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Abstract
Purpose of Review—Surgeons have long been striving to develop new surgical procedures to
improve functional outcomes for a variety of hand and wrist deformities resulting from rheumatoid
arthritis (RA). The purpose of this review is to assess the latest surgical outcomes related to hand
and wrist surgery in the patient with RA.

Recent Findings—There is a lack of outcomes studies in RA hand and wrist surgery to justify
many of the surgical procedures proposed for the treatment of the rheumatoid hand. However,
advances made by the silicone metacarpophalangeal arthroplasty (SMPA) Group regarding hand
reconstruction for RA patients have improved patient care for this widely used procedure.
Prophylactic versus therapeutic procedures are also discussed.

Summary—Rheumatoid hand is one of the earliest presentations of RA, and the progression of
rheumatoid hand disease can be unpredictable. There are a number of surgical treatments for the
rheumatoid hand and careful sequential planning of the surgical procedures can maintain patients’
hand function and in many cases, should enhance outcomes of the rheumatoid hand by correcting
existing deformities. An early introduction to a hand surgeon can inform patients of available options
and allow longitudinal assessment of structural and functional changes that could be treatable by
future surgical interventions.
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Introduction
Treatment of the rheumatoid hand has been mired in controversy. For years, surgeons have
been devising new surgical procedures to improve functional outcomes for a variety of hand
and wrist deformities resulting from rheumatoid arthritis (RA). However, surgeons often
lament that RA patients are sent for hand surgery consultations too little and too late. Prior
studies have shown that one reason for the lack of referral for hand surgery evaluation is the
paucity of collaborative working relationships between rheumatologists and hand surgeons.
[1,2] The lack of clinical interactions has been shown to affect the quality of care due to
specialists not receiving a timely referral for consultation.[2] Another concern is the lack of
outcomes studies in RA hand surgery to justify many of the surgical procedures proposed for
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the treatment of the rheumatoid hand. The lack of outcomes studies is related to the complexity
of many rheumatoid hand conditions and the difficulty in designing clinical trials for the
rheumatoid hand because of patient preferences regarding treatment options as well as the
many hurdles inherent in multi-center clinical trials for surgical diseases.

Outcomes
An extensive review of several rheumatoid hand surgery procedures found that surgical
management is still not standardized.[3] Available studies are mostly of low quality, consisting
of case studies rather than randomized controlled trials, containing patients with heterogeneous
diagnoses and disease severity, and assessing patients at inconsistent time intervals and with
varying outcomes measures. These research design deficiencies were highlighted in a
systematic review of patient outcomes after silicone metacarpophalangeal joint arthroplasty
(SMPA).[4] It is difficult to compare the outcomes of a particular procedure when the available
studies are so heterogeneous. These sentiments are echoed by rheumatologists; in a national
survey, only 19% of rheumatologists felt that high quality information was available for
surgical options and outcomes for the rheumatoid hand.[1] Although there are large variations
in the rates of rheumatoid hand surgery performed in the US,[5,6] there are also large variations
in the rates of rheumatoid hand surgery performed around the world.[7] Economically
privileged countries such as the United States, France, and Japan tend to have aggressive
surgical approaches to correcting rheumatoid hand deformities as opposed to a country with
an emerging economy such as China.[7] Family support, which is usually more available in
Asian countries, also seems to play a role in discouraging surgery for the RA hand.

