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Extreme Lateral Interbody Fusion 
(XLIF) 

Marc I. Malberg, M.D. 

Lumbar and lumbosacral fusion is commonly performed for intractable back pain and/or 
instability. 1·2 An evolution of technique since the first lumbar fusion in 1911 has resulted in 
improvement in the rate of fusion, hospital stay, and morbidity. However, lumbar fusion is 
still a major procedure, which can result in considerable postoperative pain and prolonged 
recovery. Techniques designed to improve fusion rates, such as transpedicular screws and 
circumferential fusions, potentially add to the morbidity. Minimally invasive and endo­
scopic approaches attempt to reduce morbidity without compromising long-term out­
comes. 

Attempts to reduce surgical dissection from a posterior approach suffer from the limit­
ed exposure of bone surface for a posterolateral fusion mass. Posterior lumbar interbody 
fusion (PLIF) minimizes muscle dissection but exposes the cauda equina to scar and possi ­
ble injury. 3·5 Anterior and laparoscopic interbody fusion (ALIF) exposes the viscera and 
retroperitoneal vessels to injury4·6· 10 and frequently requires another surgeon specialist. In 
addition, controversy remains as to whether an anterior cage is adequate as a stand-alone 
procedure. 11 -14 If supplemental posterior support proves advisable, then the advantage of 
the laparoscopic approach fades. 

Access to the lumbar disc spaces through a lateral approach has, until recently, been in­
frequently employed for fusion procedures. 15-18 When it is performed, it is often by a lateral 
retroperitoneal technique, which, like laparoscopic surgery, also frequently requires a second 
surgeon for exposure. Renewed interest in a posterolateral or far-lateral approach may have 
resulted from the success reported from intradiscal procedures for nerve root decompres­
sion.19-2 1 

Posterolateral disc procedures typically access the disc near the foramen through 
Kambin's triangle.19 The low complication rate of these disc procedures is attributable to 

the diminutive size of the endoscopes used for discectomy. Larger scopes or cannulas in-
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