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Retained Blood Syndrome After Cardiac Surgery
A New Look at an Old Problem

Edward M. Boyle, Jr, MD,* A. Marc Gillinov, MD,} William E. Cohn, MD,f S. Jill Ley, RN,§
Theodor Fischlein, MD,/| and Louis P Perrault, MD, PhDY

Abstract: Retained blood occurs when drainage systems fail to ad-
equately evacuate blood during recovery from cardiothoracic surgery.
As aresult, a spectrum of mechanical and inflammatory complications
can ensue in the acute, subacute, and chronic setting. The objectives
of this review were to define the clinical syndrome associated with
retained blood over the spectrum of recovery and to review existing
literature regarding how this may lead to complications and contrib-
utes to poor outcomes. To better understand and prevent this con-
stellation of clinical complications, a literature review was conducted,
which led us to create a new label that better defines the clinical entity
we have titled retained blood syndrome. Analysis of published reports
revealed that 13.8% to 22.7% of cardiac surgical patients develop one
or more components of retained blood syndrome. This can present in
the acute, subacute, or chronic setting, with different pathophysiologic
mechanisms active at different times. The development of retained
blood syndrome has been linked to other clinical outcomes, including
the development of postoperative atrial fibrillation and infection and
the need for hospital readmission. Grouping multiple objectively
measurable and potentially preventable postoperative complications
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that share a common etiology of retained blood over the continuum of
recovery demonstrates a high prevalence of retained blood syndrome.
This suggests the need to develop, implement, and test clinical strategies
to enhance surgical drainage and reduce postoperative complications in
patients undergoing cardiothoracic surgery.

Key Words: Bleeding, Tamponade, Postoperative care,
Hemothorax, Pleural effusion.
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ostoperative bleeding is common in patients recovering

from heart surgery.'? Reliable postoperative evacuation of
shed blood is imperative during this time frame to facilitate
mediastinal decompression and pulmonary reexpansion, par-
ticularly in the early hours after surgery. Chest drainage tubes
are required to maintain adequate evacuation of shed blood
during bleeding episodes. Chest tubes, however, often become
occluded by clotted blood, leading to unevacuated retained
blood around the heart and lungs. In a survey of cardiothoracic
surgeons and specialty cardiac surgery nurses, 100% had seen
chest tube clogging in their patients clinically, and a large
majority reported adverse events related to retained blood.? In a
recent prospective observational study, 36% of chest tubes were
noted to be occluded after routine heart surgery, and a majority
of obstructions were in the part of the chest tube in the chest
and therefore unrecognized by intensive care unit (ICU) care
providers.* Once retained blood clots outside the chest tubes, it
accumulates in the pericardial and or pleural spaces and can
result in acute mechanical compression of the heart and lungs,
or in smaller volumes, it may be a powerful driver of local in-
flammation within the pericardial and pleural spaces, leading to
effusions or late fibrosis.

A more comprehensive and unifying composite de-
scription of this clinical entity is needed to better study the
incidence and clinical consequences of retained blood over the
continuum of recovery and create measureable targets for
quality improvement initiatives that improve these outcomes.
Considered as a composite, retained postsurgical blood may
result in a group of conditions that include interventions for
tamponade and/or hemothorax in the acute setting, pericardial
and/or pleural effusions subacutely, or fibrosis in the chronic
setting. Because this is a collection of conditions over time
with a unifying root cause, we term this composite constellation
of related complications the retained blood syndrome (RBS)
(Fig. 1). The purposes of this review were to define this clinical
entity of RBS and delineate its presentation and impact on acute,
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FIGURE 1. Retained blood syndrome includes any combination
of hemothorax, pericardial tamponade, pleural effusion, and
pericardial effusion.

subacute, and chronic clinical outcomes. This is viewed as an
essential first step in the development and testing of clinical
protocols and quality initiatives that may lessen the impact of
these complications during cardiothoracic surgical recovery.

Why Is a New Label Needed?

Acute tamponade, subacute effusions, and chronic fibrosis
around the heart and lungs have been described and studied for
years as separate entities, usually ignoring their common root
cause of retained blood. There is a growing body of biologic
literature linking coagulation to inflammation and fibrosis
coupled with a renewed focus on quality improvement that
spurred interest in the study of RBS and its prevention.

