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Abstract
Obiective: Repeated cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) shunt failures in pediatric patients who have undergone

neurosurgical procedures are common. These devices are usually required for the duration ofthe patient,s life and in
most cases there is more than one episode of shunt failure. To date, the risk factors for repeated failure have not been
established' This study conducted a prospective observational study to identify risk factors predisposing to repeated
CSF shunt malfunction and to determine whether subsequent shunt failures are related to patient characteristics, and
/or surgical details.

Patients and methods: There were 525 shunt failures in 300 patients with hydrocephalus requiring CSF
diversionary procedures were included in a prospective observational study during 7 years in two neurosurgical
centers. Patient characteristics were defined as age, gender, weight, head circumference, cause of hj,drocephalus;
and the shape of ventricular systems. Surgical details and procedures were studied to define anv relatior to the
incidence of shunt failure.

Results: The patient's age at the time of initial shunt placement is important predictors of repeated shunt failures.
There were significant association between the cause of hydrocephalus, and the shape of ventricular systems; and
shunt failure' Some surgical details and procedures were associated with an increased risk of failure included
whether the procedure was performed on an emergency or nonemergency basis, use of antibiotics, manipulation of
the shunt hardware; and the duration of surgical procedure.

Conclusion: The patient's age at the time of initial shunt placement as well as the cause of hydrocephalus and the
shape of ventricular systems are important predictors of shunt failures. Some surgical procedures were associated
with an increased risk of shunt-related failure. Prevention and early identification and management of CSF shunt
failures remain the main possibilities to assure the quality of the patient's long term outcome.
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Introduction I11. The l0-year actuarial survival of a first
The majority of children with hydroceph- CSF shunt is reported to be 30 to 37Vo ltt ,
alus are treated with CSF shunt insertion. 231. These devices are usually required for
Cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) shunt failures in the duration of the patient's life and in most
pediatric patients are common, causing mor- cases there is more than one episode of
bidity and occasionally mortality observed shuntfailure. Analysis of preoperative, intra-
in the patients with CSF shunt. Ventriculop- operative, and early postoperative risk fac-
eritoneal shunts are associated with several tors for CSF shunt failures are important to
complications as shown in table I1l. Fol- identifying potentially modifiable periopera-
lowing initial shunt insertion, the failure rate tive practices. To date, the risk factors for
by 1 year postimplantation is 25 to 40Eo Ull repeated failure have not been established;
and a2'yeat failure rate of greater than 40Vo various risk factors for CSF shunt failure
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have been indicated in the literatures and
modified in our study. Table [2] With these
assumptions, the agreement of Drake's sug-
gestion that shunt failure rates of about or
little less than 57o per year and infection
rates of less than IVo per year should be con-
sidered the reasonable goals for the next
decade in this new millennium t101.

Patients and methods

From February 1995 to January 2002,
prospective observational studies of CSF
shunt revisions were conducted to evaluate
the risk factors predisposing to shunt failure,
at Benha University Hospital, Egypt; and
King Fahd Hospital, Al-Madinah, Saudi
Arabia. Patients were considered eligible for
this study if they were undergone revision of
CSF shunt at our departments through a ven-
triculoperitoneal type. Patients who have un-
dergone a CSF shunt procedure outside our
departments were excluded. Patients with

hydrocephalus were grouped into categories
based on cause: aqueductal Stenosis, inter-
ventricular hemorrhage (IVH), postmenin-
gitic, myelominingocele, post-traumatic, and
other table [3]. Risk factors included those
related to the patient's characteristics, intra-
operative details, and postoperative vari-
ables were obtained from the prospective
medical records and anesthetic sheet. Table
[4] All patients underwent follow up in out-
patients clinic at variable period of time and
at least one year postoperatively, the majori-
ty of CSF shunt failures are diagnosed at this
time. The outcome of shunt failure was
based on the patient's clinical features, as
well as laboratory diagnostic tests, radiologi-
cal findings, and intra-operative findings.
The outcome was categorized as shown in
table [5]. For each patient repeated shunt
failure were identified and the risk factors
determined. Each shunt failure was indexed
as a failure level (that is, 1, 2, and 3)

Table (1) Manifestations

t) Mechanical malfunction (about 50o/o of cases)

* Obstruction of )
Ventrlcular end
Valve
Distal end

* Disconnection of the tube )
Proximal to valve
Dlstal to valve

2) Infection (about 5-18o/o of cases)
3) CSF overdrainage

* Acute )
Epidural hematoma
Subdural hematoma

* Chronic )
Subdural hematoma
Subdural hygroma

4 ) Post-s h u nt cra n t osynostosls
5) Pneumocephalus
6) Epirepsy
7) Isolated ventricle
8) Complications unlque to peritoneal shunt

