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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Clinical Trials Study

Can bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle be an accurate option 
for intra-articular delivery of injectable agents?
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Abstract
BACKGROUND 
Bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle under local anesthesia has been proposed 
for intra-articular delivery of injectable agents. Accuracy and tolerability of this 
approach in the clinical setting–including patients with end-stage ankle pathology 
and/or a history of prior surgery–is not known.

AIM 
To assess clinical accuracy and tolerability of bedside needle arthroscopy as a 
delivery system for injectable agents into the tibiotalar joint.

METHODS 
This was a prospective study that included adult patients who were scheduled for 
an injection with hyaluronic acid to the tibiotalar joint. In our center, these 
injections are used as a last resort prior to extensive surgery. The primary 
outcome was injection accuracy, which was defined as injecting through the 
arthroscopic cannula with intra-articular positioning confirmed by a clear arthro-
scopic view of the joint space. Secondary outcome measures included a patient-
reported numeric rating scale (NRS, 0-10) of pain during the procedure and 
willingness of patients to return for the same procedure. NRS of ankle pain at rest 
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and during walking was collected at baseline and at 2-wk follow-up. Complic-
ations were monitored from inclusion up to a 2-wk control visit.

RESULTS 
We performed 24 inspection-injections. Eleven (46%) participants were male, and 
mean age was 46.8 ± 14.5 years. Osteoarthritis was the indication for injection in 
20 (83%) cases, of which 8 (33%) patients suffered from osteoarthritis Kellgren-
Lawrence grade IV, and 10 (42%) patients from Kellgren-Lawrence grade III. An 
osteochondral defect was the indication for injection in 4 (17%) cases. A history of 
ankle surgery was present in 14 (58%) participants and a history of multiple ankle 
surgeries in 11 (46%) participants. It was possible to confirm accuracy in 21 (88%) 
procedures. The 3 (12%) participants where needle arthroscopy did not reach a 
clear view of the joint space all suffered from Kellgren-Lawrence grade IV 
osteoarthritis. Pain during the procedure was reported with a median of 1 
[interquartile ranges (IQR): 0–2]. Willingness to return was 100%. Pain in rest 
decreased from a median NRS of 4 (IQR: 2–7) at baseline to a median of 3 (IQR: 
1–5) at follow-up (P < 0.01). Pain during walking decreased from a median NRS of 
8 (IQR: 6–9) to a median of 7 (IQR: 4–8) (P < 0.01). Infections or other complic-
ations were not encountered.

CONCLUSION 
Clinical accuracy and tolerability of bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle as a 
delivery system for injectable agents are excellent. Accuracy was 100% in patients 
without total ventral joint obliteration.

Key Words: Ankle arthroscopy; NanoScope; Needle arthroscopy; Injections; Proof of 
concept; Patient experience

©The Author(s) 2022. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: Needle arthroscopy is rapidly attracting the interest of the orthopedic field, as 
recent technical innovation has increased image quality and improved surgical 
handling. Bedside needle arthroscopy under local anesthesia has been proposed as a 
possible use. In this study, we performed needle arthroscopic inspection-injections of 
the tibiotalar joint in the procedure room and using only local anesthesia. We found 
high accuracy of these guided injections, and excellent patient tolerability of the 
procedure. The results of this study may form the groundwork for further expansion of 
indications that merit needle arthroscopy of the ankle under local anesthesia, including 
operative procedures.

