 
prolapse from the anal canal, so that bleeding without prolapse stands for grade I, 
haemorrhoidal piles prolapsing during straining correspond to grade II and III if they 
respectively reduce spontaneously or manually, and non reducible haemorrhoids are 
classified as grade IV. As the grade becomes worse, office-based procedures or surgery 
are required. In particular grade I treatment is usually conservative, grade II and III 
are amenable of office-based procedures, and grade IV haemorrhoids require surgery.

However, even if the chosen treatment depends on both haemorrhoids location 
and severity degree, usually the first therapeutic step is conservative and consists on 
dietary and lifestyle modifications, if necessary associated to topical or oral medica-
tion. Conservative treatment is successful for the majority of patients and could be 
periodically administered for as long as the patient wishes. If conservative treat-
ment fails or the patient chooses a more invasive approach, office-based procedures 
or surgery are indicated [12, 14, 22].

5.1 Outpatient treatment

Outpatient treatment is recommended for symptomatic patients affected by grade 
I, II or III haemorrhoidal disease refractory to conservative treatment [12, 14, 22]. It 
encompasses rubber band ligation, sclerotherapy, infrared coagulation, excision of 
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thrombosed external haemorrhoids and few other techniques, not frequently used, 
such as electrotherapy, HET bipolar system, YAG or carbon dioxide laser and cryo-
surgery [23]. Their common aim is to slough haemorrhoidal tissue and generate a scar 
so that residual tissue is fixated to the underlying sub-mucosal tissue and anorectal 
muscular ring. Each procedure is adopted in specific circumstances, being rubber 
band ligation the most frequently performed with a wider therapeutic range. Even if 
they differ for technical features and indications, all the office-based procedures are 
characterised by faster recovery and less pain than surgical treatment [24]. Moreover, 
complication rate following outpatient treatment is extremely low, varying between 
post-procedural pain –usually easy-controlled by oral painkillers, to perineal sepsis 
–the most severe and life threatening condition, which is extremely rare.

Ambulatory procedures may require more than one treatment session and can 
be repeated until a complete response, if the patient agrees. In fact, since haemor-
rhoidal disease is not a severe clinical condition, it is up to the patient whether to 
manage them with a conservative approach or surgery. Choice of the outpatient 
treatment should take into consideration patient preferences, availability of proce-
dures and fitness for further procedures. Only in case of coexisting internal haem-
orrhoids and additional anorectal pathologies surgery should be suggested as first 
line treatment [12, 14, 22].

5.2 Rubber band ligation

Rubber band ligation (RBL) is the most commonly performed office-based 
treatment, having the widest therapeutic range and the highest success rate. This 
procedure is recommended to treat almost all patients affected by symptomatic 
internal haemorrhoids refractory to conservative treatment, being contraindicated 
only in few cases:

• Grade IV internal haemorrhoids, since symptoms improvement is registered in 
less than 50% of cases

• Thrombosed haemorrhoids, characterised by excruciating pain that makes the 
procedure impossible to be performed

• Anticoagulant therapy or coagulation disorders, because of the increased risk 
of delayed haemorrhage [25]

• Immunodeficiency and diabetes mellitus, because of the increased risk of 
infection and sepsis [26]

• Concomitant anorectal diseases, for which surgery should be the first line 
treatment

• Pregnancy, usually determining a transient condition, requiring a conservative 
treatment

During the procedure, patients lay on left lateral position or semi-inverted jack-
knife position, being the former more comfortable for the patient. The anoscope is 
essential to perform the procedure, consisting on the positioning of a rubber band 
on the base of the haemorrhoid, at least 5 mm above the dentate line. The applica-
tion of the elastic band causes immediate ischemic damage and 3 to 5 days delayed 
necrosis, leading to a localised sub-mucosal scarring that secures the mucosal layers 
to the underlying tissues. Rubber band application may be performed using both 
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forceps or suction devices [27, 28]. The former represents the traditional technique 
but requires two people to be performed: the operator and the assistance, whose 
role is to hold the anoscope. The latter includes both endoscopic suction devices and 
vacuum suction devices, which allow the operator to hold both the ligator and the 
anoscope, performing the procedure without any assistant.