There is overlap between RBS and postpericardiotomy
syndrome (PPS), which was first described in the 1950s in pa-
tients after myocardial infarction and later in the 1960s after heart
surgery.>® A diagnosis of PPS rests on relatively nonspecific
signs and symptoms of pleural and pericardial inflammation such
as fever without alternative cause, pleuritic chest pain, friction
rub, and evidence of new or worsening pleural or pericardial
effusions (Table 1).7-® This diagnosis of PPS requires the pres-
ence of two of s findings and is demonstrated in 10% to 40% of
patients after heart surgery.” This definition has limited utility
because of its reliance on subjective clinical measures (eg,
pleuritic chest pain) and lack of defined imaging criteria, as ef-
fusions are common to some degree in a majority of patients.’
Initially, PPS was thought to be an autoimmune response, pos-
sibly triggered by a virus, whereby the patient develops
antimyocardial antibodies against their own myocardial or
pericardial cells.'® Numerous prospective studies have been
performed using potent drug regimens to broadly blunt the im-
mune response, yet none has been uniformly successful in re-
ducing PPS.!'"!3 This further supports recent data suggesting
that the inflammation associated with PPS is not mediated by
an autoimmune process.'®!3
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TABLE 1. RBS Versus PPS

RBS (Based on the
Presence of at Least One)

PPS (Based on the
Presence of at Least Two)

Pleural effusion/hemothorax Friction rub
requiring drainage

Pericardial effusion requiring drainage  Fever without evidence of infection

Reexploration for washout of blood Pleuritic chest pain

Interventions for postoperative
pericardial constriction

Evidence of pleural effusions

Interventions for postoperative
fibrothorax

Evidence of new or worsening
pericardial effusion

RBS, retained blood syndrome; PPS, postpericardiotomy syndrome.

Although the old concept of PPS was useful description
in the past, new scientific evidence suggests the need to refine
the definition and to consider other hypothesis that may be more
plausible and linked to potentially preventable root causes. We
hypothesized that the root cause is retained blood and that the
retained blood may ultimately drives an inflammatory response
in the acute, subacute, and chronic setting that ensues. Working
within this framework, strategies to prevent retained blood may
help prevent these adverse outcomes.

Retained intrathoracic blood is common after cardio-
thoracic surgery and readily measured. Current data reveal the
incidence of retained blood requiring removal by reopening the
surgical incision and washout of the pericardial and pleural
spaces, insertion of a new chest tube, or percutaneous peri-
cardial or pleural drainage to be 13.8% to 22.7% (Table 2). In
the last 30 years, there has been an exponential growth in our
understanding of how coagulation leads directly to localized
inflammation, both clinically after heart surgery and at the basic
science level. Much has been learned about the natural history
of ensuing localized and systemic inflammation that begins
acutely and then transitions to subacute or chronic conditions,
if unrelieved. A preponderance of data now leads us to suggest
that this localized inflammatory response in the pleura and

TABLE 2. Reported Occurrence of Interventions for RBS After
Heart Surgery

RBS Incidence Investigators
Acute interventions 253/6015  (4.2%) Moulton et al'®
47/1188 (4.0%) Christensen et al'
566/18,891  (3.0%) Vivacqua et al'”
148/2297  (6.4%) Price et al'®
Total 3.0%—6.4%
Subacute pericardial 10/510 (2%) Russo et al'”
117/5818  (2.0%) Pompilio et al?°
260/21,416 (1.2%) Ashikhmina et al*!
Total 1.2%-2.0%
Subacute pleural 12/202 (9.4%) Lancey et al??
41/345 (11.9%) Payne et al**
Total 9.4%-11.9%
Chronic (0.2%-2.4%) Gaudino et al?*

Estimated RBS incidence 13.8%22.7%

RBS, retained blood syndrome.
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pericardium is more likely caused by retained blood rather than
by an antibody-mediated autoimmune response. To optimally

prevent and treat these common conditions,

tion of the problem is needed, which considers the composite
of these diagnoses, over the continuum of recovery, with a
mutual root cause, which we believe is best labeled RBS. Ulti-
mately, this updated definition will help investigators develop
ways to study and prevent the constellation of complications re-

lated to retained blood.