* Inguinal hernia and /or hydrocele
* Pseudocyst
* Peritonitis
* Ascitis
* Visceral perforatlon
* Migration or extrusion

1 )

Table (2) Risk factors related to shunt failure

x Patients characters
- age
- sex (M/F)
- welght (kg)
- head circumference (HC)
- general conclition

* Cause of hydrocephalus
- IV hemorrhage
- myelominingocele
- aqueduct Stenosis
- tumors
- meningitis
- trauma
- others

t Ventricular system
- congenital anomalies
- loculated ventricles

* Type of operation
- emergency
- elective

2) Intnoperavve varlables

3)

* Prophylactic antibiotics
I Operative time (minute)
* Time of opening shunt system

- Immediately pre-insertion
- With other surqical instruments

* handling of shunt system
- One person
- More than one Derson

* Abdominal incision
- Midt ine
- Paramedian

* skull burr hole
- OcciDital
- Others

* CSF leak from wounds
* Premature stitches removal



Table (3) Preoperative variables related to shunt failure

Characters 1" failure
140 oatients

2"s failure
95 Datients

3tc failure
65 Datients

Clinical characters
Age / month (mean)
Sex (o/o male)
Weight /kg (mean)
Head circumference (cm)

Cause of hvdroceohalus

3-60 (40)
52
s-40(2s)
3s-s3(43)

40(28.5olo)
45(32o/o)
15(10.5olo)
24(L7o/o)
s(6.s%)
7(5o/o)

2-4s (2L)
49
3.s -3s(18)
37-ss(46)

20(2Lo/o)
4O(42o/o)
t7(L9o/o)
9(9o/o)
5(5olo)
4Go/o)

o-tz (4)
56
0.e-20(12)
36-60(s1)

12( 18.5olo)
32(49o/o)
L3(2oo/o)
5(7.5o/o)
3(4.5o/o)

aqueduct stenosis
myelominingocele
IV hematoma
Meningitis
Trauma
Others

according to whether it was the first, second,
or third episode of failure.

Results

Total 300 patients underwent 525 shunt
revisions due to failure of their shunt system
formed the basis of our analysis. Complete
follow up data were obtained for all patients.
The pre-operative variables related to shunt
failure are mentioned at table [2]. The most
common patient's characteristics factors re-
lated to shunt failure were the age followed
by weight and head circumference of the pa-
tients. The incidence of the most common
causes of hydrocephalus related to 2nd shunt
failure were myelominingocele (427o), aque-
duct Stenosi s (2IVo), interventricular hemat-
oma (I87o), and post-meningitic (9Vo) table

t3l. The surgical and post-operative vari-
ables related to shunt failure are mentioned
at table [4]. With respect to the surgical pro-
cedure 20 to 407o of the cases were treated
on an emergency basis. Prophylactic antibio-
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tics drugs were used in about 857o of cases.
The median duration of proceddres was 60
minutes. The occipital burr hole was com-
mon site for the insertion of ventricular cath-
eter. The proportion of failure in cases at
which we used a midline abdominal incision
and an occipital burr hole were slightly less
than those in which a paramedian and lateral
burr hole used. There were two post-
operative very important variables related to
the shunt failure, first one was CSF leak
from the wound and the second was the time
of hospital stay which had strong relation to
shunt failure. The post-operative demon-
strated causes related to shunt failure in the
first time were as the following order, ob-
struction occurred in 65Vo, infection in20Vo,
overdrainage in 87o As the number of shunt
failure increased, the proportion of cases in
which obstruction occurred increased. and
those of infection and overdrainage de-
creased table [5 ].
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Table (4) surgicat and postffi

Suroical
Type of operation

Emergency
Prophylactic antibiotics
Operative time by minute (mean)
Time of opening shunt package

Pre-insertion
With surgical inst

Handling of the shunt system
> one person

Abdominal incision
midl ine

Burr hole
occipital

oost-ooerative
CSF leak
Hospital stay >3 days

28 (2Oo/o)
112 (8oo/o)
ts-720 (77)

120 (85o/o)
20 (tSo/o)

85 (6o0lo)

LO9 (7!o/o)

112 (80o/o)

20 (15olo)
95 (680/o)

26 (25olo)
80 (85o/o)
30 -180  (123 )

70 (73o/o)
25 (27o/o)

4O (42o/o)

60 (630lo)

65 (680/o)

28 (3oo/o)
82 (860/o)

26 (4Oo/o)
58 (90olo)
3s -180  (130 )

5O (77o/o)
15 (23olo)

22 (34o/o)

30 (460lo)

35 (54olo)

32 {49o/o)
6O (92o/o)

Table (5) Causes of shunt failure

91 (650/o) 7O (74o/o)
28 (2oo/o) 15 (15olo) 7 ( l2o/o)
11 (8o/o) 2 (4o/o)

2 (3o/o)