Usually just one pile per session is treated, in order to reduce procedure-related 
risks. Multiple sessions should be performed in 4-week intervals, to allow a com-
plete recovery from the previous treatment [29].

If the procedure is correctly performed, with the rubber band placed at least 
5 mm above the dentate line, the patient has no pain, thus the procedure can safely 
be performed without any anaesthesia. Whenever the patient experiences pain, the 
band is wrongly placed below the dentate line, onto somatically innervated tissue, 
and should promptly be removed. Beside pain, that occurs in almost 8% of the 
procedures and is most frequently due to band misplacement [30], other extremely 
rare complications include [31–34]:

• Bleeding

• Thrombosis

• Skin tags

• Localised infection

• Liver abscesses

• Endocarditis

• Perineal sepsis

• Death

RBL is the most effective office-based procedures, improving symptoms in 
93–100% of patients having grade II haemorrhoids and 78–84% of those having 
grade III haemorrhoids and reducing bleeding in up to 90% of patients [30, 35]. 
When compared to haemorrhoid artery ligation (HAL), it shows lower rates of 
bleeding, intra- and post-procedural pain, but higher risk of recurrences. The same 
has to be said comparing RBL to surgery: the former has a reduced complication risk 
compared to surgery, while the latter has lower recurrence rates [36].

5.3 Sclerotherapy

Sclerotherapy is the second most frequently performed outpatient procedure for 
haemorrhoidal disease. Since bleeding and infection risk is lower than after rubber 
band ligation, this procedure finds application whenever RBL cannot be performed, 
thus it is recommended for patients on anticoagulant therapy or coagulation disor-
ders and in case of immunodeficiency or other pathological conditions increasing 
infective risks [35].

As for RBL, the procedure is performed through an anoscope, with the patient 
laying on left lateral position. Sclerosing solutions are injected into the submucosa 
plane above the dentate line, so that the treatment does not require any anaesthesia, 
and determine an intense inflammatory reaction that leads to scarring and adhesion 
of haemorrhoids to the underlying tissue just like after ligation with elastic bands. 
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The most frequently used solutions are aluminium potassium sulphate and tannic 
acid (ALTA, which seems to be the most effective) [37–39], 5% phenol in vegetable 
oil and 50% dextrose water.

Complications following sclerotherapy are even rarer than after RBL, consid-
ering patients major complain is painful intra-procedural injection, reported in 
almost 90% of cases, while post-procedural pain is experienced only by 25–50% 
of patients. Bleeding is uncommon and in the majority of cases is a self-limited 
condition following injection. The most frequent post-operative complication is 
mucosal necrosis, which is reported in less than 4% of patients and is usually caused 
by too superficial injections (not reaching the submucosal layer). Rare but major 
complications include impotence, fatal necrotising fasciitis, rectourethral fistulas, 
and rectal perforations, that are mostly ascribed to misplaced injections –both in 
non haemorrhoidal tissue or in the vascular system [40].

Sclerotherapy successfully manage haemorrhoidal bleeding, leading to an 
improvement in 100% of patients with second and third degree haemorrhoids 
[35, 39]. Moreover it leads to a complete resolution of symptoms in 88% of I 
degree haemorrhoids and 52% III degree haemorrhoids. However, even if much 
safer than RBL and despite its high success rate, recurrences are more frequent in 
patients undergoing sclerotherapy than ligation with elastic bands, thus the latter 
resulting as the preferred choice for both surgeons and patients whenever not 
contraindicated [41].

5.4 Infrared coagulation

Infrared coagulation (IC) is an outpatient procedure indicated for the treatment 
of refractory to conservative treatment grade I, II and III haemorrhoidal disease 
[12, 14]. In literature, data regarding IC treatment are extremely variable, ranging 
from studies showing similar results as for sclerotherapy, to papers underlying 
higher recurrence rates with fewer post-procedural complications and less intra-
procedural discomfort. Thus, whether to use infrared coagulation or sclerotherapy 
depends on availability of procedures and surgeon preferences.

