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Endoscopy plays a major role in the management of acute upper gastrointestinal bleeding (UGIB) as it is currently accepted to be an effective procedure for the reduction of the rate of rebleeding, the need for surgery, and mortality [1]. However, because the safety of a very early endoscopy has been questioned and due to the associated organizational needs and related costs, diverse attempts have been made over the years to determine the best combination of peri- and intra-endoscopy procedures (“how”?), “when” to provide endoscopy, and the patients “to whom” endoscopy must be offered to achieve a cost-effective model of healthcare. It seems, however, that there is still room for improvement. In fact, even the group involved in the most recent recommendations for the management of acute nonvariceal UGIB [2] were only able to include the statements “endoscopy should be recommended within 24 hours of presentation for most patients” and “prognostic scales to stratify patients according to their death and rebleeding risks” should be used. 

In 2001, a systematic review [3] found only three randomized trials in which early endoscopy was the intervention under study but the studies were considered to be of low methodological quality, with heterogeneous inclusion criteria and definitions of early endoscopy (from prompt to within 24 hours). The authors of the review concluded, based on observational and prospective uncontrolled trials, that in high risk patients (a definition that also varied across studies) rebleeding and surgical rates were improved when early endoscopy was provided but no change to mortality was observed. They recommended well-designed trials to be conducted and since then at least two randomized trials [4]
        [5] have compared endoscopy undertaken at less than 12 hours with endoscopy at 12 – 24 hours with no significant reduction in rebleeding, surgical or mortality rates being observed. It seems that any effort to clarify the best time to perform endoscopy is complicated by the variations in routine clinical practice and the type of patients treated. Probably the best evidence will come from studies with very well defined and standard criteria and procedures. Should we move from “the sooner the better” as concluded in 2001 to the concept of “a timely endoscopy” and do we have the studies to answer these questions? 

In this issue of Endoscopy, Jairath et al. [6] presented the results of a prospective audit in 212 hospitals in the UK. The study addressed whether the time to upper gastrointestinal endoscopy is related to rebleeding, need for surgery, length of hospital stay, and mortality in 4478 patients with acute nonvariceal UGIB. Even though no effect was observed in the mortality or surgery rate, earlier endoscopy did increase the efficiency of care: a substantial reduction in risk-adjusted length of hospital stay and potentially improved control of hemorrhage in higher risk patients were observed, which may support the routine use of early endoscopy with potential savings. This supports previous reports that in all risk groups early endoscopy significantly reduces the length of hospital stay [7]. It was also noted that early endoscopy (sooner than 24 hours) was effective, but in high-risk patients (those who will need endoscopic therapy), an even earlier endoscopy seems to be beneficial in terms of rebleeding. Again, what seems more rational is to argue in favor of an adjustment of the concept of early endoscopy according to patient risk for rebleeding and other outcomes – the concept of “a timely endoscopy.” 

These kinds of studies with large numbers of patients, if valid, will clarify the inconclusive results from previous single-centered, small or nonrandomized trials. Moreover, they will facilitate discussion of potential drawbacks of studies and of clinical practice reporting, perhaps providing the opportunity for additional studies and further improvement! In this case, 50 % of the patients underwent endoscopy after 24 hours of bleeding, no clear criteria for blood transfusion were reported, and there appeared to be a potential misuse of resources with 5 % of low-risk lesions (too many?) and only 61 % of high-risk lesions (not enough) being subjected to endoscopic treatment; this perhaps suggests variation in the definitions of risk predictors. Again, current recommendations [1] include diverse suggestions concerning pharmacological and endoscopic methods but no statement relating to the wider management of care in these patients, such as access to healthcare, minimal training, and skill set of emergency teams. As Spiegel concluded in 2001 [2], we also need standards in this setting. 

In another contribution to this issue of Endoscopy, de Groot et al. [8] present a very important paper on the second part of this treatment concept – timely endoscopy. The authors summarized 16 studies, published from 1987 to 2009, that described diverse scores, all of which considered pre-endoscopic variables and five of which also included endoscopic features, all with the aim of predicting different clinical outcomes after UGIB. Importantly, substantial heterogeneity and the absence of external validation and impact analysis for these scores were noticeable. Different variables were considered, with co-morbidity (11 studies or 17 if liver disease and obesity are included), blood pressure (10 studies), heart rate (5 studies), and age (5 studies) being the most frequently considered among pre-endoscopic parameters. The authors were able to suggest specific scores for different outcomes based on good or high methodological quality, predictive power, and external validation. A score that would work for all outcomes, even if different cut-offs were included, would be welcomed. Adequate derivation and validation in different settings, using “time to endoscopy” as outcome, and all other clinical and organizational outcomes would also need to be considered. 

We may therefore conclude that if endoscopy is provided in a timely manner, improvement in all major clinical outcomes and probably savings in the cost of care of patients with acute UGIB could be achieved. Nevertheless, we need more studies in this setting, particularly those that consider the complete process of care, as it is clear that the answer will vary according to the diversity of healthcare settings, including the proportion of high-risk patients coming to emergency care, health providers’ awareness of standards of practice, and the associated costs.
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