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ABSTRACT: Background. Our objectives were to assess the evidence of
preservation of the greater auricular nerve in parotidectomy with regard
to morbidity and quality of life.

Methods. This was a systematic review. Inclusion criteria were: English
literature, prospective and retrospective studies. Exclusion criteria were:
single case reports, ‘‘teaching’’ reviews. Outcome measures were:
tactile sensation, pain, thermal sensitivity, and quality of life.

Results. Although quality of life does not seem to be adversely affected
when the greater auricular nerve is sacrificed, preservation of the
posterior branch was recommended in 8 studies. When preserving the
nerve, the incremental operative time increase is no more than 10 to 5

minutes after a rapid learning curve.

Conclusions. There is level Ib evidence that preservation of the greater
auricular nerve minimizes the postoperative sensory disturbance and
should be considered whenever tumor clearance is not compromised.
There is no evidence that overall quality of life is affected when the
greater auricular nerve is sacrificed. VC 2013 Wiley Periodicals, Inc. Head
Neck 36: 603–608, 2014

KEY WORDS: greater auricular nerve, morbidity, nerve sacrifice,
nerve preservation, parotidectomy, paresthesia, quality of life

INTRODUCTION
Parotid surgery is commonly performed for benign and
malignant neoplasms, and inflammatory and autoimmune
conditions. The main concern for the surgeon is preserva-
tion of the facial nerve, but the most common patient-
reported postoperative complaint is sensory disturbance
around the postauricular, preauricular, and lobular
areas.1,2 Of all the long-term sequelae of parotidectomy
for benign disease, Frey’s syndrome appears to be another
great concern to patients, even at more than 5 years
postoperatively.3

Several studies in the literature have shown that sacri-
fice of the greater auricular nerve (GAN) during paroti-
dectomy leads to sensory and functional deficits,
increased risk of neuromas, and traumatic injury.3,4

The degree of short- and long-term morbidity has been
studied before but the evidence for or against preservation
of GAN remains a matter of debate in head neck
surgery.4–16

The objective of this article was to assess the evidence
regarding GAN preservation versus sacrifice in parotidec-
tomy and the impact on sensation, quality of life, and
overall morbidity.

METHODS
A PubMed, Medline, Embase, Cinahl, and Cochrane

search was performed using the terms: great auricular
nerve, morbidity, nerve sacrifice, nerve preservation,
parotidectomy, paresthesia, and quality of life. References
from the relevant articles were also searched.

We included English literature, randomized and non-
randomized trials, and prospective and retrospective case
series. We excluded single case reports and ‘‘teaching’’
reviews. Articles not focusing on specific outcome meas-
ures, quality of life, and/or short- or long-term morbidity
were also excluded from the review.

RESULTS
Selection bias in disease extent and length of follow-up,

blinding of the results, lack of common outcome measures,
and uncontrolled studies were some of the problems pre-
venting a formal meta-analysis. The literature review identi-
fied 22 articles published in the English-language literature
of which 13 only met our inclusion criteria. Table 1 summa-
rizes the studies that dealt with preservation versus sacrifice
of the GAN and the common outcome measures used.

We could identify 3 double-blind, randomized con-
trolled trials (RCTs) in the literature. There were overall
11 prospective and 2 retrospective studies. In the double-
blind RCTs, the only common outcome measure used
was tactile sensation. Other common outcome measures
were subjective sensation, mean operative time, 2-point
discrimination, and pain.

*Corresponding author: P. D. Karkos, Consultant Otolaryngologist, Department of
Otolaryngology–Head Neck Surgery, Ahepa University Hospital, Thessaloniki,
Greece. E-mail: pkarkos@aol.com
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There was significant heterogeneity among studies with
regard to patient selection, outcome measures, and study
design, especially in the nonrandomized trials.

