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Abstract
Increasing age and lower pre-operative Glasgow coma score (GCS) are associated with worse outcome after surgery for chronic
subdural haematoma (CSDH). Only few studies have quantified outcomes specific to the very elderly or comatose patients. We aim
to examine surgical outcomes in these patient groups. We analysed data from a prospective multicentre cohort study, assessing the
risk of recurrence, death, and unfavourable functional outcome of very elderly (≥ 90 years) patients and comatose (pre-operative
GCS ≤ 8) patients following surgical treatment of CSDH. Seven hundred eighty-five patients were included in the study. Thirty-two
(4.1%) patients had pre-operative GCS ≤ 8 and 70 (8.9%) patients were aged ≥ 90 years. A higher proportion of comatose patients
had an unfavourable functional outcome (38.7 vs 21.7%; p = 0.03), although similar proportion of comatose (64.5%) and noncomatose patients (61.8%) functionally improved after surgery (p = 0.96). Compared to patients aged < 90 years, a higher proportion of patients aged ≥ 90 years had unfavourable functional outcome (41.2 vs 20.5%; p < 0.01), although approximately half had
functional improvement following surgery. Mortality risk was higher in both comatose (6.3 vs 1.9%; p = 0.05) and very elderly (8.8
vs 1.1%; p < 0.01) groups. There was a trend towards a higher recurrence risk in the comatose group (19.4 vs 9.5%; p = 0.07).
Surgery can still provide considerable benefit to very elderly and comatose patients despite their higher risk of morbidity and
mortality. Further research would be needed to better identify those most likely to benefit from surgery in these groups.
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Introduction
Chronic subdural haematoma (CSDH) is a common neurosurgical condition whose incidence and prevalence increase with
age [1–4]. Surgical drainage is the gold standard treatment for
the management of symptomatic CSDH [5, 6]. Longitudinal
studies have consistently demonstrated that age and preoperative Glasgow coma score (GCS) are associated with
worse surgical outcomes [7, 8]. However, whilst older patients
and comatose patients are in a poorer prognostic group, the
outcomes specific to these patients are not well studied.
Quantifying these would inform clinical judgement.
With an ageing population, determining the optimal management of CSDH in older people is of increasing importance.
Whilst the median age of patients admitted to neurosurgical
units (NSUs) for surgery is 77 [9], no consensus currently
exists in the management of very elderly patients with
CSDH (≥ 90 years old). Surgery may hence be delayed or
refused, because of the increased risk of perioperative morbidity and mortality and the perception of an expected likelihood
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of uniformly poor outcomes [10]. Paradoxically, this vulnerable group may benefit most from urgent surgery [10].
Uncertainties also remain as to whether comatose patients
should undergo surgery at all.
In this study, we analysed data from a prospective
multicentre cohort study to assess the risk of recurrence, risk
of death, and functional outcome of patients aged ≥ 90 and
comatose patients following surgical drainage of CSDH, to
inform decision-making in this population.

Methods
The detailed study protocol for the prospective multicentre
study has been published previously [9, 11]. Briefly, this
was a prospective multicentre cohort study in the UK and
Ireland that aimed to describe the perioperative clinical characteristics and short-term outcomes of patients with CSDH.
There were 26 NSUs recruiting patients during the study period between May 2013 and January 2014. Patients were eligible for the study if they were (1) ≥ 16 years of age; (2)
diagnosed with a primary or recurrent CSDH confirmed on
neuroimaging; and (3) referred to a NSU. CSDH was radiologically defined as a primarily hypodense, isodense, or
mixed-density subdural collection. Patients were excluded
from the study if other pathologies (e.g. subdural empyema,
vascular malformations) were identified during operation or
during subsequent management. There were no pre-specified
criteria for offering surgery to patients with CSDH; the decision was made by the respective consultant neurosurgeon on
duty. Patient data recorded included demographics (age and
gender), baseline characteristics (comorbidities, history of
head injury, antithrombotic drug use, pre-operative clinical
status), and perioperative management (platelet transfusion,
vitamin K use, operation lateralization, operation type, drain
insertion, and post-operative bed rest instructions). Data was
stored using a secure online database that complies with the
Department of Health Information Governance policies. Each
NSU had received local clinical governance approval.