Retained Blood Syndrome: Chronol
Definitions

Clinically, RBS can present on a spectrum over time. Thus,
RBS can be subdivided further into acute RBS, subacute RBS,
and chronic RBS (Fig. 2) Acute RBS is the most dramatic and is
usually recognized in the first few hours after arrival in the ICU.
Acute RBS manifests as high-volume blood accumulation with

clot that requires washout. Subacute RBS presents close to or
after discharge during early recovery, manifested as bloody
and inflammatory effusions. Chronic RBS develops insidiously
over months to years and is characterized by pericardial and
pleural fibrosis. Along this spectrum, the common root cause
may be inadequate evacuation of shed blood that may ultimately
impact the local inflammatory state as well as the patient’s
physiologic recovery.

a refined defini-

Acute RBS

Acute RBS is defined as clinically relevant retained blood
requiring removal from the pericardial or pleural spaces in the
first 24 to 48 hours after heart surgery. This can be objectively
tracked by monitoring any invasive procedure needed to remove
or wash out retained blood or blood clot via early reexploration.
These objective and measureable interventions are specifically
coded for and are included in The Society of Thoracic Surgeons
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FIGURE 2. Incomplete evacuation of postsurgical blood causes RBS, which can cause acute, subacute, or chronic complications.
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and other data registries. Based on these data, approximately
3% to 6% of patients currently require reexploration early after
cardiac surgery, primarily for identification and repair of major
surgical bleeding.!”?>2% In 30% to 50% of reexplorations for
mediastinal hemorrhage, no obvious bleeding source can be
identified.!”> In these cases, the surgeon simply reopens and
washes out retained blood and clot. This is a common finding
for patients with coagulopathy, where the reexploration rates
are considerably higher. The rationale for early surgical in-
tervention is often tamponade because unevacuated shed
blood clots outside the chest tubes and mechanically com-
presses the heart, lungs, and great vessels. It can be speculated
that in some of these patients, reexploration could be avoided
if adequate drainage of shed blood could be assured during
correction of coagulopathy. Even patients with surgical sources
of bleeding found on reexploration often have large medias-
tinal clot burden, again necessitating a washout of retained
blood. Acute RBS can also present as a retained hemothorax
early after heart surgery, which could potentially be cleared by
adding an additional chest tube or again require reexploration
to remove and wash out clot from around the lung. These pro-
cedures are also coded for and can easily be monitored with
existing databases.

Subacute RBS

Subacute RBS is defined as the need for invasive inter-
ventions to drain bloody pericardial and pleural effusions in the
weeks and months after heart surgery. This is objectively moni-
tored by measuring how many patients need pericardiocentesis,
pericardial window, thoracentesis, or a new chest tube for effu-
sions after heart surgery. These effusions develop when smaller
volumes of unevacuated blood around the heart and lungs ac-
cumulate without being drained, in the early hours after heart
surgery. Our hypothesis is that an inflammatory process may
develop, leading to effusions that worsen over the ensuing days or
weeks. Persistent bloody fluid around the heart can be demon-
strated in 60% to 85% of cardiac surgery patients.2*3° Although
most pericardial effusions are small, are subclinical, and resolve
over time, 1.5% to 2% are large enough to require subsequent
drainage.?%2!3% Similarly, pleural fluid is a common finding in
patients recovering from heart surgery, noted in nearly 42% to
91% of patients based on imaging studies.?'3 The natural his-
tory for many of these effusions is to remain subclinical and re-
solve over time. At 1 month postoperatively, however, nearly 10%
of cardiac surgery patients continue to have symptomatic bloody
pleural effusions that occupy at least 25% of the hemithorax
and require drainage.3*3> Most patients typically require be-
tween one and three thoracenteses to evacuate these effusions,
which3#33 can persist beyond 1 month and lead to fibrothorax,
with lung entrapment in severe cases.>® Most pleural effusions
occur on the left, particularly when the pleural space is opened
to take down the internal mammary artery.>”-3® This suggests
that fluid in the left chest can drain dependently from the
pericardial and mediastinal spaces and chest wall.3>3° Yet,
even in the absence of a surgically opened pleural space, ef-
fusions often occur on the left, especially in the presence of a
pericardial effusion. This suggests an association between
pericardial inflammation and the development of pleural ef-
fusion in the absence of a pleurotomy.”!