2 (1.3o/o)

Discussion

All neurosurgeons struggle with CSF
shunt failure, and most have had profession-
al experiences that lead them to suspect that
particular subgroups of patients, types of
shunt equipment, or surgical techniques
may be the culprits. Identification of risk

factors, however, has been difficult because
of the requirement of a large population of
patients, who are required to undergo fol-
low-up review for a considerable length of
time. In this study we attempted to identify
perioperative risk factors for CSF shunt fail-
ure by using careful prospective observation
of shunt operation in children. In a number
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ofprevious studies the authors have evaluat-
ed risk factors contributing to shunt mal-
function. These studies have essentially been
descriptive or observational in nature, and
interventional studies have been rare. There
are many literatures on CSF diversionary
procedures ln children
I2,3,4,5,9,1 6,21,22,241. Reference to multi-
ple shunt failures, particularly in relation to
patient characteristics, has rarely been made.
The role of age at the time of first shunt in-
sertion has been evaluated previously in sev-
eral observational studies 14, 7,9, 15, 16,
18, 191. In a retrospective study of 170 hy-
drocephalic patients with myelominingocele,
no statistically significant difference in risk
of failure was demonstrated in those patients
undergoing a first placement procedure at
less than and greater than one week of age
lal. In our study the results indicate that age
at the time of first shunt insertion proved to
be an important contributor not only to the
first failure but also to the subsequent failure
levels. Prematurity at first shunt insertion
would presidispose to subsequent shunt revi-
sions is again a fascinating finding, which
may lend further support that some funda-
mental tissue reaction occurs in response to
shunt insertion, and factors such as a poorly
developed immune system, generally poorer
skin condition, and high skin bacterial densi-
ty may be attributable factors for this in-
creased risk t141. Because of the substantial-
ly higher infection risk, alternative to shunt
insertion should be seriously studied for this
age group 16,201. Weight and head circum-
ference (HC) are clearly age-related factors
in this patient population. It has been report-
ed that, patients who weighted less than
3000 gm had no statistically significant dif-
ference in the rate of infection. and there
was a barely significant worse overall shunt
survival rate among patients weighting less
than 3000 gm t161. In 67 patients with neu-
ral tube defects, who underwent a total of
122 shunt procedures, HC at the time of
shunt insertion did not correlate with shunt
survival 1151. Our study indicate that age of
the patient was a better indication of patient

maturity, because age was so highly corre-
lated with weight and HC, and particularly
HC may be influenced by the extent of hy-
drocephalus. Much controversy surrounds
the effect of cause of hydrocephalus on mul-
tiple shunt failures. In a number of studies
the authors have addressed this issue,
I5,7,9,12,13,16,18,19,241. although its role
in repeated failures has not been evaluated.
Three reports have suggested that interven-
tricular hemorrhage (M), t7l. tumor t24I
and neural tube defects [16]. appeared as
significant contributors to shunt failure,
where as in three others - aqueduct stenosis,
postmeningitic, and post-traumatic - causa-
tion did not appear to play a role [12,18,19].
In reports in which only initial insertions
were evaluated, IVH appeared as a causative
factor [9,13]. Our findings revealed that
IVH, postmeningitic, and tumor were a little
significant causative factors in shunt failure.
In our study the presence of postoperative
CSF leak was the strong risk factor for shunt
failure, all the patients who suffered from
CSF leak were underwent revision of their
shunt, it represented about 49Vo as the causa-
tive factors in 3rd shunt failure table [4]. Ab-
haya 1ll described the CSF leak as the
strongest risk factor for shunt infection.
Welch [25] reported CSF leak as the causa-
tive factor in l5%o of shunt infection and Da-
vis [8] described accumulation of CSF at the
operative site as a potential risk factor. In
most cases CSF accumulation indicate an
underlying shunt infection, it may also act as
a conduit for contamination of the underly-
ing shunt system by external skin organisms,
or it may act as a lnarker for poor wound
healing, reflecting an increase risk for infec-
tion and failure of the shunt system. To
avoid this complication meticulous opening
of the dura, choice the site of insertion of the
ventricular catheter and also the proper
wound closure are highly important surgical
procedures.

Conclusion

In conclusion, many risk factors had been
identified for the development of CSF shunt
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failure. Age at first shunt insertion and asso-
ciated congenital anomalies are most impor-
tant patient-related predictors of repeated
shunt failures. Prematurity at first shunt in-
sertion would predispose to subsequent
shunt revisions. Great care should be taken
intraoperatively to avoid a postoperative

CSF leak. Surgeon and attendant personnel

should minimize manual contact with the
shunt system and consider the use of double
gloves. Preoperative antibiotics and reduc-
tion of the hospital stay time should be con-

sidered.