Outcome measures
For this current study, patients with a pre-operative GCS of ≤ 8
were considered as comatose. Patients aged ≥ 90 years were
considered as very elderly. Data from these patients was extracted from the master database for analysis. Outcome measures included recurrence, functional status at discharge, and
mortality. We defined recurrence as radiologically confirmed
symptomatic recurrence requiring re-operation within 60 days
of index admission. There were two functional status outcome
measures. First was the early absolute functional status as
measured using the modified Rankin Scale (mRS) on discharge from NSU. A score of 0–3 had been pre-specified as

favourable, whilst 4–6 as unfavourable. Second is a relative
functional improvement comparing the mRS on discharge
with the pre-operative mRS. This measure was defined post
hoc and was not included in the original protocol [9, 11].
Mortality was defined as death due to any cause that occurred
during admission in the NSU.

Statistical methods
Baseline characteristics were compared using parametric and
non-parametric tests as appropriate. We used chi-square or
Fisher’s exact test to compare outcome measures between
groups. Wilcoxon paired test was used to compare pre- and
post-operative mRS scores within a group. The number of
available outcomes precludes multivariate analyses. All statistical analyses were performed using Stata version 13.0
(StataCrop).

Results
Data was collected for 1205 patients with CSDH referred to 26
NSUs. Seven hundred eighty-five patients (65.1%) were subsequently accepted for NSU admission upon referral and were
included in our study. Of these 785 patients, 32 patients (4.1%)
had GCS ≤ 8 and 70 patients (8.9%) were ≥ 90 years of age.

Patients with GCS ≤ 8 undergoing surgery
Baseline characteristics of patients
with pre-operative GCS ≤ 8
There were 32 patients with pre-operative GCS ≤ 8. The baseline characteristics of these patients are presented in Online
Resource 1. Characteristics of comatose patients were similar
to non-comatose patients. Age, gender, comorbidities, and
peri-operative management were similar between the two
groups. We were unable to compare the baseline characteristics of comatose patients who were transferred with those who
stayed in the referring hospital, as detailed data was not collected for patients not transferred to NSU.
Outcomes of patients with pre-operative GCS ≤ 8
Table 1 summarises outcomes in comatose patients. Two
(6.3%) deaths occurred in the comatose group compared with
the 14 (1.9%) deaths in the non-comatose group (p = 0.05).
There were six (19.4%) recurrences occurring within 60 days
in the comatose group; there was a trend of higher recurrence
risk in the comatose group compared with the risk in the noncomatose group (9.5%) (p = 0.07). The proportion of patients
with unfavourable functional outcome (discharge mRS 4–6) in
the comatose group was higher than that in the non-comatose
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Table 1 Summary table of
outcome measures in comatose
and non-comatose groups.
Patients with incomplete data
were excluded from analyses

Number of events n/N (%)
Comatose group

Non-comatose group

Recurrence within 60 days

6/31 (19.4)

70/733 (9.5)

0.07

Discharge mRS 4–6

12/31 (38.7)

159/733 (21.7)

0.03

No functional improvement

11/31 (35.5)

280/733 (38.2)

0.96

Death

2/32 (6.3)

14/753 (1.9)

0.05

group (p = 0.03). However, comparing the initial mRS with the
discharge mRS using paired analyses, there was a significant
improvement in functional status in both comatose and noncomatose groups following surgery (p < 0.01). A similar proportion of comatose and non-comatose patients functionally
improved after surgery (p = 0.96).