Citation: Stornebrink T, Stufkens SAS, Mercer NP, Kennedy JG, Kerkhoffs GMMJ. Can 
bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle be an accurate option for intra-articular delivery of 
injectable agents? World J Orthop 2022; 13(1): 78-86
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/2218-5836/full/v13/i1/78.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.5312/wjo.v13.i1.78

INTRODUCTION
Intra-articular injections play an important role in orthopedic surgery[1], and 
innovative injectable agents promise to further increase their importance as minimally 
invasive treatment[2,3]. Yet, accuracy of articular injections is often limited, which 
lowers the chance of a positive treatment effect[4]. In the tibiotalar joint, accuracy of 
injections ranges between a mere 67% and 77% when guided by palpation[4]. The 
effect of ultrasound guidance is highly variable, and often does not improve injection 
accuracy at all[5]. Inaccurate injections may be especially unacceptable in case of 
expensive biologic augments, slowly releasing delivery systems, or for injections that 
have a detrimental effect on soft tissue.
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Needle arthroscopy was first introduced in the 1990s, yet was never adopted as 
standard modality due to low image quality and inconvenient machinery. However, 
recent innovation has led to a substantial increase in image quality and has reduced 
the size of supportive devices to the likes of a tablet computer[6]. In a cadaveric study, 
this improved version of needle arthroscopy provided easy and safe access to the 
ankle[6].

Based on cadaveric experience, it has been suggested to use needle arthroscopy 
under local anesthesia as a means to inspect the ankle joint and to simultaneously 
deliver an injectable in a minimally invasive yet highly accurate manner[6]. Yet, 
feasibility of this approach has not been tested in a patient setting so far. The cadaveric 
setting may differ from clinical practice, as for example patient discomfort, time 
pressure, scar tissue and joint stiffness may hamper a successful procedure. Therefore, 
the aim of this study was to assess the accuracy and patient tolerability of bedside 
needle arthroscopy to deliver injectable agents to the ankle joint in a clinical setting, 
which may include participants with advanced pathology and a history of previous 
ankle surgery. We hypothesized that even in such a difficult patient group, we would 
be able to deliver injections with high accuracy, and that procedures would be well 
tolerated by patients.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
A prospective pilot study of consecutive patients was conducted in our academic 
hospital between December 2019 and December 2020. The study was approved by our 
institutional ethical review board with reference 2019_203 and conducted in agreement 
with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments. All patients provided 
written consent for their participation. The study was monitored by our institution’s 
monitoring board. Prior to the first inclusion, the study was registered at Toetsin-
gOnline.nl with reference NL71185.018.19.

Patients
All patients between 18 years and 80 years of age that were planned for an injection 
with hyaluronic acid in the tibiotalar joint were potentially eligible for inclusion. In our 
center, these injections are used as a last resort of conservative management. Patients 
were excluded from the study who had concern for active local or systemic infection, 
known history of bleeding disorders, were unable to communicate informed consent, 
or were logistically unavailable at the time of planned needle arthroscopy.

Arthroscopic procedure
We used a 1.9-millimeter arthroscope (NanoScope, Arthrex, Naples, FL, United States) 
for procedures. Procedures were performed by two fellowship trained foot and ankle 
surgeons with extensive experience in ankle arthroscopy (SAS and GK) in an 
outpatient treatment room, suitable for small interventions. The patient was 
positioned in supine semi-sitting position on a standard operating chair. The ankle 
was disinfected with a chlorohexidine solution and standard surgical draping was 
applied. A standard anteromedial portal was utilized and located by palpation. The 
portal was locally anesthetized with lidocaine 2%, injected along the entire tract 
including the joint capsule. Once the anesthetic had taken effect, a 2-mm stab incision 
of the skin was made at the desired portal location. A 2.3-mm diameter cannula was 
positioned intra-articular, with help of a blunt obturator and slight non-invasive 
distraction. The obturator was removed and the arthroscope was inserted. Syringes 
with sterile saline could be connected to the cannula for improving visibility. If 
needed, the cannula was repositioned (with a maximum of three attempts) until a clear 
view of the intra-capsular joint space was obtained. No power tools were used and the 
joint capsule was not resected or debrided. Once the intra-articular view was 
confirmed, any injected saline was aspirated, after which the pre-packed syringe with 
hyaluronic acid was connected to the cannula, and the hyaluronic acid was delivered 
to the joint space through the cannula. The cannula was then flushed with 1cc of saline 
in order to deliver all the remaining hyaluronic acid. The arthroscope and cannula 
were removed and the 2-mm portal was closed with sterile wound closure strips. 
Standard post-treatment care–including 48 h of partial weightbearing–was advised. In 
the cases where a clear view of the joint space could not be obtained after three 
attempts, we converted to an intra-articular injection through a standard 21G (green) 
needle.
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Outcome measures
The primary outcome measure was injection accuracy. An accurate injection was 
defined as injecting through the arthroscopic cannula with intra-articular positioning 
confirmed by a clear arthroscopic view of the intra-capsular joint space. As secondary 
outcome measures we collected intra-operative complications, need for conversion to a 
conventional injection, reason for conversion and procedure time (from patient 
entrance to patient departure from the procedure room). In addition, patient-reported 
outcome measures (PROMS) were collected at discharge and during a control visit 2 
wk after the procedure. PROMS included numeric rating scales (NRS, 0–10) of pain at 
rest and during walking as experienced in the 2 wk prior to answering the 
questionnaire (i.e. in the 2 wk prior to either the intervention or the follow-up visit). At 
discharge, PROMS additionally included NRS of pain during the procedure, and a 
dichotomous promotor score, asking patients whether they would undergo the 
procedure again if needed. Complications (infection, neurovascular damage, pain or 
other complaints prompting contact with a physician) were monitored from inclusion 
up to study end upon completing the control visit. Follow-up and collection of PROMS 
was not performed by the orthopedic surgeon but by an independent PhD-fellow (TS) 
instead.