Copyright © 2015 by the International Society for Minimally Invasive Cardiothoracic Surgery

Chronic RBS

Chronic RBS is defined as the need to perform surgery to
relieve the complications of fibrosis around the heart or lungs in
the months or years after heart surgery. Currently, a definitive
link between retained blood and chronic fibrosis has not been
established; however, we hypothesize that such a link exists.
The natural history of inflammatory effusions is that they either
resolve or may continue on to a fibrotic response.*>*! When
examined closely for fibrotic constriction, patients with persis-
tent effusions commonly demonstrate left chest pleural fibro-
sis.31#! Perhaps, the most well-known case is that of former
US President Bill Clinton, who developed a well-publicized
entrapped lung from fibrosis after a coronary artery bypass op-
eration.*> Although fibrothorax is more common, chronic fibro-
sis can also occur in the pericardial space as a result of chronic
inflammation from retained blood. Gaudino et al** termed this
phenomenon postoperative constrictive pericarditis and de-
tailed a constellation of symptoms including dyspnea, a re-
quirement for supplemental oxygen, and diminished exercise
tolerance. In their review, they cited the impact of retained blood,
subsequent pericardial effusion, and the association of resulting
inflammatory cytokines and growth factors as contributing to
this fibrosis, which was demonstrated in 0.2% to 2.4% of patients
after heart surgery.

An objective measure of this outcome is the need for
surgical treatment for fibrosis around the heart and lungs. Once
fibrothorax or constrictive pericarditis occur, decortication
and/or pericardiectomy may be required in an attempt to sal-
vage physiologic end-organ function.*> Although symptomatic
relief can be dramatic for some, these procedures carry high
morbidity and mortality, leading some to pursue medical therapy
that has been shown to be relatively ineffective.

Pathophysiology of RBS

A modern understanding of the pathophysiology of
acute, subacute, and chronic RBS links unevacuated blood to
all of these conditions. For acute RBS, the pathophysiology
is related to impaired physiology due to mechanical com-
pression of the heart and lungs. For subacute and chronic RBS,
an inflammatory condition may ensue as a direct result of the
impact of coagulation on the mesothelial lining of the peri-
cardium and pleura that drive the development of effusions and
later fibrosis.

Acute RBS

The rate of bleeding and volume of shed blood that is
unevacuated determine whether a patient presents with acute or
subacute RBS. Dixon et al** demonstrated that the volume of
chest drainage directly correlates with cardiac and respiratory
decompensation postoperatively and found evidence suggesting
arole for chest tube clogging in the development of acute RBS.
They found that the greater the bleeding, the higher the risk of
acute RBS with physiologic impairment due to mechanical
compression of the heart or lungs. This explains why patients
with acute RBS consistently have far worse outcomes; the me-
chanical compression of the heart and/or lungs leads to enough
cardiopulmonary compromise to physiologically impair all organ
systems, considerably increasing mortality and the length and
complexity of recovery.' %23 Although blood evacuation strategies
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will not impact if a patient has surgical bleeding, they may allow
the patient to be returned to the operating room with less phys-
iologic compromise or avoid take-backs where surgical bleeding
is not found. Thus, improving blood evacuation will not pre-
vent surgical bleeding but may prevent RBS. Further studies are
needed to determine if protocols that achieve more complete
blood evacuation in bleeding patients will improve acute out-
comes related to reduced acute RBS.

Subacute RBS

While it is tempting to speculate that postoperative
pleural and pericardial effusions are related to heart failure,
where transudative effusions predominate, heart failure alone
does not seem to be a major contributing factor. In a majority of
effusions seen after heart surgery, cytologic and chemical anal-
ysis reveals them to be bloody, inflammatory, and exudative,
linking these to retained blood.?!*>

Previous work attempted to link these PPS effusions to
antimyocardial antibodies, suggesting an autoimmune etiol-
ogy.'%4 Growing evidence suggests that this is not a simple
antibody response to incising the heart or pericardium. #1547
With a more complete understanding of the inflammatory re-
sponse that follows coagulation, a more plausible explanation
is that once retained blood eventually clots within the pleural
or pericardial spaces, thrombin and fibrin are generated. Both
thrombin and fibrin are powerful chemoattractants of inflam-
matory cells that have been shown to drive a subacute localized
inflammatory response by stimulating the mesothelial cells that
line the pericardium and pleura to release inflammatory cy-
tokines, possibly influenced by neutrophils and monocytes re-
cruited to the site of inflammation.*® Recently, Kramer et al*’
definitively demonstrated such an inflammatory intrapericardial
response with increased concentrations of postoperative peri-
cardial hemolized blood, oxidized hemoglobin, neutrophils, and
monocytes from fluid from chest tubes in patients recovering
from heart surgery. This shows that inflammatory responses
capable of generating oxidative stress and subsequent cytokine-
mediated inflammatory activation are present clinically in the
pericardium, which might contribute to the local inflamma-
tion, which may contribute to the development of exudative
effusions.’%>!