Patients aged ≥ 90 years undergoing surgery
Baseline characteristics of patients aged ≥ 90 years
The baseline characteristics of the 70 patients aged ≥ 90 years
are presented in Online Resource 2. Characteristics of patients
aged ≥ 90 years were similar to patients aged < 90 years except the older group having less male predominance (p =
0.02), higher proportion of patients reporting a history of head
injury within the preceding 3 months (p < 0.01), lower preoperative functional status (p < 0.01), lower pre-operative
GCS (p = 0.04), and more likely to have undergone an operation under local anaesthesia (p < 0.01). Comorbidities and
peri-operative management were otherwise similar between
the two groups. We were unable to compare the baseline characteristics of patients aged ≥ 90 years who were transferred
with those who stayed in the referring hospital, as detailed
data were not collected for patients not transferred to NSU.
Outcomes of patients aged ≥ 90 years
Table 2 summarises the outcomes in the older and younger
groups of patients. Six (8.8%) deaths occurred in the older
group compared with eight (1.1%) in the younger group
(p < 0.01). There was no difference in the risk of recurrence
Table 2 Summary table of outcome measures in older and younger
patients. Patients with incomplete data were excluded from analyses
Number of events n/N (%)

p value

Age ≥ 90 years Age < 90 years
Recurrence within 60 days
Discharge mRS 4–6
No functional improvement
Death

p value

8/68 (11.8)
28/68 (41.2)
35/68 (51.5)
6/68 (8.8)

68/696 (9.8)
143/696 (20.5)
239/696 (34.3)
8/696 (1.1)

0.60
< 0.01
< 0.01
< 0.01

between the older group (11.8%) and the younger group
(9.8%) (p = 0.60). In the older group, there were 28 (41.2%)
patients with an unfavourable functional outcome at discharge
and 35 (51.5%) patients with no functional improvement at
discharge. These proportions were significantly higher than in
the younger group (p < 0.01). However, comparing the initial
mRS with the discharge mRS using paired analyses, there was
a significant improvement in functional status in both older
and younger groups following surgery (p < 0.01).
In our cohort, there were three patients aged ≥ 90 years
presenting in a coma. They all had poor functional status
pre-operatively. One patient died; the remaining had same or
worse functional outcome following surgery.

Discussion
About a tenth of the patients referred to neurosurgery were ≥
90 years of age in our study, which is similar to a populationbased study [12]. Similar to our findings, previous studies
have reported increased mortality following CSDH surgery
in patients aged ≥ 90 years [7, 8, 13–15]. We also found that
a higher proportion of patients aged ≥ 90 years had
unfavourable outcome and about half did not have functional
improvement post-operatively. Multiple comorbidities, reduced physiological reserve, worse pre-morbid functional status, and the natural increased risk of death in very elderly
people are all factors that are likely to contribute towards this.
We also found that increasing age does not appear to be associated with increased recurrence risk, consistent with previous
studies [9, 12, 16–20].
In addition to higher mortality, patients aged ≥ 90 years had
worse functional outcome compared to younger patients. In
fact, in a recent large Japanese population-based study, analysis of a subgroup of 5414 patients aged ≥ 90 found that
56.8% had a poor outcome (mRS 3–6) and under 40% of them
were discharged home [12]. Whilst patients aged ≥ 90 had
worse functional status pre-operatively, our findings support
this observation. Our findings also demonstrate an overall
significant improvement in functional status after surgery in
the paired analyses. This benefit from surgery was not seen in
all very elderly patients. It is also not possible to know from
our data whether these functional improvements were
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sufficient to impact on the patient’s quality of life. Future
studies should aim to identify factors that predict which very
elderly patients are most likely to make functional benefits.
We could not exclude further improvements made by very
elderly patients following their discharge from hospital; however, mid-term and long-term data were not collected as part
of this study.
Under 3% of all the referred patients in this cohort were in
coma (GCS ≤ 8), which is similar to a Scandinavian
population-based cohort [17]. Other studies based in Iran
[16] and India [7] reported a much higher proportion of comatose patients (10 and 14% respectively), presumably
reflecting variations in referral practices. We found that comatose patients had worse functional outcome at discharge and
higher mortality risk compared to non-comatose patients.
Previous single-institutional retrospective study with a subgroup of 92 surgically treated comatose patients reported
30% death and 35% moderate to severe disability risk [7].
This can be explained by their worse functional baseline on
admission, since pre-operative mRS is a predictor of postoperative outcome [9]. We also observed a trend towards
higher recurrence risk in comatose patients which did not
reach statistical significance.
Nonetheless, in a subset of comatose patients, there may be
benefit to surgery. In the paired analyses, we found an overall
significant improvement in functional status following surgery in comatose patients. Duration of coma and pupillary
reaction could influence surgical outcome in comatose patients [21] and this may explain why surgery was not beneficial in all comatose patients. Duration of coma and pupillary
reaction were not collected as part of this study and we were
therefore unable to confirm nor refute these relationships.
Interestingly, similar proportions of comatose and noncomatose patients functionally improved following surgery.
Low GCS is associated with poorer outcomes [7, 8], but
should not be used for patient selection alone. The context
of the patient’s overall condition is important.
Overall, our findings support the notion that comatose and
very elderly patients with CSDH are at a higher risk of morbidity and mortality from surgery. However, advanced age and
low GCS do not preclude clinical improvement and so these
patients should not be routinely denied surgery. With improved understanding of the pathophysiology of CSDH [22,
23], effective non-surgical therapies may potentially obviate
the need for surgery in these vulnerable patient groups. But for
now, non-surgical management provides little to no functional
improvement [13, 14]. Surgery remains the gold standard
treatment for the management of symptomatic CSDH [5, 6].
Although we have demonstrated that surgery can significantly improve outcomes for the very elderly and comatose,
patients will vary in their acceptance of the trade-off against
surgical risk [24, 25]. The impact on outcomes following
surgery reported in recent randomised controlled trials such

