
Cochrane in CORR1: Joint Lavage
for Osteoarthritis of the Knee

Harman Chaudhry MD, Kim Madden BSc,

Mohit Bhandari MD, PhD, FRCSC

Importance of the Topic

Osteoarthritis of the knee is a progressive

and debilitating condition that affects

more than 9.2 million individuals in the

United States [4]. The socioeconomic

impact of this condition is substantial as

well, resulting in billions of dollars in

health-related expenditures and indirect

economic losses [2, 3, 5]. Management

options for knee osteoarthritis range

from nonsurgical (or ‘‘conservative’’)

measures such as physiotherapy and

pharmacologic therapy, to surgical inter-

ventions such as joint lavage, arthro-

scopic débridement, and ultimately partial

or TKA. Ensuring that interventions

offered to patients are evidence-based is

an important strategy to help direct

finite healthcare resources only towards

those interventions that are effective.

Joint lavage used alone, either with

or without arthroscopy (and without

débridement), has been proposed as a

possible temporizing intervention,

which may improve pain and function

in the short-term and delay knee

arthroplasty. Theoretically, joint lavage

may ‘‘wash out’’ microscopic and

macroscopic intraarticular debris, as

well as inflammatory cytokines, all of

which potentially contribute to synovi-

tis and pain [1, 6, 8]. Whether there is

high quality evidence to support this

theoretical benefit was the subject of

this systematic review [7].

A Note from the Editor-in-Chief: I am pleased

to announce the partnership

between CORR1, The Cochrane

Collaboration1, and McMaster University’s

Evidence-Based Orthopaedics Group for a

new column, called Cochrane in CORR1. In

it, we will identify an abstract originally

published in The Cochrane Library that we

think is especially important, and Dr. Mohit

Bhandari, our Deputy Editor for Evidence-

Based Orthopaedics, and his colleagues from

McMaster University will provide expert

perspective on it.
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Cochrane Reviews are regularly updated as new

evidence emerges and in response to feedback,

and The Cochrane Library (http://www.

thecochranelibrary.com) should be consulted

for the most recent version of the review.

This Cochrane in CORR1 column refers to

the abstract available at: DOI: 10.1002/

14651858.CD007320.pub2.).

(Reichenbach S, Rutjes AW, Nüesch E, Trelle

S, Jüni P. Joint lavage for osteoarthritis of the

knee. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2010

May 12;(5):CD007320. doi: 10.1002/

14651858.CD007320.pub2. Copyright �

2010 The Cochrane Collaboration. Published

by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Reproduced with

permission.)
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Upon Closer Inspection

Reichenbach and colleagues [7] per-

formed a thorough and rigorous

systematic review of both randomized

and quasi-randomized trials gathered

from multiple databases and manual

searches of both published and

unpublished studies. However, the

results should be interpreted with an

understanding of the methodological

limitations of included trials.

Among the seven included trials,

there was substantial variability in the

types and characteristics of both

interventions and controls. Allocation

sequence generation was appropriate

in only two of the seven included tri-

als, and allocation was adequately

concealed in only three studies. Only

two studies analyzed data using the

intention-to-treat principle.

Outcome data showed no overall

benefit to treatment, although there

was a high degree of heterogeneity

among trials. Therefore, these trials

likely overestimated any actual treat-

ment effect. Researchers found no

improvements in pain at 1 year or

function at 3 months or 1 year. Among

the three trials that reported function at

1 year, a possible treatment benefit was

suggested by the homogeneity of the

results; however, the effect sizes were

very small and likely not clinically

important.

Take-Home Messages

Overall, there is no conclusive evi-

dence that joint lavage improves either

pain or function at 3 months or 1 year

for osteoarthritis of the knee. Available

clinical trials are small in size,

few in number, poor in quality, and

heterogeneous in methodology and

outcomes. If strong clinical equipoise

continues to exist among orthopaedic

surgeons, large randomized controlled

trials with rigorous methodology,

including reasonable attempts at blind-

ing, will be necessary. Owing to the

lack of benefit demonstrated in this

systematic review of available trials,

alongside a lack of strong clinical

equipoise, joint lavage alone is not

recommended as a routine intervention

in the management of osteoarthritis of

the knee.
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