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The field of minimally invasive thoracic 
surgery is relatively new, and recently 
there has been evidence of modifications 
to video-assisted thoracic surgery (VATS) 
approaches from groups around the world. 
VATS is becoming a vague term, as at this 
point in time it is too ambiguous, and there 
are several definitions of recent variations in 
the technique used to perform lung resec-
tion that are not well understood. These 
include uniportal (single-port) VATS and 
single-incision VATS [1]. The question arises 
whether all these terms are correctly used to 
indicate the same mini-invasive technique. 
An example of ambiguity in terms is that 
many surgeons may perform ‘uniportal’ 
VATS for lung resection through a 6-cm 
single skin incision which some authors 
consider a minithoracotomy [2].

As a universally accepted definition is 
important for surgical practice worldwide, 

an attempt to clarify VATS terminology 
was published in 2000 [3] but the con-
fusion has not been clarified yet, with 
attempts to provide a definition seemingly 
more complicated now than before. The 
key concern is precisely outlining what 
we are talking about when we mention 
uniportal VATS, this term has been used 
since its inception for relatively minor 
operations [4–7].

The problem emerging now correlates 
with the introduction of uniportal VATS 
lobectomy [8]. Though many surgeons 
perform pneumonectomy with this tech-
nique; how should we define it? As a uni-
portal VATS pneumonectomy? It is dif-
ficult to image how lung may be removed 
from a small port. One of the problems 
may be, that the word ‘port’ indicates “a 
small entrance, especially with a ‘trocar’.” 
However, completing a lobectomy and 
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Figure 1. Video-assisted thoracic surgery left upper lobectomy. A biportal 
6-cm incision was used, but the left upper lobe was too big and the incision was 
enlarged to 8 cm.

Figure 2. Pragmatic difference between uniportal and single-incision video-assisted thoracic 
surgery. 
Reproduced with permission from S Halazeroglu.
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harvesting the specimen would not be possible 
through a very small port as demonstrated in 
Figure 1.

Our intent is to clarify and to introduce uni-
versally accepted nomenclature of appropriate 
VATS procedures.

Uniportal & single-port VATS
These two terms describe the same technique. 
Initially the word ‘port’ was used synonymously 
with ‘trocar’ [5,6,9], hence these two terms (unipor-
tal and single-port) should specify video-assisted 
thoracic operations performed through one port 

inserted through a skin incision of no more than 
2.0 cm.

However, what is the meaning of port nowa-
days? Does the term ‘port’ still specify the same 
approach as in the past? It seems that today ‘port’ 
may be more liberally interpreted as a ‘small open 
entry’ waiving or avoiding any port or trocar. In 
other words: a single-incision VATS.

Single-incision VATS
Looking elsewhere, abdominal surgeons univer-
sally accepted the definition of single-incision 
laparoscopic surgery. We believe, single-incision 
VATS is the mirror definition of the technique in 
laparoscopic operation. In thoracic surgery, the 
term was used for the first time in 1998 to 
describe an operation to perform wedge resec-
tions of the lung for pneumothorax [10]. Recent 
papers have shown that the length of the skin 
incision to perform uniportal VATS lobectomy 
ranges from 2.5 to 5 cm [8,11–13]. Figure 2 pragmat-
ically shows the difference between the d efinition 
of uniportal and single-incision VATS.

Conclusion
Uniportal (single-port) or single-incision VATS 
approaches have a common denominator which 
is the concept of using a rigid 0 or 30° optic 
through a small opening or port (trocar) par-
allel to two or three instruments such as suc-
tion/irrigator device, electrocautery, endoscopic 
grasper or scissors, endoscopic ligaclips or open 
surgical instruments. Another important aspect 
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they have in common is that only one intercos-
tal space is entered, and a single chest drain is 
inserted through the same skin incision. During 
bi-portal or three-portal VATS, a wound protec-
tor/retractor is also mandatory during uniportal 
or single-incision VATS to maximize surgical 
assistance, reduce the risk of wound infection 
and facilitates specimen removal.

In conclusion, we have attempted to resolve 
the existing ambiguity in VATS procedures, 
and propose specific terms identifying distinct 
approaches for minimally invasive thoracic pro-
cedures. A consensus conference between mem-
bers of major thoracic societies such as European 
Society of Thoracic Surgeons, European 
Association of Cardio-thoracic Surgery, Society 

of Thoracic Surgeons, American Association of 
Thoracic Surgeons and Asian Society of cardio-
vascual and thoracic surgery will be probably 
necessary to make international nomenclature 
uniform.
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