Infrared coagulation is also performed through an anoscope, with the patient 
laying in the same position as for the previous procedures. It consists of infrared 
light waves application on the haemorrhoidal tissue above the dentate line, which 
are converted into heat determining an immediate protein coagulation and necrosis, 
visible as 3 mm wide and 3 mm deep white spot on the mucosa. The treatment of 
each haemorrhoid cushion may require from three to five applications. As for the 
other office-based procedures, IC causes a scar fixating the redundant haemor-
rhoidal mucosa to the underlying tissues.

Complications following infrared coagulation include pain, which is the most 
frequent occurring in 16–100% of patients and bleeding, which ranges from 15 to 
45% of cases [42, 43]. Moreover, many studies report high frequency of persistency 
and recurrence after the treatment: recurrence rate is estimated to be about 15% at 
three months.

Success rates reported by a recent meta-analysis widely range from 22 to 51 and 
78%, when considering respectively grade III, II and I haemorrhoidal disease [35, 43].

5.5 Excision and incision of thrombosed external haemorrhoids

Haemorrhoidal excision is a procedure that can be performed both in an office-
based setting and in the operating theatre. It is the only office-based procedure 
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suitable for the treatment of external haemorrhoids, which are localised below the 
dentate line, have somatic innervation and thus are more sensitive to pain, making 
surgery performed in the operating theatre the best therapeutic option.

Thrombosed external haemorrhoids belong to the so called anorectal emergen-
cies. They occur with an acutely painful purplish or blue mass in the perianal area 
that gradually reduces after the first couple of days; bleeding may present in case 
the high pressure within the thrombus causes overlying skin erosion. It is important 
to differentiate this pathologic condition from complicated internal haemorrhoids 
and anal pigmented melanoma, whose onset in similar being characterised by peri-
anal pain. External haemorrhoids are covered with anoderm and usually suddenly 
appear, while internal haemorrhoids are covered with mucosa and anal pigmented 
melanoma has a long story of pigmented skin lesion [44].

Excision of the thrombosed external haemorrhoids is indicated for patients 
experiencing persistent pain from 72 hours or less, providing immediate relief [45]. 
After 48 to 72 hours, the thrombus organises and contracts, diminishing symptoms 
so that a conservative management can be proposed, obviating the need for surgi-
cal management. Surgical treatment for thrombosed external haemorrhoids may 
be required also in case of residual skin tags resulting from the healing process of 
a small ulcer following a spontaneous evacuation of a thrombosed haemorrhoid. 
However, residual skin tags rarely cause enough symptoms to warrant its removal; 
only in case of large skin tags determining skin irritation, itching, pain, or inability 
to keep proper hygiene, excision can be beneficial.

The office-based procedure to treat thrombosed external haemorrhoids 
include excision and incision. The former can be performed in the operating 
room as well as in an appropriately equipped office. After the administration  
of both local anaesthesia and anal block, the excision of a thrombosed haemor-
rhoid is performed by making an elliptical incision in the overlying skin. A 
careful dissection of the haemorrhoid from the superficial fibres of the anal 
sphincter is carried out, trying to avoid injury. Thereafter skin edges can be left 
open allowing drainage or reapproximated with absorbable sutures [46]. Topical 
antibiotic ointments are not routinely applied as infections are rare in this well-
vascularized sites.

Inexperienced physicians, unable to perform haemorrhoids excision, can man-
age this anorectal emergency with a simple incision of the overlying skin, allowing 
evacuation of thrombus, thus producing immediate relief of pain.

However, incision and evacuation of the clot is associated with a 30% risk of 
reaccumulation and thrombosis, which may disseminate to adjacent hemorrhoidal 
columns [47], thus this technique is not recommended and whenever performed 
requires a follow-up within the next 24 to 48 hours for surgical evaluation. On the 
contrary, recurrence rate for a completely excised thrombosed hemorrhoid is lower 
(5–19%) [48, 49].

