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Joint Replacement Surgery Gives New Lease on Life to Arthritis Sufferers
Aging Baby Boomers spur demand for New Techniques and Procedures 
Greenwich, CT – Osteoarthritis has plagued humans for centuries, perhaps since man first stood upright. Since the advent of joint replacement surgery in the 1970s, quality of life has been restored for millions of people and the procedures are now routine in many hospitals across the country. This year over 300,000 hip replacements and over 325,000 knee replacements will be performed and those numbers are expected to sharply increase over the next two decades as the population ages and the baby-boomers enter their 60s.

Joint replacement surgeries, once performed primarily on patients over 65, are now also being sought by younger adults whose active lifestyles have resulted in an earlier onset of arthritis symptoms than previous generations. “Boomers have enjoyed years of running, aerobics and skiing far beyond what their parents did,” says Dr. Brian Kavanagh, joint replacement specialist with Orthopaedic and Neurosurgery Specialists (ONS) and Greenwich Hospital. “They are also less willing to live with the symptoms of aging and more eager to seek medical solutions.” According to the American Association of Orthopaedic Surgeons (AAOS), in the last 10 years the proportion of joint replacement patients 40 to 49 years of age almost doubled and patients 50 to 59 increased by half.
Osteoarthritis, also known as degenerative or "wear and tear" arthritis, typically occurs in adults aged 45 and older when the cartilage that cushions the joint, breaks down and eventually wears away. Commonly characterized by pain and stiffness, severe cases can be profoundly debilitating and the emotional and financial costs of living with a painful disability are high. Unfortunately, there are still no medications to effectively impact the progression of arthritis so once pain treatments cease to work, surgery is often the best option.
“Pain from a failing joint can be so profound that it restricts the most basic level of function,” says Dr. Kavanagh, a surgeon and Fellowship instructor at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota before coming to Greenwich. “When someone reaches the point where pain medications no longer help and pain interferes with normal activities like walking, getting in and out of a car and sleeping, it’s time to consider joint replacement no matter what their age.” 
Eric Webb is an active, 54 year-old Byram resident who underwent total hip replacement 18 months ago. For much of his life, he was an enthusiastic athlete playing a lot of tennis, rugby and cricket.  More recently he enjoyed walking, squash and waterskiing. Gradually however, he began to feel pain in his right hip and five years ago, while on a trip home to South Africa, a visit to his doctor revealed he had degenerative arthritis and eventually would need the joint replaced. Before long, the discomfort affected virtually everything he did, even causing compensatory pain in his knee. When the pain became almost unbearable he went to ONS on the recommendation of a friend. Desperate for relief he was more than ready to have the surgery.  

“The pain was really bad for the 18 months before I saw Dr. Kavanagh,” says Webb. “I couldn’t walk or go up stairs correctly. It was terrible.” The doctor had an opening in his schedule and Webb jumped at the opportunity. Eleven days later he underwent a total hip replacement. Both the surgery and recovery went smoothly. “I remember that after the surgery, the pain was gone and I could not understand why I’d waited so long.”

Four weeks later he returned to work and was able to drive the one hour commute by himself with no difficulty.  Now he is back to playing squash and regular walking and recalls the surgery as simply “amazing.”
Surgeons continually work to make joint replacement procedures less invasive, safer, and most significantly, they’re looking for ways to insure the longevity of artificial joints.  Dr. Kavanagh has been performing total hip and knee replacements for the past 25 years and has played an integral role in the evolution of the procedures.  “Joint replacement technology and techniques have evolved tremendously since we began doing them,” says Dr. Kavanagh.  “New materials have extended the life of artificial joints which are now considered safe and reliable for up to 20 years. Minimal incision procedures, which cause less muscle trauma and help speed the recovery process, are now being done by very experienced surgeons in some hospitals around the country including Greenwich.”  

Another reason for the increase in younger joint replacement patients is the longer life expectancy of the prosthesis. “Previously, artificial joints were only projected to last 10 years so doctors waited as long as possible to avoid the risk of a joint failing while the patient was under 70,” explains Dr. Kavanagh.  “The newest implants, made from irradiated plastics resist wear.  Different ceramics are also being tested.”
The most significant recent advance in joint replacement has been in the surgery itself. Total hip and knee replacements can be performed safely and effectively by qualified surgeons using what is called a “minimal incision” and smaller instrumentation.  Dr. Kavanagh, who has personally performed over 3500 hip and knee replacement surgeries in 20 years, has been performing minimal incision surgeries for several years. He now uses incisions three to four inches long for hips and four to five inches for knees. Just ten years ago, incisions ranged from eight to twelve inches long. Utilizing the new technique, less cutting of the muscle is required for hips, and for knees, the quadriceps tendon is not cut as is done with more conventional techniques. According to Kavanagh, the smaller incisions he uses still allow him to see everything necessary to prepare the bone and to position and secure the joint safely.  Advantages to the technique include less blood loss, less tissue trauma, shorter hospital stay, more rapid recovery and a smaller scar.  
Caution about overstated claims…

There is a lot of good information about joint replacement surgery on the internet such as the site for the American Association of Orthopaedic Surgeons (AAOS). However, Dr. Kavanagh cautions individuals to be wary of exaggerated claims on less reputable sites. Many products and services advertised for relief from pain and immobility may not have been sufficiently tested, or their test results may not be accurately represented in on-line promotions.

ONS has four joint replacement specialists including Dr. Brian Kavanagh. Dr. John Crowe and Dr. Frank Ennis are also hip and knee replacement specialists. Dr. Seth Miller performs shoulder joint replacements. ONS is the largest orthopaedic and neurosurgery practice in Fairfield and Westchester counties and is comprised of physicians trained at the premier medical universities and hospitals in the United States. Joint replacement surgeries are performed in Greenwich Hospital’s state of the art surgical suites.  For more information, please visit www.onsmd.com or call 203.869.1145.
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