References

1. ABHAYA V KIJLKARM, JAMES M
DRAKE, and MARIA LAMBERTI: Cerebro-
spinal fluid shunt infection: a prospective

study of risk factors. J Neurosurg 94:195-
201,2001

2. ALDRICH EF, IIARMANN P: Disconnec-
tion as a cause of ventriculoperitoneal shunt
malfunction in multicomponent shunt sys-
tems. Pediatr Neurosurg L6:309-312, 1990

3. BORGBJERG BM, GJERRIS F, ALBECK
MJ, et al: Frequency and causes of shunt revi-

sions in different cerebrospinal fluid shunt
types. Acta Neurochir 136:I89-L94, 1995

4. CALDARELLIM, DIROCCO C, LAMAR-

CA F: Shunt complications in the first post-

operative year in children with meningomye-

locele. Childs Nerv Syst 12:748-754,1996

5. CHOIIDHURY AR: Avoidable factors that

conffibute to the complications of ventricu-
loperitoneal shunt in childhood hydrocepha-
lus. Childs Nerv Syst 6:346-349,1990

6, CHOUX M, GENITORI L, LANG D, Et AI:

shunt implantation: reducing the incidence of
shunt infection. J Neurosurg 77:875-880,
1992

7. COZZENS JW, CHANDLER JP: Increased
risk of distal ventriculoperitoneal shunt ob-
struction associated with slit valves or distal
slits in the peritoneal catheter. J Neurosurg

87:682-686,1997

8. DAVIS SE, LEVY ML, MCCOMB JG, at al:

Does age or other factors influence the inci-
dence of ventriculoperitoneal shunt infection.
Pediar Neurosurg 3O:253-257, 1999

9. DI ROCCO C, MARCIIESE E, VELARDI
F: A survey of the first complication of newly
implanted CSF shunt devices for the treat-
ment of nontumoral hydrocephalus. Childs
Nerv Syst LO:321-327, 1994

I0.DRAKE JM, KESTLE JR, Tuli S. CSF
shunts: 50 years on past, present and future.
Child's Nerv Syst 16 (10-11):800-804,2000.

11.DRAKE JM, SAINTE-ROSE C: The Shunt
Book. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Science,
1995, pp 123-192

12.GRIEBEL R, KHAN M, TAN L: CSF shunt
complications: an analysis of conffibutory
facton. Childs Nerv Syst 1:77-80, 1985

13. HAHN YS: Use of the distal double-slit

valve system in children with hydocephalus.

Childs Nerv Syst 10:99-103,1994

I4.JAMES IIE, BEJAR R, GLUCK L, et aI:
Ventriculoperitoneal shunts in high risk new-

boms weighting under 2000 grams: a clinical
report. Neurosurgery 15 :198-2O2,1984

15.LIPTAK GS, MASII.]LIS BS, MCDONALD
JV: Ventricular shunt survival in children
with neural tube defects. Acta Neurochir

74:lL3-117, 1985

16.LIPTAK GS, MCDONALD W: Ventriculop-

eritoneal shunts in children: factors affecting
shunt survival. Pediatr Neurosci 12:289-293.

1985.

IT.PIATT JH JR, CARLSON CV: A search for

determinants of cerebrospinal fluid shunts
survival: retrospective analysis of a l4-year

institutional experience. Pediatr Neurosurg
19:233-242,1993

18. PIATT JH JR: Cerebrospinal fluid shunt fail-
ure: late is different from early. Pediatr Neu-

rosurg 23: 133-139, 1995

19.PIATT JH JR, CARLSON CV: A search for

determinants of cerebrospinal fluid shunt sur-
vival: retrospective analysis of a l4-year in-

stitutional experience. Pediatr Neurosurg

L9:233-242,1993



Risk Factors for Revision of Ventriculoperitoneal 2t7

20. POPLE IR, BAYSTON R, HAYWARD
RD: Infection of cerebrospinal fluid shunts in
infants: a study of etiological factors. J Neu-
rostngT7:29-36,1992

2I.SAINTE-ROSE C: SHTNT OBSTRUC-
TION: a preventable complication? Pediatr
Neurosurg I9:L56I64, L993

22.SAINTE-ROSE C, PIATTJII, RENIER D, Et
aL Mechanical complications in shunts. Pedi-
atr Neurosurg I7 :2-9, I99l

23. SERLO W: Experiences with flow-regulated
shunts (Orbis-Sigma valves) in cases of diffi-
culty in managing hydrocephalus in children.
Childs Nerv Syst 1l:166-169,t995

24. SERLO W, FERNEII E, IIEIKKINEN E, Ct
al: Functions and complications of shunts in
differcnt etiologies of childhood hydrocepha-
lus. Childs Nerv Syst 6:92-94,l99O

25. WELCH K: Residual shunt infection in a pro-
gram aimed at its prevention. Z Kinderchir
28:374-377,1979