Because of the lack of evidence for most rheumatoid hand surgical procedures, the SMPA
Group has set out to determine the outcomes of the widely used SMPA procedure (Figure 1).
The SMPA Group has published their short-term study findings (up to 1 year) in several
manuscripts.[8**,9,10,11**,12*,13**,14*] At 1-year, the outcomes of the two groups—
surgical versus medically-treated only—were compared.[8**] The surgical group consisted of
patients who chose to undergo SMPA, whereas the control group consisted of patients who
were managed only medically. Both groups were eligible to undergo the SMPA procedure
based on strict hand deformity eligibility criteria. The surgical group and medical group were
statistically similar in terms of age, race, education, and income. The patient-assessed outcomes
questionnaire results using the Michigan Hand Outcomes Questionnaire showed significant
improvement in the surgical group, but no change in the medical group despite worse baseline
function in the surgical group. Ulnar deviation and extensor lag improved significantly in the
surgical group, but biomechanical measures showed no significant improvement. The medical
group’s function did not deteriorate during the 1-year follow-up interval. This study was
consistent with previous findings of surgical patients that showed improvement in ulnar drift,
extensor lag, and health-related quality of life, but no improvement in other standard functional
measures (such as grip and pinch strength).[9,15–17]

The SMPA Group set out to determine if more severe metacarpophalangeal (MCP) joint
deformity resulted in worse outcomes following SMPA. One year postoperatively, 70 surgical
group patients were analyzed by categorizing them into two groups: those with more MCP
joint deformity and those with less MCP joint deformity.[13**] There were no significant
differences between these two groups in terms of grip/pinch strength, ability to perform
activities of daily living, or outcomes questionnaire scores. Patients in the more deformed group
did have significantly more extensor lag and ulnar drift compared to the less deformed group.
This study showed that surgical reconstruction is beneficial for all RA patients with MCP joint
deformity, regardless of the degree of deformity.

Chung and Kotsis Page 2

Curr Opin Rheumatol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 May 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Popular surgical belief indicates that after SMPA, the ulnar fingers will have less improvement
than the radial fingers, marked with greater ulnar drift, extension lag, and less MCP joint arc
of motion. However, 1-year after surgery, the SMPA Group found that the opposite was true;
for both ulnar drift and extension lag, the largest improvement was seen in the little finger and
the smallest improvement in the index finger. The largest improvement in MCP joint arc of
motion was seen in the two ulnar fingers.[11**]

It is unknown if hand function in RA patients with MCP joint deformity will remain the same
or decline over longer follow-up periods, whether they undergo SMPA reconstruction or not.
The SMPA Group will follow these two groups of patients for 3 years and possibly longer.

Prophylactic versus Therapeutic Surgical Procedures
Rheumatoid hand interventions can be categorized into prophylactic and therapeutic surgical
procedures. Prophylactic procedures include the removal of inflammatory synovial tissue
before synovial hypertrophy stretches the ligamentous support around joints, which can cause
a tendon imbalance, or before synovial tissue invades into tendons, causing tendon rupture, or
before it destroys the articular cartilage. This prophylactic procedure is tenosynovectomy in
which hypertrophic synovial tissues are removed from the extensor or flexor tendons or
sometimes from wrist joints or finger joints (Figure 2). Distal ulna excision also can be
considered a prophylactic procedure because a dorsally displaced, eroded distal ulna can cause
attritional rupture of the extensor tendons (Figure 3), and the altered biomechanics of the distal
radio-ulnar joint can affect pronation and supination motions. Therapeutic surgical treatment
is proposed for patients who have intractable pain due to arthritic wear of the joint or rupture
of the extensor tendons. Additional surgical procedures for destroyed joints are either joint
replacement surgery (arthroplasty) or joint fusion (arthrodesis). However, for cases involving
tendon rupture, tendon transfer procedures to restore finger motion are excellent solutions for
restoring function.

Prophylactic Surgical Procedures
With the introduction of newer RA medications, proliferation of the synovial tissue is under
much better control and surgeons have observed that the rate of rheumatoid hand surgery has
been decreasing. Many active rheumatoid hand surgery programs are seeing fewer patients
requiring synovectomy procedures, and the severe hand and wrist deformities seen in the past
are not encountered as frequently today. However, in other regions of the world where medical
resources are limited and rationed, costly disease-modifying drugs or biologic medications are
not readily available and the incidence of hand surgery has not seen a general decline. The
SMPA Group found that RA patients in the United States are more likely to take biologic
medications (p<0.001), steroids (p=0.02), and Cox-2 inhibitors (p=0.02) than RA patients with
similar disease severity in the United Kingdom.[12*]