If surgery is not feasible, conservative management would be offered including 
anti-inflammatory analgesics, warm sitz bath, reducing activity and avoiding consti-
pation. Education and reassurance about this condition and its benign nature would 
be beneficial to the patient.

6. Abscess and anal fistula

Abscesses and anal fistulas are common anorectal problems, representing two 
different phases of the same infectious process. Perianal and perirectal abscesses 
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are acute infections, resulting in pus collection, mostly due to non-specific 
cryptoglandular obstruction [50]. Anorectal fistulas represent the chronic evolu-
tion of a suppurative process, characterised by an epithelised tract connecting 
two epithelised surfaces, in particular anal or rectal mucosa to the perianal skin or 
perineum [51, 52].

Estimated anal abscess incidence is about 2 cases per 10,000 population per 
year [53, 54], leading to fistula formation in about 25% of patients. Fistulas may 
present de novo, but in about 30–50% of patients, they follow a previous anorectal 
abscess. Both anal abscesses and fistulas affect men twice more than women, hav-
ing a mean age of presentation of 40 years (ranging from 20 to 60 years). However, 
since most patients attribute proctologic symptoms to haemorrhoidal disease 
without referring to a specialist, abscesses and fistulas real incidence is unknown.

As previously said, both anal abscesses and fistulas usually originate from 
obstructed anal crypt glands. Less frequently they can be caused by inflammatory 
bowel disease (mainly Crohn’s disease), infection such as actinomycosis, tubercu-
losis and lymphogranuloma venereum, human immunodeficiency virus, trauma 
(both in case of iatrogenic injuries and foreign rectal bodies), surgery, malignancy 
and irradiation [50, 55].

The commonest onset of a perianal abscess is constant severe pain, usually not 
related to bowel movements, that can be associated to general symptoms such as 
fever or generalised malaise [52]. On the contrary, intermittent perianal pain exac-
erbated by bowel movements and chronic purulent drainage are typical manifesta-
tions of fistulas [56].

On physical examination, abscesses present as erythematous, tender and fluctu-
ant masses; purulent drainage, either from the overlying skin or from the rectum, 
can be present if the abscess has begun to spontaneously drain [52]. On the con-
trary, the presence of an external opening draining pus and a palpable cord leading 
from the detected external orifice to an internal orifice, are the most common 
findings in case of anal fistula [56].

Although collecting the medical history and performing a physical examination 
allow to detect the majority of abscesses and fistulas, sometimes patients may not 
have any physical finding on examination, and further instrumental exams may 
be required. Local examination may result difficult in case of deep abscesses, not 
appreciable on external examination nor by digitorectal examination, and in case 
of incomplete or blind-ended fistulas, lacking of the external orifice. Moreover, 
symptoms of both conditions may overlap with the clinical manifestations of other 
proctologic diseases. In these cases and in case of complex or recurrent fistulas, 
imaging is necessary [57, 58]. The most commonly performed imaging studies are 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), which is the gold standard imaging technique, 
and endosonography (EUS), having a specificity of 69% and 43% respectively, 
and the same sensitivity of 87% [58–60]. Instrumental investigation gives impor-
tant information about abscess localisation, fistula anatomy and integrity of the 
sphincter muscles, allowing to establish the proper treatment.

In case of anal abscesses, the required treatment is always a prompt drain-
age, considering that all undrained abscess can expand toward adjacent spaces or 
progress to a systemic infection [56, 57]. Surgical approach may vary depending on 
imaging findings, that allow to classify an abscess as follow:

• Simple anorectal abscess, or perianal abscess

• Complex anorectal abscess, including:
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 ○ Ischiorectal abscess, which extended through the external anal sphincter into 
the ischiorectal space

 ○ Intersphincteric abscess, located in the intersphincteric groove

 ○ Supraelevator abscess, reaching the supralevator space and originating from 
cryptoglandular infection or pelvic inflammatory processes

 ○ Horseshoe abscess, rising posteriorly to the anal canal and extending to the 
ischiorectal space

According to this classification, perianal abscesses treatment can be safely per-
formed in an outpatient setting, while in case of complex, large or deep abscesses, 
drainage should be performed in the operating room, under general anaesthesia, 
sedation or local anaesthesia [61].