as DECRA [26] and RESCUEicp [27] have highlighted that
patients’ opinion on whether a particular surgical outcome is
considered as improvement or not will vary. Our data will
assist clinicians in providing patients, their relatives, and their
carers with a realistic assessment of the likely benefits of
surgery.
Our study has several limitations. There are differences in
baseline characteristics in the subgroups of interest and their
comparison groups. Analyses adjusting for potential confounders were not possible due to the few outcome events in
the small subgroups, which prevented multivariate analyses.
This study design did not record the criteria for patient selection and these criteria are likely to be different between NSUs.
Because of this, we were unable to comment on or recommend factors to consider when assessing patients in these
high-risk groups. Further research would be needed in order
to better identify pre-operatively which comatose and very
elderly patients are likely to benefit the most from surgery.
Our dichotomy of age groups did not lend us to examine the
association between increasing age and outcome, though this
was not our objective. Although we are able to focus on the
high-risk groups of patients aged ≥ 90 years or in a coma, fully
adjusted analyses to examine outcomes were not achievable
due to paucity of outcome events. We were unable to examine
patients aged ≥ 90 years who are comatose due to small patient
numbers. Future studies should explore this combined highrisk group. Our study design did not allow longer term
following-up of these patients beyond 60 days.
In conclusion, patients aged ≥ 90 years or are comatose preoperatively are in a high-risk group with increased mortality
and morbidity. Surgical management has a role in achieving
more favourable outcomes in carefully selected patients. The
challenge is to develop a strategy to identify those who will
improve with surgery from those who will not.
Acknowledgments Peter Hutchinson is supported by a Research
Professorship from the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR), the
NIHR Cambridge Biomedical Research Centre, a European Union Seventh
Framework Program grant (CENTER-TBI; grant no. 602150), and the
Royal College of Surgeons of England. Angelos Kolias is supported by a
Clinical Lectureship, School of Clinical Medicine, University of Cambridge.
British Neurosurgical Trainee Research Collaborative collaborators
Afshari FT, Ahmed AI, Alli S, Al-Mahfoudh R, Bal J, Belli A, Borg A,
Bulters D, Carleton-Bland N, Chari A, Coope D, Coulter IC, Cowie CJ,
Critchley G, Dambatta S, D’Aquino D, Dhamija B, Dobson G, Fam MD,
Gray WP, Gregson BA, Grover PJ, Halliday J, Hamdan A, Hill CS,
Jamjoom AAB, Joannides AJ, Jones TL, Joshi SM, Kailaya-Vasan A,
Karavasili V, Khan SA, King AT, Kuenzel A, Livermore LJ, Lo W,
Marcus HJ, Ma rtin J , M atloob S , M itchell P, Mowle D ,
Narayanamurthy H, Nelson RJ, Ngoga D, Noorani I, O’Reilly G,
Othman H, Owusu-Agyemang K, Manjunath Prasad KS, Plaha P,
Pollock J, Prasad KS, Price R, Pringle C, Ray A, Reaper J, Scotton W,
Shapey J, Simms N, Smith S, Statham P, Steele L, St George J, Stovell
MG, Tarnaris A, Teo M, Thomson S, Thorne L, Vintu M, Whitfield P,
Wilson M, Wilby M, Woodfield J, Zaben M

