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• Necrotizing Fasciitis (NF) of an upper extremity (UE) is a limb- and life-
threatening emergency. 

• NF requires urgent operative management including thorough debridement and 
an appropriate intravenous antibiotic regimen. 

• When NF presents early, it can be challenging to definitively differentiate from 
serious cellulitis and/or abscess. The clinical distinction is important, however, 
since these entities have different, time-sensitive treatments. 

• While the Laboratory Risk Indicators for Necrotizing Fasciitis (LRINEC) score 
was designed for evaluating patients with potential NF, multiple studies have 
reported low sensitivities using LRINEC scores – this can result in delayed 
diagnosis and treatment of NF with resulting increased morbidity and mortality. 

• The purpose of this study is to identify predictive data available on initial patient 
presentation that can be used to accurately differentiate NF from other clinically 
similar infections.
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Figure 1: Necrotizing soft 
tissue infection (NSTI) of the 
hand can present similarly to an 
abscess. Booth NSTI and 
abscess can present with pain, 
redness, warmth, and pus.

Figure 2: After incision of NSTI, murky and 
dishwater-like fluid (*) and liquefied fat (**) are 
encountered. Fascia easily dissects with a finger or 
blunt surgical instrument.

Conversely, hand abscess does not present with 
either dishwater fluid or liquefied fat.

• A retrospective series of 40 consecutive surgically confirmed cases of UE NF 
was reviewed at a major urban safety-net hospital. 

• A control population of 40 consecutive cases of UE cellulitis and/or abscess 
patients with equivalent LRINEC scores during the same time period was also 
evaluated

• Data upon patient presentation was collected for 25 continuous variables 
(Table 1) and six categorical variables (Table 2). 

• Continuous variables were compared with Mann-Whitney U, whereas 
categorical variables were compared with chi-squared or Fisher exact tests. A 
binary logistic regression was also performed.

• Univariate analysis showed significant (p<0.05) differences in fourteen of the 
measured categories: maximum heart rate, maximum systolic blood pressure, 
change in systolic blood pressure, maximum pulse pressure, WBC, CRP, INR, 
glucose, lactate, gender, homelessness, intravenous drug use, subjective fever, 
and objective fever (Table 1).

• Multivariate analysis revealed that only four factors ultimately were associated 
with positive NF diagnosis (Table 3): gender (OR = 7.916, p=.037), subjective 
fever (OR = 15.625, p<.001), homelessness (OR = 14.352, p<.001), and lactate 
(OR = 3.316, p=.011).

Discussion

• This analysis is the first to find an association between social factors –
including gender (male), homelessness and IV drug use – and NF diagnosis. 
This underscores the importance of a patient’s social history when considering 
NF diagnosis versus clinically similar infections. 

• Multivariate analysis also points to patient-reported fevers and elevated lactate 
as strongly associated with UE NF diagnosis.

• Appreciation of these factors can contribute to timely, accurate diagnosis of 
limb- and life-threating NF infections. 

Table 1 – Control vs NF Population Demographics (Mann-Whitney U)

Table 3: Control vs NF (Binary Logistic Regression)

Table 2 – Control vs NF (Chi-Squared Analysis)
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