Anorectal fistula management is quite more difficult, considering the chosen 
surgical treatment depends on the relation between the fistula tract and the exter-
nal anal sphincter, and on the amount of the sphincter complex involved with the 
fistulous tract. According to Parks’ classification, firstly described in 1976, four 
different types of anal fistula can be identified based on the relationship between 
the primary track and the sphincter [62]:

• Parks type 1, intersphincteric fistula (45%), which extend between internal 
and external sphincter

• Parks type 2, transsphinteric fistula (30%), passing through internal and 
external sphincter, reaching perineum

• Parks type 3, sovrasphincteric fistula (20%), which encircles both internal and 
external sphincters, reaching the ischiorectal fossa

• Parks type 4, extrasphincteric fistula (3%), which encompasses the entire 
sphincter apparatus, including the levators, reaching the skin overlying the 
buttock; this fistula usually does not come from a cryptoglandular abscess

• Superficial, not involving any sphincter muscle (not included in the original 
Parks classification)

A fistula can also be categorised as simple or complex. The former includes 
those with an intersphincteric or low transsphincteric track that involves less 
than 30% of the sphincter complex. A fistula in the presence of inflammatory 
bowel disease, malignancy, incontinence, chronic diarrhoea or previous irradia-
tion should be considered complex as well as those with an anterior track in a 
female patient [63]. In some complex cases, a staged surgical procedure will be 
required.

Since perianal infection sequelae range from minor pain and social embarrass-
ment due to smelly purulent drainage, to life-threatening sepsis, once a diagnosis 
is established, surgery is the mainstay of the treatment, aiming to resolve local 
infection, remove fistulous tracts, avoid recurrences and preserve sphincteric 
function.
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6.1 Abscess drainage

Abscess incision and drainage is a procedure that can be performed either under 
local anaesthesia, in an ambulatory setting, whenever the pus collection is small 
and superficial, either under general anaesthesia, sedation or local anaesthesia in 
the operating room, in case of more complex, larger or deeper abscesses [56, 57]. In 
these cases an office-based treatment can be performed only in referral centres if 
carried out by expert surgeons.

Incision should be performed as close as possible to the anal verge minimis-
ing the length of a potential fistula while still providing adequate drainage 
of the collection. As 30–70% of abscesses present with a concomitant fistula, 
surgeons question whether to perform or not a primary fistulotomy with the 
abscess drainage [64–67]. Data regarding this argument show primary fistu-
lotomy reduces the risk of recurrence and persistence of the disease, but increase 
sphincter damage risk even leading to faecal incontinence [56, 57, 68]. Thus, 
primary fistulotomy is recommended only in case of simple anal fistula or high 
recurrence risk.

While perianal abscesses (simple abscesses) may be treated in an ambulatory 
setting, complex abscesses usually require an operating theatre, except for small 
intersphincteric abscesses, that can be managed without requiring an exploration 
under anaesthesia (EUA).

Regardless of the surgical setting, a course of empiric antibiotics is strongly 
recommended for all patients who went through incision and drainage of an 
anorectal abscess, in order to reduce the rate of fistula formation. Recommended 
drugs are amoxicillin-clavulanate or a combination of ciprofloxacin and metro-
nidazole, administered for a four- to five-day course [69]. However, even if this 
treatment reduces fistula recurrence rate, it does not affect abscess recurrence 
rate [70].
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6.2 Setonage and fistulotomy

Setonage and fistulotomy represent the gold standard for the treatment of ano-
rectal fistulas and can be performed both in an outpatient setting and in an operat-
ing room, depending on fistula anatomical features. The placement of a seton can 
be considered when the internal opening is identifiable. Fistulotomy can be carried 
out with a simultaneous drainage of the abscess in case of a simple fistula, or can be 
performed as a second stage procedure 4–8 weeks after drainage [56, 57].