Neurosurg Rev

Compliance with ethical standards

13.

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no conflicts of
interest.

14.

Ethical approval Ethical approval is not applicable as this study is the
analysis of patient subgroups from a previously published study. The
Academic Committee of the Society of British Neurological Surgeons
(SBNS) approved the protocol of the original study. The original study
was supported by the SBNS and formed part of the Neurosurgical
National Audit Program.
Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link
to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Foelholm R, Waltimo O (1975) Epidemiology of chronic subdural
haematoma. Acta Neurochir 32:247–250
Adhiyaman V, Asghar M, Ganeshram KN, Bhowmick BK
(2002) Chronic subdural haematoma in the elderly. Postgrad
Med J 78:71–75
Dumont TM, Rughani AI, Goeckes T, Tranmer BI (2013) Chronic
subdural hematoma: a sentinel health event. World Neurosurg 80:
889–892
Karibe H, Kameyama M, Kawase M, Hirano T, Kawaguchi T,
Tominaga T (2011) Epidemiology of chronic subdural hematomas.
No Shinkei Geka 39:1149–1153
Goldstein H, Sonabend AM, Connolly ES (2012) Chronic subdural
hematomas: perspective on current treatment paradigms. World
Neurosurgery 78:66–68
Rahimi-Movaghar V, Rasouli MR, Albright AL (2010)
Management of chronic subdural haematoma. Lancet 375:195
Ramachandran R, Hegde T (2007) Chronic subdural hematomas—
causes of morbidity and mortality. Surg Neurol 67:367–372 discussion 372-373
Pilitsis J, Atwater B, Warden D, Deck G, Carroll J, Smith J, Ng SC,
Tseng J (2013) Outcomes in octogenarians with subdural hematomas. Clin Neurol Neurosurg 115:1429–1432
Brennan PM, Kolias AG, Joannides AJ et al (2016) The management and outcome for patients with chronic subdural hematoma: a
prospective, multicenter, observational cohort study in the United
Kingdom. J Neurosurg:1–8
Shapey J, Glancz LJ, Brennan PM (2016) Chronic subdural
haematoma in the elderly: is it time for a new paradigm in management? Curr Geriatr Rep 5:71–77
Coulter IC, Kolias AG, Marcus HJ, Ahmed AI, Alli S, al-Mahfoudh R,
Borg A, Cowie CJA, Hill CS, Joannides AJ, Jones TL, Kailaya-Vasan
A, Livermore JL, Narayanamurthy H, Ngoga D, Shapey J, Tarnaris A,
Gregson BA, Gray WP, Nelson RJ, Hutchinson PJ, Brennan PM, UK
Neurosurgical Research Network, British Neurosurgical Trainee
Research Collaborative (2014) Proposal for a prospective multi-centre
audit of chronic subdural haematoma management in the United
Kingdom and Ireland. Br J Neurosurg 28:199–203
Toi H, Kinoshita K, Hirai S et al (2017) Present epidemiology of
chronic subdural hematoma in Japan: analysis of 63,358 cases recorded in a national administrative database. J Neurosurg:1–7