Impact on sensation

All 3 randomized controlled studies showed a signifi-
cant degree of sensory loss after GAN sacrifice as com-
pared with preservation. However, only Hu et al4 do not
support preservation of the posterior branch of the GAN
based on their findings. The reason for this is more appa-
rent when looking at the design of the study. This particu-
lar study differs because they distinguish between the
posterior branch and a lobular branch and thus have 3 dif-
ferent groups within their trial. They conclude that it is
preservation of the lobular branch that prevents signifi-
cant sensory loss and that ‘‘preservation of the posterior
branch might not be necessary.’’ The areas tested in this
study were the superior helix, preauricular, posterior-au-
ricular, lobular, and infra-auricular. The results in Table 1
are a mean of all these areas and appear to show little dif-
ference between the 3 groups. However, the results are
more striking when the results are split into their compo-
nent parts. When sensation is tested in the lobular region
only, the sacrificed and posterior preservation groups
have significantly lower sensory recovery (57.1% and
63% have normal sensation at 1 year, respectively),
whereas nearly all of the lobular preservation group have
normal sensation (96.4%). This is reflected in the slightly
higher mean score attributed to this group. In all the other
areas tested, all 3 groups show a similar sensory recovery
profile. Therefore it is because of the results in the lobu-
lar area that the authors have derived their conclusions.

In the other 2 RCTs13,16 there was a significant
improvement in sensory morbidity in the GAN preserved
groups and the authors support preservation of the GAN.

The majority of studies that measured tactile sensation
chose to divide the sensory distribution of the GAN into
different areas and test them separately. The only excep-
tions are Suen et al7 where they tested the lobular region
only and Yokoshima et al9 where they tested the pinna
only. Apart from these exceptions, all the studies found
the most significant difference in sensation between
GAN preserved and GAN sacrificed groups to be in the
lobular region.

Tactile sensation was the most common outcome mea-
sure throughout the analysis. This sensory modality can
also be defined as ‘‘light touch’’ and was measured in 9
of the 13 studies. It was measured through a variety of
means, with the most common methods being application
of cotton wool or an anesthesiometer. Where a ‘‘pin
prick’’ was used to measure sensation this has been
defined as pain sensation; the exception was the study by
Biglioli et al,11 where the authors specify that the pin was
applied lightly, and so this has been defined as tactile
sensation.

Most of the studies had a 1-year follow-up. The rate of
improvement in sensory morbidity was most pronounced
between week 1 or immediate postoperative time and 3
months follow-up. Only 2 studies extended their follow-
up further than 1 year.8,14 Both these studies found that
sensory morbidity improved after 1 year, although at a
significantly reduced rate.TA
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In those 9 studies that measured tactile sensation 8 of
them felt that preservation of the posterior branch of the
GAN was necessary on the basis of improved postopera-
tive sensation.

It is possible that the type of sensory modality or test
used has an effect on the outcome. This is demonstrated
by those studies that chose to measure pain as their pri-
mary outcome using a ‘‘pin prick.’’ In 2 of the 3 studies
they concluded that posterior GAN preservation was
unnecessary based on their findings; however, Brown
et al16 are the exception in this case.

Impact on quality of life

Nine of the 13 studies assessed the impact of GAN
preservation on quality of life (QOL). This was done
through a variety of methods: questionnaires, visual ana-
log scores, interviews regarding various aspects of daily
living and certain abnormal symptoms. as well as per-
ceived numbness as part of their overall QOL assessment
(Table 1).

The most common outcome measures that were
included in the QOL assessment were interference in
daily activities, the presence of abnormal symptoms, and
perceived numbness.

The effect on QOL appears to be inconclusive. Three
studies suggest that preservation of the GAN does not sig-
nificantly affect QOL.6,12,15 In 2 of these studies6,12 little
difference was noted in the responses reported by both
groups in their questionnaires. Porter et al15 found that
when participants were asked whether they had any sen-
sory loss they found no significant difference between the
2 groups.