Fistulotomy is performed with the patient laying on a left lateral position. After 
a probe is inserted into the external opening and gently passed along the fistula 
tract to the internal opening, an incision is made over the entire length of the fistula 
using the probe as a guide. The tract is then gently curetted and is left opened to 
heal for second-intention healing or marsupialised to promote healing, depending 
on surgeons preference. The most critical step in this procedure is to identify and 
curette the internal opening to reduce the risk of recurrence, since concomitant 
induration due to inflammation may obscure the internal opening. Hydrogen perox-
ide injected through the external orifice may help to identify the internal opening 
[66], while overzealous attempts with a fistula probe should be discouraged as they 
can cause iatrogenic damage [71].

The most concerning potential complication of a fistulotomy is incontinence 
(either to solid faeces or liquid faeces or gas) from procedure-related damageto 
the external anal sphincter. The reported rates of incontinence are highly vari-
able, ranging from 0 to 82% [72, 73], with an increased risk if the fistulotomy is 
performed at the time of the drainage of an acute abscess [74]. Nevertheless, when 
fistulotomy is used forsimple anal fistulas in properly selected patients, the risk of 
faecal incontinence is minimal or none [75, 76].

This treatment is indicated to manage simple fistulas, thus superficial fistulas, 
intersphincteric fistulas and low transsphincteric fistulas, involving less than 30% of 
the sphincter complex. For these fistula it is an effective treatment with a high suc-
cess rate ranging from 79 to 100% [77–79] and low recurrence rates [66, 72, 80, 81].

In females and in patients with preoperative impairment of continence, a high 
or recurrent fistula, previous fistula surgery or Crohn’s disease, any division of the 
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sphincter should be undertaken with caution and by an experienced surgeon [82]. 
The location of the internal opening per se, whether high or low in the anal canal, 
should not be used as a guide to “safe fistulotomy”.

As fistulotomy, also the insertion of a seton through the fistula track is per-
formed with the patient laying on a left lateral position and requires fistula track 
probing. Once the seton lays through the fistula track it can be used in different 
ways. A loose seton purpose is to facilitate drainage preventing an acute exacerba-
tion of abscess formation and to allow healing of any secondary tracts, allowing 
local assessment some weeks later [57, 83]. A cutting seton purpose is to allow 
a gradual division of the sphincter, thank to a progressive tightening [57, 84]. 
Recently reported data of patients undergoing fistulotomy with a cutting seton 
tightened every 6–8 weeks, reported healing rates over 90% with only minor 
disturbances in anal sphincter function in 4% of patients [85–87].

Complex fistula treatment, including ligation of intersphincteric fistula tract 
(LIFT) [88, 89], advancement flap [90, 91], diversion, proctectomy and modified 
Haley procedure, cannot be performed in an office-based setting.

7. Perianal Crohn’s disease

Crohn’s disease (CD) is an idiopathic, incurable chronic inflammatory disease of 
the GI tract [92–95], associated in more than 30% of cases to symptoms of perianal 
disease (PAD) [96–98]. The risk of developing PAD is consistent with the time from 
the diagnosis of CD, from 20% after ten years and up to 30% after twenty years. 
However, PAD is far more common in patients with colon (41%) and rectum (90%) 
localization and less in patients with ileal disease (12%) [99–102]. Early diagnosis 
and correct treatment are crucial to allow patients to promptly start medical treat-
ments with antitumor necrosis factor (tnf) which is considered the cornerstone of 
treatment, offering the best long-term control of PAD [103–116].

The gold standard to assess symptomatic perianal disease (PAD) in CD patients is 
the exploration of the anal canal and distal rectum under anaesthesia (EUA) [117–122]. 
EUA usually allows a correct diagnosis of fistulous tracts, a classification of the fistula, 
and an appropriate treatment of the PAD at the same time. In tertiary centres, PAD 
treatment can be performed also in an outpatient setting by expert surgeons. Whether 
to perform an EUA or an outpatient exploration (OE) depends on the anatomy, the 
type of fistula, and finally, the surgeon’s expertise [123–129]. Moreover, active proctitis 
control must be achieved whenever possible prior to any surgical treatment. Treatment 
strategy and procedures are different in an acute or in an elective setting; in acute 
management, the main aim is sepsis control: incision and drainage of every abscess 
are strongly advised, while placement of a loose seton should be considered only if 
the fistulous tract can be promptly and easily identified [120]. In an elective setting, 
an exploration of the anal canal and distal rectum under anaesthesia is recommended 
and, in case of complex fistula, even in the presence of proctitis, a loose, draining seton 
could be passed if the internal and external orifices of the fistulous tract are found. A 
fistulotomy or fistulectomy can be safely considered for simple posterior fistulas [133].