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

Tabuchi S, Kadowaki M (2014) Chronic subdural hematoma in
patients over 90 years old in a super-aged society. J Clin Med Res
6:379–383
Lee L, Ker J, Ng HY, Munusamy T, King NKK, Kumar D, Ng WH
(2015) Outcomes of chronic subdural hematoma drainage in nonagenarians and centenarians: a multicenter study. J Neurosurg 124:
546–551
Miranda LB, Braxton E, Hobbs J, Quigley MR (2011) Chronic
subdural hematoma in the elderly: not a benign disease. J
Neurosurg 114:72–76
Amirjamshidi A, Abouzari M, Eftekhar B, Rashidi A, Rezaii J,
Esfandiari K, Shirani A, Asadollahi M, Aleali H (2007)
Outcomes and recurrence rates in chronic subdural haematoma.
Br J Neurosurg 21:272–275
Bartek J, Sjåvik K, Ståhl F, Kristiansson H, Solheim O, Gulati S,
Sagberg LM, Förander P, Jakola AS (2017) Surgery for chronic
subdural hematoma in nonagenarians: a Scandinavian populationbased multicenter study. Acta Neurol Scand 136:516–520. https://
doi.org/10.1111/ane.12764
Ohba S, Kinoshita Y, Nakagawa T, Murakami H (2013) The risk
factors for recurrence of chronic subdural hematoma. Neurosurg
Rev 36:145–150
Torihashi K, Sadamasa N, Yoshida K, Narumi O, Chin M,
Yamagata S (2008) Independent predictors for recurrence of chronic subdural hematoma: a review of 343 consecutive surgical cases.
Neurosurgery 63:1125–1129
Song DH, Kim YS, Chun HJ, Yi HJ, Bak KH, Ko Y, Oh SJ
(2014) The predicting factors for recurrence of chronic subdural
hematoma treated with burr hole and drainage. Korean J
Neurotrauma 10:41–48
Agawa Y, Mineharu Y, Tani S, Adachi H, Imamura H, Sakai N
(2016) Bilateral chronic subdural hematoma is associated with rapid progression and poor clinical outcome. Neurol Med Chir (Tokyo)
56:198–203
Kolias AG, Chari A, Santarius T, Hutchinson PJ (2014) Chronic
subdural haematoma: modern management and emerging therapies.
Nat Rev Neurol 10:570–578
Edlmann E, Giorgi-Coll S, Whitfield PC, Carpenter KLH,
Hutchinson PJ (2017) Pathophysiology of chronic subdural
haematoma: inflammation, angiogenesis and implications for pharmacotherapy. J Neuroinflammation 14:108
Wee CC, Hamel MB, Apovian CM, Blackburn GL, BolcicJankovic D, Colten ME, Hess DT, Huskey KW, Marcantonio ER,
Schneider BE, Jones DB (2013) Expectations for weight loss and
willingness to accept risk among patients seeking weight loss surgery. JAMA Surg 148:264–271
Hussain AI, Garratt AM, Brunborg C, Aakhus S, Gullestad L,
Pettersen KI (2016) Eliciting patient risk willingness in clinical
consultations as a means of improving decision-making of aortic
valve replacement. J Am Heart Assoc 5:e002828. https://doi.org/
10.1161/JAHA.115.002828
Cooper DJ, Rosenfeld JV, Murray L, Arabi YM, Davies AR,
D'Urso P, Kossmann T, Ponsford J, Seppelt I, Reilly P, Wolfe R,
DECRA Trial Investigators, Australian and New Zealand Intensive
Care Society Clinical Trials Group (2011) Decompressive
craniectomy in diffuse traumatic brain injury. N Engl J Med 364:
1493–1502
Hutchinson PJ, Kolias AG, Timofeev IS, Corteen EA, Czosnyka M,
Timothy J, Anderson I, Bulters DO, Belli A, Eynon CA, Wadley J,
Mendelow AD, Mitchell PM, Wilson MH, Critchley G, Sahuquillo
J, Unterberg A, Servadei F, Teasdale GM, Pickard JD, Menon DK,
Murray GD, Kirkpatrick PJ, RESCUEicp Trial Collaborators
(2016) Trial of decompressive craniectomy for traumatic intracranial hypertension. N Engl J Med 375:1119–1130