One cytokine that may play a prominent role in this process
of exudative effusion production is vascular endothelial growth
factor (VEGF), a known permeability inducing agent.>>3
Studies have shown high levels of VEGF receptors on meso-
thelial cells and elevated VEGF levels in exudative effusions.>?
Biologically, VEGFs are known to play a principal role in pleural
and pericardial cellular permeability, leading to exudative effu-
sions.>? This occurs because mesothelial cells recruit inflam-
matory cells in a thrombin-mediated process that up-regulates
VEGF production, leading to increased permeability, generating
persistent effusions. Once stimulated by VEGE mesothelial cells
separate and leak serosanguinous fluid from the interstitial
spaces into the pleural and pericardial spaces. This ongoing in-
flammatory reaction to clot may also provide an explanation
for why exudative effusions often reaccumulate, even after
several drainage procedures have been performed, contributing
to delayed recovery and readmissions.>>>* Further studies are
needed to determine if limiting the amount of this retained blood
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can result in a reduction in clinically significant effusions after
heart surgery.

Chronic RBS

Biologically, there is a well-described continuum be-
tween bleeding and clot-induced inflammation, leading to in-
flammatory, exudative bloody effusions in the subacute setting,
and the subsequent development of late pleural or pericardial
fibrosis chronically.*>>3 In contrast to the typical balance
between fibrinolysis and coagulation in the pleural and peri-
cardial spaces, some clinical, preclinical, and basic science
studies suggest a disorder in fibrin turnover subsequent to a
proinflammatory and procoagulant response, which is respon-
sible for pleural and pericardial fibrosis.>*>>® When coagulation
ofretained blood occurs in these spaces, a fibrin neomatrix forms,
creating the initial adhesions. Then, either a fibrinolytic response
dominated by local tissue-type plasminogen activator clears the
clot (leading to resolution) or an antifibrinolytic response dom-
inated by plasminogen activator inhibitor prevents fibrinolysis,
contributing to the subsequent fibrotic response.*’ It is possible
that in some cases, a more pronounced procoagulant response,
driven by retained blood, tips the scale toward fibrosis over fi-
brinolysis. It is feasible that this process leads to pleural and
pericardial adhesions often found upon reoperation years later,
thus increasing the difficulty, morbidity, and mortality seen with
reoperative procedures. Although fibrosis may resolve over
time, persistence can result in impaired long-term cardiac and
respiratory dysfunction.** Further studies are needed to test the
hypothesis that retained blood contributes to fibrosis in the
pericardial or pleural spaces clinically in patients recovering from
heart surgery.

Further studies are also needed to determine if limiting
the amount of clot retained around the heart and lungs at the
time of surgery will lessen the potential for long-term fibrotic
complications in the pleural or pericardial spaces in the
months and years after surgery.

RBS and Other Postoperative Complications

A growing body of literature suggests links between re-
tained blood and the development of postoperative atrial fibril-
lation (POAF) and other complications. Postoperative atrial
fibrillation is one of the most common complications after heart
surgery, occurring in 20% to 60% of patients, and is a leading
cause of hospital readmissions.” Patients with occluded chest
tubes have been shown to have a higher rate of POAF.# In ad-
dition, several studies have demonstrated that more complete
postoperative drainage of the pericardium reduces the incidence
of POAF.>%%° In a prospective study, Ege et al®® demonstrated a
reduction in POAF from 23.8% to 11.3% by using a redundant
multidrainage tube strategy to reduce retained blood. In a similar
study, Eryilmaz et al®' reduced the incidence of POAF from
32.7% to 10.4% with a protocol aimed at minimizing retained
pericardial blood early after operation. In all of these studies,
there seems to be a link between pericardial effusion and de-
velopment of POAF. Although the precise mechanism behind
this effect is unclear, reduced inflammation from minimizing
retained blood and clot in the pericardium may be contributory.

In addition, retained blood can impact the development
of wound infections, although this link has not been studied
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specifically after cardiac surgery. There is a clear association
between retained blood and infection (empyema) in chest trauma
patients,®>%3 where clot left behind has been shown to be a nidus
for infection. Further outcome studies are warranted that will
determine if limiting RBS reduces postoperative infections and
other complications after cardiac surgery.