Perianal fistulas in CD may be simple or complex according to the American 
Gastroenterological Association (AGA) [130–133]. Simple fistulas have a high heal-
ing rate, while complex fistulas are difficult to treat and show a poor healing rate 
and increased rate of relapse.

The aim of the surgical treatment of PAD in CD patients should be symptoms 
or complication control, allowing patients to pursue a timely medical therapy, in a 
multidisciplinary management. In the presence of a symptomatic perianal fistula, 
an optimal result can be considered to avoid sepsis, allowing for a good drainage 
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before thinking to the complete healing of the fistula and finally preventing the 
recurrence and preserving the continence of the anal sphincter. It is essential to 
ensure timely treatment, because perianal fistulas significantly impair the quality 
of life of the patients, to avoid the potentially disastrous consequences such as those 
of an undrained sepsis or ramification of the fistulous tracts [134–139]. Only the 
patients with symptomatic Crohn’s anal fistula should undergo a surgical treatment. 
The gold standard treatment for symptomatic perianal disease in CD patients is 
conducted during the EUA. Most of the series available in literature refer to day 
surgery or overnight admission. Unfortunately, a timely treatment is not always 
possible and this, as said, may well represent a relevant clinical issue.

According to the Association of Coloproctology of Great Britain and Ireland 
consensus conference on surgical management of fistulating perianal Crohn’s 
disease, experienced surgeons should always try to place a seton when the fistulous 
tract is readily identifiable and this should be possible most of the times in “skilled 
hands”. Compliance of patients to the procedure was high and, from a surgical point 
of view, the OE was nice to perform without difficulties or trouble in all cases.

This procedure should be offered in a high-volume center in which a multidisci-
plinary dedicated team is available. In selected cases, OE may be offered as a “bridge 
to surgery,” able to faster solve critical clinical issues or palliate disabling symptoms 
with low morbidity and discomfort, also allowing patients to continue medical 
therapy. OE can be repeated, if necessary, in different occasion. From an economi-
cal point of view, the OE can definitively save logistics and money. The OE surely is 
a minimally invasive approach, with low morbidity and very low patient stress. OE 
could be a safe and effective procedure that can be proposed to the vast majority of 
patients with Crohn’s fistulas. It is not recommended in nonexperienced hands and 
in high complex or rectovaginal fistulas (Hughes classification 1b, 1d or 2d, and 2e).

8. Anal warts

Anal warts, also known as condyloma acuminata, are growths of tissue localised in 
the area around and inside the anus, usually caused by human papillomavirus (HPV).
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The Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) used to be thought as one of the most common 
sexually transmitted diseases (STds) [140]. The estimated incidence of HPV infection 
is high, with 14 million persons infected annually and 79 million persons with preva-
lent infection [141]. Its family (Papillomaviridae) consists of more than 120 viruses 
presenting a tropism toward either the cutaneous or mucosa epithelium, however the 
vast majority (90%) of anal warts are caused only by two low-risk HPV subtypes: 6 
and 11 [142]. Further HPV-associated diseases include other mucocutaneous warts as 
well as cervical, anal, vaginal, vulvar, penile, and oropharyn-geal cancers.

Anogenital warts (AGWs) diagnosis is most often based on their clinical appear-
ance, and tests for the presence of HPV are not recommended for their diagnosis. 
They firstly appear as tiny spots or growths, whose dimensions may rapidly increase 
even covering the anal area. Usually, they do not cause any pain or discomfort. Some 
patients may experience itching, bleeding, mucus discharge, or a feeling of a lump 
or mass in the area. Histologic examination of biopsy specimens can be performed 
to rule out intraepithelial or invasive squamous cell carcinomas (SCCs), which can 
coexist with or appear similar to AGWs.

