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Is surgery the only option for meniscal tear
and osteoarthritis?

March 19 2013

Many middle age and older adults have disabling knee pain due to a tear
in the meniscus, an important supporting structure in the knee that is
often damaged in patients with underlying knee osteoarthritis. In the
United States, more than 450,000 arthroscopic meniscal surgeries are
performed each year to treat meniscal tears. However, there is little data
available to clinicians who must decide with their patients whether it is
best to treat tears with surgery or with physical therapy. Now, new
research from Brigham and Women's Hospital (BWH), suggests that
physical therapy (PT) may prove just as effective as surgery for some
patients. These findings are presented at the annual meeting of the
American Academy of Orthopedic Surgeons and simultaneously
published online in the New England Journal of Medicine.

"Since both the patients who received physical therapy and those who
received surgery had similar and considerable improvements in function
and pain, our research shows that there is no single "best" treatment,"
said Jeffrey N. Katz, MD, MSc, principal investigator for the trial.
"Patients who wish to avoid surgery can be reassured that physical
therapy is a reasonable option, although they should recognize that not
everyone will improve with physical therapy alone. In this study, one
third of patients who received physical therapy ultimately chose to have
surgery, often because they did not improve with PT," added Katz, who
is director of the Orthopedic and Arthritis Center for Outcomes
Research at BWH and Professor of Medicine and Orthopedic Surgery at
Harvard Medical School.
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These findings are from the MeTeOR (Meniscal Tear in Osteoarthritis
Research) Trial, a multicenter study designed by a research team at
BWH that involved 351 patients who were over 45 years old with knee
pain, meniscal tear and knee osteoarthritis. The patients were
randomized to receive arthroscopic meniscal surgery or physical therapy.
Those subjects assigned to the physical therapy arm had the opportunity
to undergo surgery later in the course of the trial if they wished.
Researchers assessed their improvement in functional status using
standardized functional status scores after six and twelve months.

The researchers report that subjects assigned to physical therapy and
those assigned to surgery both had substantial and similar improvements
in functional status. However, researchers also note that these results
were achieved in part because one-third of subjects assigned to the
physical therapy arm elected to undergo surgery over the course of the
study. The remaining two-thirds of patients in the physical therapy group
did achieve similar improvements in pain and physical function
compared to the surgical group, but without undergoing surgery.

"We hope these findings will help physicians and their patients with knee
pain, meniscal tear and osteoarthritis to discuss the likely outcomes of
surgery and physical therapy and make informed treatment decisions,"
said senior author, Elena Losina, PhD, co-director of the Orthopaedic
and Arthritis Center for Outcomes Research at BWH and Associate
Professor of Orthopedic Surgery Harvard Medical School.

"These results are extremely valuable and will enable us to work with
patients and their families to identify the treatment that is best aligned
with patients' preferences," said John Wright, MD, an orthopedic
surgeon at BWH and lead orthopedist on the study.
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