Performing outcomes research on these prophylactic procedures is difficult because patients
need to be followed for a prolonged period of time in order to observe whether the prophylactic
procedures have avoided certain complications resulting from untreated synovitis. It is
generally accepted that if a patient has persistent dorsal synovitis of the extensor mechanism
for greater than 3 months despite optimal medical management, then consultation with a hand
surgeon is necessary to consider the extensor tenosynovectomy procedure. However, there has
not been sufficient evidence to demonstrate that synovectomy can effectively decrease the
incidence of tendon ruptures. Furthermore, it is intriguing to consider whether the often
performed excision of hypertrophic synovial tissues in the small joints of the hand or the wrist
may retard the destruction of the articular cartilage. Again, prospective long-term studies are
not available to support joint synovectomy as an effective adjunctive procedure to medical
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treatment. However, it is known that synovitis can stretch the support ligaments around the
joints and lead to joint instability and finger deformities. Henceforth, for effective prevention
of secondary deformities of the rheumatoid hand, optimal medical treatment is certainly
advocated and if synovitis persists for 3 to 6 months despite optimal medical treatment, then
surgical removal of the synovial tissue theoretically should prevent destruction of the support
ligaments and potentially decrease the inflammatory response within the joints that would
eventually lead to joint destruction. For a patient who has instability of the distal radio-ulnar
joint and crepitus over the dorsal extensor tendons from rubbing of the extensor tendons over
the eroded head of the ulna, surgical consultation is advised to consider surgical procedures to
prevent eventual attritional rupture of the extensor tendons. Excision of the distal ulna is a
common surgical procedure for the rheumatoid wrist and removing the offending distal ulna
as a cause of tendon irritation can prevent tendon ruptures that may be more difficult to repair
than to prevent.

For the wrist, prophylactic open synovectomy of the wrist joint has not been shown to be an
effective treatment. Because of the complexity of the wrist joint and the multiple compartments
within the wrist, complete synovectomy is impossible to achieve. With the recent advances in
wrist arthroscopic assisted synovectomy, persistent wrist synovitis may be treated effectively
by using the shaver through portals in the wrist for effective debridement.

Therapeutic Procedures
Once the joints are destroyed or the tendons are ruptured, then therapeutic options should be
considered. For example, when the little finger extensor tendon is ruptured, the surgeon can
suture the distal end of the ruptured tendon to the ring finger, thereby using the ring finger
extensor tendon to power the little finger. There are many strategies available for treating
tendon ruptures using tendon transfer procedures, and these procedures should carefully
consider the biomechanical properties of available tendons to replace the function of the
ruptured tendons.

For destroyed joints, the choices are either arthroplasty or arthrodesis. Because the destruction
of the joints is often accompanied by ligamentous instability, from the hand surgeon’s
perspective there are certain joints that should have arthrodesis and certain joints that should
have arthroplasty. For example, stability of the thumb is of utmost importance because the
thumb usually functions as a post for grip. Therefore, the thumb interphalangeal (IP) joint and
the MCP joint are often fused to provide stability, whereas the thumb carpometacarpal joint is
often treated with arthroplasty in order to maintain the motion of the thumb. For the fingers,
the distal IP joint should be treated with fusion because the tip of the finger requires stability
and injudicious arthroplasty procedure of this joint can lead to instability and disastrous
outcomes. As previously described, for the MCP joint, arthroplasty procedures are most
appropriate. In the rheumatoid proximal IP joint, the inherent lack of ligament support in RA
as well as tendon imbalances make the arthroplasty procedure a difficult option. The
arthroplasty procedure using implants requires stability of the ligaments to support the joints
and without sufficiently good ligamentous support, fusion is often the best choice for the
proximal IP joint.

