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       Ankle Arthritis 
 

What is Ankle Arthritis? 
Ankle arthritis is a condition in which the 
smooth cartilage in the ankle joint becomes 
damaged or wears away. This can lead to pain, 
swelling, stiffness, and difficulty walking. 
Although ankle arthritis is less common than 
arthritis in the hip or knee, it can have a major 
effect on day-to-day activities and quality of 
life. 

 

Causes of Ankle Arthritis 
Several factors can contribute to the 
development of ankle arthritis, including: 

• Trauma: Previous ankle fracture is a risk 
for developing arthritis. 

• Foot Structure: Certain foot types, such 
as flat feet or overly flexible joints, are 

more prone to developing ankle 
arthritis. 

• Inflammatory Conditions: Conditions 
like rheumatoid arthritis can increase 
the risk of degenerative joint problems. 

Symptoms of Ankle Arthritis 
Common symptoms include ankle pain, 
stiffness, swelling, reduced movement, and 
difficulty walking, especially on uneven ground 
or after longer periods of standing. Some 
people also notice grinding, catching, or 
changes in the shape or alignment of the ankle.  

Diagnosis of Hallux Valgus 
History and examination of the patient is an 
important part of the assessment. Examination 
will look for ankle for swelling, tenderness, 
movement, stability, and alignment. Weight-
bearing X-rays are commonly used to assess 
joint space narrowing, bone spurs, and 
deformity. In some cases, a CT scan or MRI 
may also be needed to help with treatment 
planning. 

Non-Surgical Treatments 
Many people can improve their symptoms 
without surgery. Non-surgical treatment may 
include;  

• activity modification 
• weight loss management  
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• supportive footwear, ankle braces, 

physiotherapy, and walking aids if 
needed. 

• Pain relief may include paracetamol, 
anti-inflammatory medicines, or topical 
gels, depending on what is suitable for 
you.  

• Some patients may also benefit from 
image-guided steroid injections for 
temporary pain relief.  

Your treatment plan should be tailored to 
your symptoms, activity level, and overall 
health. 

Surgical Treatments 
Surgery is usually considered when pain 
remains significant despite non-surgical 
treatment and is interfering with sleep, walking, 
work, or daily activities. The two main 
operations for end-stage ankle arthritis are 
ankle arthrodesis and ankle replacement. The 
best option depends on factors such as your 
age, activity level, ankle alignment, bone 
quality, medical history, and the condition of 
nearby joints. 

Ankle Arthrodesis (Fusion) 
Ankle arthrodesis is an operation that 
permanently joins the bones of the ankle so the 
joint no longer moves. The aim is to reduce pain 
by stopping movement in the worn joint 
surfaces. During surgery, the damaged 
cartilage is removed and the bones are fixed 
together with screws and sometimes plates 
until they heal as one bone. 

The main benefit of ankle fusion is reliable pain 
relief, and it has a long track record as a 
treatment for severe ankle arthritis. It may be 
particularly suitable for younger or more active 
patients, people with significant deformity, or 

those with ankle instability. The main drawback 
is loss of ankle joint movement. Many people 
still walk well after fusion because nearby 
joints can compensate to some extent, but 
walking on uneven ground may feel less 
natural. Over time, the extra stress on 
neighbouring joints can contribute to arthritis 
in those joints. 

Recovery after ankle fusion usually involves a 
period of limited or no weight-bearing while the 
bones heal, followed by gradual rehabilitation. 
Risks include wound problems, infection, 
blood clots, nerve irritation, ongoing pain, 
malalignment, and failure of the bones to heal 
together, which is called non-union. 

Dr Winson is a specialist in Arthroscopic (Key 
hole) surgery and where possible prefers to 
perform these surgeries using this technique.  

 

Ankle Replacement 
Ankle replacement involves removing the 
damaged joint surfaces and replacing them 
with artificial components. The aim is to reduce 
pain while preserving some ankle movement. 
This may help walking feel more natural than 
after a fusion, especially on uneven surfaces, 
and may reduce stress on nearby joints. 
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Ankle replacement is often considered for 
selected patients with end-stage arthritis who 
are generally older, less physically demanding 
in their daily activities, and have good bone 
quality, reasonable alignment, and healthy soft 
tissues. It may be less suitable if there is severe 
deformity, major instability, active infection, 
poor circulation, significant bone loss, or 
certain nerve-related conditions. Although 
ankle replacement can preserve movement, 
artificial joints can wear out or loosen over time 
and may eventually need further surgery. 

Recovery after ankle replacement also involves 
a period of protection and rehabilitation. Risks 
include infection, wound healing problems, 
blood clots, nerve injury, stiffness, persistent 
pain, loosening of the implant, wear of the 
components, fracture around the implant, and 
the possibility of revision surgery in the future. 

 

Ankle Replacement or Fusion? 
Both operations can relieve pain and improve 
function. Ankle fusion is generally durable and 
predictable, but it sacrifices ankle movement. 
Ankle replacement aims to preserve 
movement, but it may not last as long as a 
fusion and can be more suitable only for 
selected patients. There is no single best 

operation for everyone. Your surgeon will 
discuss which option is most appropriate 
based on your symptoms, goals, anatomy, and 
overall health. 

What will my surgery entail? 
• Surgery usually requires at least a stay 

in hospital of 1-2 days.  
• The anaesthetist will talk to you about 

the different anaesthetic options 
available to you ensuring that it is 
individualised to your specific wants 
and needs. 

• The surgery involves preparing the joint 
surfaces either for fusion or 
replacement and ensuring that all 
deformity in the ankle is corrected. 

• The incision is closed and the foot is 
wrapped in a plaster which will remain 
on for 2 weeks. You will be non-
weightbearing for 2-6 weeks depending 
on the type of procedure that you had. 

What can I expect post-operatively? 
• You will be in immobilisation for 6-12 

weeks in either a cast or boot. 
• After 2 weeks you will require a wound 

at which point the bulky dressing can be 
removed. At this point the wound will 
most likely be healed but you may 
require a few more days with a small 
dressing on to ensure that the wound is 
fully healed.  

• At 6 weeks following surgery you will 
require a weight bearing X-ray of your 
ankle to confirm that things are going 
well.  

• If all is well at the 6 weeks check you 
can start to put more weight through the 
ankle. 
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• It is normal for the foot and especially 

the big toe to remain swollen for 6-
12months following surgery. 

• It is normal for you to experience some 
pain from time to time for the first 3-6 
months. You are expected to return to 
your normal level of function at 6 
months. 

http://www.winsonfootandankle.com.au/
mailto:admin@winsonfootandankle.com.au

	What is Ankle Arthritis?
	Causes of Ankle Arthritis
	Symptoms of Ankle Arthritis
	Diagnosis of Hallux Valgus
	Non-Surgical Treatments
	Surgical Treatments
	Ankle Arthrodesis (Fusion)
	Ankle Replacement
	Ankle Replacement or Fusion?
	What will my surgery entail?
	What can I expect post-operatively?