The link among RBS, POAF, and infections could be
important in efforts to reduce hospital readmissions after heart
surgery. The leading causes of 30-day readmissions currently
include infection, POAF, and interventions for pleural and peri-
cardial effusions, making this an attractive target for modern
quality improvement strategies. 4646

Developing Strategies to Measure and Prevent RBS

Safe and effective drainage of postoperative blood and
fluid after heart surgery requires a team approach to maximize
evacuation of shed blood to assure ongoing drain patency. Sur-
geons insert chest drainage tubes in the operating room at the
end of the case; nurses and critical care providers then monitor
and manage chest tubes to maintain patency. They are expected
to react promptly if chest tube obstruction is suspected, yet chest
tube clogging is often invisible at the bedside until it has ad-
vanced to the point that physiological changes are evident.*
Ensuring drain patency is certainly important but is a subject of
current controversy because of a lack of study and because there
are no set standards or guidelines.®®%” In a best-practices pub-
lication by Day et al,%” the authors examine current methods that
are typically used at the bedside to prevent chest tube clogging,
including chest tube stripping, milking, and tapping. They note a
number of significant drawbacks and find that none has been
shown to be uniformly effective. In dire clinical circumstances,
tubes are opened at the bedside, and catheters are advanced in an
attempt to clear clot.®®% The success of this maneuver is un-
certain, and it may introduce risks of contamination and damage
to intrathoracic structures. To date, clinicians lack any stan-
dardized method of chest tube management that has been shown
to effectively maintain chest tube patency at the bedside.

There is evidence that maintaining chest tube patency
with active clearance in the setting of bleeding can prevent
intrathoracic blood accumulation and RBS.”%~72 This suggests
the need for clinical studies to validate these findings and to
determine the optimal clinical use protocols and best practices.
Additional methods to reduce the degree of postoperative in-
flammation in the pleural and pericardial spaces may also be
worthy of study.

Implications for Outcomes and Costs

When RBS is viewed as a composite of complications that
occur in the acute, subacute, and chronic settings, specific in-
tervention is required in roughly one in five patients recovering
from surgery with potentially profound implications on patient
recovery (Table 2). Today, a large number of cardiac surgical
patients in the United States are discharged with a requirement
for assistance, including home health or skilled nursing care.”>"#
Respiratory issues, weakness, deconditioning, and arrhythmias
are cited as primary reasons for assistance after discharge and also
lead to readmissions.”>”# Many of these patients are returning for
hospital readmissions. Government payers are reacting to these
trends, and payment incentives are being proposed to discourage

Copyright © 2015 by the International Society for Minimally Invasive Cardiothoracic Surgery

complications and readmissions.” In this new reimbursement
model, the focus on quality is intertwined with payment that
extends beyond the date of hospital discharge.”® Cardiac surgery
is an area of focus for these changes. If RBS can be prevented
through adequate drainage early in recovery, this represents an
important opportunity to improve patient outcomes that may
have important financial implications.

Further Research

Recognizing the complications included in RBS and their
common origin defines a potential target for clinical improve-
ment and cost savings. Retained blood syndrome, as defined
herein, is easily and objectively tracked. Baseline data regarding
early complications exist in hospital coding and registry data-
bases, using their existing definitions for these problems. Once a
baseline has been established, regression analysis can be per-
formed to determine if RBS is an independent risk factor for
poor outcomes or simply associated with worse comorbidities. In
addition, research is needed to develop chest tube patency pro-
tocols and study how it is best maintained and determine if more
complete evacuation of blood can indeed reduce the incidence of
RBS. Additional blood evacuation strategies, such as the location
and number of drainage tubes and timing of removal, are also of
interest with regard to RBS and other outcomes. This will take a
team effort from surgeons, operating room and ICU personnel, and
many others who participate in the patient’s early recovery after
heart surgery. Randomized clinical trials that pursue evidence-
based guidelines for optimal chest drainage protocols will
eventually be feasible to minimize RBS.

CONCLUSIONS

Advances in our understanding of the biologic impact of
retained intrathoracic blood and its relationship to inflammation
and fibrosis suggest the need to recognize a constellation of re-
lated complications that we term RBS. Retained blood syn-
drome impacts approximately one in five cardiac surgery patients,
making this a sizable population to target for quality improve-
ment. Although further scientific and clinical evidence is neces-
sary to validate this proposed classification, RBS is biologically
plausible and is linked to objectively measurable outcomes.
Further study is clearly needed to validate the incidence and
consequences of RBS in large cardiac surgical databases as
well as to determine if this is in fact an independent risk factor
for poor outcomes. Additional study on the biologic front is
needed to continue to dissect the etiologic factors that contribute
to these complications and to determine if retained blood is
indeed the perpetrator, as we propose, or a bystander. Finally,
we must test the hypothesis that better postoperative drainage
strategies will reduce the incidence of RBS, improve outcomes,
and reduce costs.
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