The wrist joint is an area of great interest among hand surgeons. Hand surgeons often want to
strive to maintain wrist motion and when the wrist is destroyed, a variety of limited joint fusion
procedures can be proposed for the wrist in order to maintain some motion and at the same
time alleviate pain.[18–22] However, for RA patients with severe painful wrist destruction,
the options are either wrist arthrodesis or arthroplasty. Arthrodesis is a time honored procedure
in order to fuse the wrist and provide a stable platform for patients to use their hands more
effectively. Although wrist fusion will rob the patient of motion of the wrist, many of these
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patients do not have much motion of their arthritic wrist joints, and they usually have
accommodated and can tolerate the wrist fusion rather well. Interestingly, the appearance of
wrist destruction on x-ray is not an indication for surgery because paradoxically, many patients
with severe changes on the x-ray may not have much pain and can function remarkably well.
An experienced hand surgeon will want to understand the patient’s expectations and
motivations for seeking hand surgery consultation. If a patient is still able to accommodate
with a markedly destroyed wrist, I will often defer surgery until the pain becomes more
incapacitating or the wrist deformity progressively affects the hand function. The surgeon
should carefully weigh both the advantages and disadvantages of surgical treatment in order
to provide the most appropriate treatment options for the patient.

Wrist arthroplasty has become an increasingly active area of research in hand surgery (Figures
4 and 5). Research to design new wrist implants to avoid wrist fusion is progressing rapidly
and our recent studies have shown that arthroplasty is slightly more preferred by patients, hand
surgeons, and rheumatologists compared to arthrodesis and that both procedures are cost-
effective.[23] Wrist arthroplasty is not without complications.[24**] Rheumatoid patients
undergoing the wrist arthroplasty procedure may have a higher incidence of failure because of
the lack of integration of the wrist implant in RA patients with marginal bone stock. However,
patients and surgeons do prefer the wrist arthroplasty procedure in an effort to maintain some
wrist motion. Better implant materials and design should make this technology much more
predictable and suitable to maintain function of the rheumatoid wrist.

Conclusion
Although the incidence of severe rheumatoid hand condition is decreasing in the United States,
rheumatoid hand is one of the earliest presentations of RA, and the progression of rheumatoid
hand disease can be unpredictable. In early consultation with a hand surgeon, RA patients
should be carefully assessed for suitability of surgical treatment and informed of available
options. Surgical consultation does not equate to planning surgery, but can be an early
introduction to the hand surgeon who may be of service to the patient in the future. There are
a number of surgical treatments for the rheumatoid hand and careful sequential planning of the
surgical procedures can maintain patients’ hand function and in many cases, should enhance
outcomes of the rheumatoid hand by correcting existing deformities. Prospective outcomes
studies are underway in order to assess the effectiveness of a number of common hand surgical
procedures in order to derive high-level evidence regarding the use of these surgical treatments.
A collaborative relationship between rheumatologists and hand surgeons to derive these
outcomes data is critical, as demonstrated by the SMPA Group studies that result from the
collaboration between rheumatologists and hand surgeons at each center to conjointly devise
the study protocol for understanding the outcomes of the SMPA procedure. Additional efforts
are underway for the evaluation of the surgical treatment of wrist diseases in rheumatoid hands.
Until the cure for RA is found, hand surgeons will continue to be valuable partners of
rheumatologists to aid in the team effort directed at the rehabilitation of RA patients.
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Figure 1.
Silicone arthroplasty in the right hand. Note the well aligned fingers when compared to the
unoperated hand.
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Figure 2.
Diffuse synovitis that is classic for a patient with rheumatoid arthritis. This patient will require
synovectomy to prevent tendon ruptures and progressive wrist joint destruction.
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Figure 3.
Extensor tendon rupture of the left ring and little fingers.
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Figure 4.
Pre-operative x-ray of a patient requiring wrist arthroplasty for treatment of a painful RA wrist.
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Figure 5.
Post-operative x-ray of wrist arthroplasty. Please note the good bone stock in this RA patient
that can support the wrist implant components.
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