However, in 3 studies the authors felt that there was a
significant difference between the ‘‘GAN preserved’’ and
‘‘GAN sacrificed’’ groups.9,10,14 Participants in the study
by Yokoshima et al9 reported a lower QOL visual analog
score in the preserved group. Hui et al10 found that at 2
years all their participants reported no numbness in the
preserved group as compared with 76% of the sacrificed
group, with 8% of them reporting ‘‘severe’’ numbness.
Chirstensen et al14 found that participants were less likely
to report adverse symptoms or effects on activities of
daily living with GAN preserved.

In both studies by Ryan and colleagues5,8 the same
cohort of patients was used. The first study8 followed
them up for 1 year and the second for a further 4 to 5
years.5 Functional deficit in participants was reported as
55% after 1 year and 45% after 5 years. They conclude
that the effect on QOL is ‘‘tolerable’’ and maintain that
preservation of the GAN is recommended. Similarly,
Suen et al7 also felt that GAN preservation is indicated in
light of inconclusive findings on the effect of QOL. They
state that their results suggest a trend in favor of preser-
vation, although their results were not statistically
significant.

DISCUSSION
The implications of GAN preservation remain contro-

versial in the head neck community. Most studies demon-
strate an improvement in sensory morbidity after GAN
preservation, but this does not appear to correspond to a

similar effect on quality of life. However, it is important
to note that as well as a reduction in sensation and possi-
ble detrimental effects on quality of life, GAN sacrifice
can also have more serious sequalae. These have been
documented in various case reports and include traumatic
neuroma, accidental burns, and self-inflicted skin
injury.2,17,18

Brown and Ord16 in the first RCT investigating the sig-
nificance of GAN preservation on sensory morbidity
found a statistically significant result in favor of GAN
preservation; it could be argued that the cohort size of 12
was too small to be of any significance. They also limited
their measured sensory modality to ‘‘pin prick’’ sensa-
tion. However, Vieira et al13 later agreed with their
results after conducting a larger RCT using pain, tactile
sensation, and 2-point discrimination as their outcome
measures.

Hu et al4 introduced the concept of preservation of the
lobular branch of the GAN, although this makes it diffi-
cult to make a direct comparison with the other studies.
The anatomy of the GAN is usually described as bifurcat-
ing into an anterior and posterior branch, but there are
several other studies which also make reference to more
than 2 branches.5,6,13 Hu and colleagues4 suggest the rea-
son for its omission is because it shares a common trunk
with the posterior branch rather than trifurcating directly.

Vieira and colleagues13 conducted their study with a
secondary aim to study the anatomy of the GAN. They
also conclude that the GAN has 3 main branches: an an-
terior branch, a superficial posterior, and a deep posterior
branch. It is possible that the differences in the perceived
anatomy of the GAN may account for some of the differ-
ences found in the various studies undertaken.

Preservation of the posterior branch of the GAN was
feasible in the majority of cases and did not significantly
increase operative time. Most studies give an additional
time of between 5 and 15 minutes. Therefore GAN pres-
ervation should not be discouraged on the basis of opera-
tive time alone. The only exception was the study by
Porter et al15 who felt that this additional time of 20 to
25 minutes required for dissection and GAN preservation
was not justified. Regardless of the potential benefits in
postoperative sensory improvement, the GAN should not
be preserved if oncologic clearance is thought to be
compromised.

CONCLUSIONS
There is level Ib evidence that preservation of the pos-

terior branch of the great auricular nerve minimizes the
postoperative sensory disturbance and should be consid-
ered whenever tumor clearance is not compromised.
Mean operative time when preserving the nerve should
not be an issue because the incremental operative time
increase is no more than 10 to 15 minutes after a rapid
learning curve. There is no evidence that overall quality
of life is affected when the greater auricular nerve is
sacrificed.

More and well-designed multicenter trials and a formal
meta-analysis of these studies are required to confidently
address the issues of GAN preservation versus GAN sac-
rifice in parotid surgery.
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