Therapeutic options for the treatment of anal warts range from topical medical 
therapies to surgery. Many treatment modalities for anal warts are primarily focused 
on destroying or removing the warts locally rather than eliminating the infection 
[143]. There are several factors that influence the choice of treatment modality, 
such as location of the warts (all intra-anal or rectal warts should be managed by a 
specialist), number of lesions, patient’s ability to apply prescribed creams or gels, 
patient’s preference, cost of the treatment and patient’s immunosuppression status.

Treatment plans can be classified either as patient self-administered modali-
ties (for warts locat-ed on the perianal skin only) or treatment administered by a 
professional (for lesions in an intra-anal or rectal mucosa location).

Patient-applied treatment consists of topical medications includig podophyllin, 
trichloroacetic acid, bichloroacetic acid, sintecatechins and imiquimod or 5-fluoro-
uracil that can be safely applied at home. Recurrence rates after topical medications 
widely range from 6.5–55%, being sinecatechins the most effective treatment with 
eradication rate similar to other topically applied treatments, but the lowest recur-
rence rate [144–146]. Moreover, patient-applied treatment side effects, which are 
similar for all the ointments and include redness, irritation or a burning sensation, 
are reported by only 1 out of 3 treated patients.

Following the center for disease control and prevention recommendations, 
treatments administered by a medical provider include 80–90% trichloroacetic 
acid (TCA) application, cryotherapy with liquid nitrogen or surgery/electrosur-
gery [147]. Just as for haemorrhoids, all of the procedures can be offered in an 
outpatient setting only to patients having small perianal warts, once the conser-
vative treatment fails. Larger lesions require surgery performed in an operating 
theatre.

TCA has an erosive and chemically destructive activity; its application on AGWs 
burns and cauterises skin lesions. Its destructive activity may extend to nearby 
healthy skin, thus care must be taken during application. It is not recommended for 
intra-anal use. Success rates are satisfactory, ranging from 70 to 81% [148, 149], but 
recurrence rate is high: 36% [149].

Cryotherapy seems to be the best therapeutic. The treatment consist of freezing 
lesions using a liquid nitrogen cooling probe, which results in necrosis and further 
clearance of destroyed tissue. Complications can include the destruction of healthy 
skin, and ulcers or scar formation. Even if eradication and recurrence rates are 
similar to TCA (86% and 39% respectively) [148, 149], cryotherapy is usually pre-
ferred because it is cost effective, minimally invasive, painless and can be applied to 
intra-anal warts.
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Surgical excision is the oldest approach, but for patients suffering from a giant 
condyloma (Buschke-Loewenstein tumour) it may be the treatment of choice 
[150, 151]. A more contemporary surgical approach, electrosurgery, is a very effec-
tive technique with a clearance rate of 94% [152] but can be painful and requires 
local or intravenous anaesthesia, thus cannot be performed in an ambulatory setting.

Whether specialist–applied treatment is performed in the operating room or 
in an ambulatory setting, it usually has satisfactory eradication rates, but also high 
recurrence rate, ranging from 25 to 40% [152] discouraging clinical use. Actually, 
all of these modalities are targeted to remove warts locally and do not destroy all 
the very small or subclinical lesions in the surrounding healthy-looking skin, thus 
increasing the risk of recurrence.

9. Skin tags

Anal skin tags are perianal skin excesses, resulting from repeated scarring, 
just as in case of healing from anal fissure or thrombosed external haemorrhoids, 
exacerbated by excess cleaning or rubbing. Affected patients are bothered by the 
skin excess, but usually do not complain about pain or bleeding.

Treatment includes the management of both the underlying cause and the skin 
lesion. The latter consists of skin tags excision easily performed as an office-based 
treatment, that should always follow the resolution of the underlying ano-rectal 
disease, to minimise the risk of recurrence.
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