Analysis
We determined to include 24 patients which, applying the sample size calculation for 
pilot studies by Viechtbauer et al[7] (2015), gives 95% certainty to detect problems that 
arise with a probability of at least 12%. Descriptive statistics of primary and secondary 
outcome parameters were provided. Each variable was tested for normality with the 
Shapiro-Wilk test. Medians and interquartile ranges (IQR) were calculated in case of 
non-normally distributed data. Otherwise, means and standard deviations (SD) were 
provided. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to compare preoperative and 
postoperative outcome scores. In case of a statistically significant difference in PROMS 
between discharge and follow-up, the number of patients that met the threshold for a 
minimal clinically important difference (MCID) was calculated[8]. For the NRS of pain, 
this MCID was set a minimal difference of three points on the 0–10 scale[9]. Data was 
collected using CASTOR EDC[10]. Analyses were conducted using Stata 12 (StataCorp, 
College Station, TX, United States).

RESULTS
Twenty-four patients were screened for eligibility and included in the study and 
received a needle arthroscopic injection. Eleven (46%) patients were male (Table 1). 
Mean age was 46.8 ± 14.5 years (range: 20–71 years). Twenty (83%) injections were 
performed as a temporizing biotribologic therapeutic for advanced osteoarthritis with 
near obliteration of the joint space. Kellgren-Lawrence grading was grade IV in 8 (33%) 
patients and grade III in 10 (42%) patients. Four (17%) injections were performed as a 
treatment modality for a talar osteochondral defect. Fourteen (58%) patients had a 
history of prior surgery–either open or arthroscopic–to the applicable ankle, and 11 
(46%) had a history of multiple prior surgeries.

Procedure
It was possible to perform an injection with arthroscopic confirmation of accuracy in 
21 (88%) patients (Table 2 and Figure 1). Conversion to a conventional injection needle 
was needed in 3 (12%) patients, all on account of technical inability to achieve intra-
articular positioning of the needle arthroscope within three attempts. All failures 
occurred in patients suffering from end-stage osteoarthritis with Kellgren-Lawrence 
grade IV. Two of the failed cases occurred in a patient with a history of prior ankle 
surgery, of which 1 patient had had multiple prior surgeries. There were no intra-
operative complications. Mean intra-OR time was 17 ± 5 min. Sterile wound closure 
strips were sufficient for wound closure in all cases and sutures were never required.

Follow-up 
All (100%) patients completed the follow-up visit and questionnaire (Table 2). The 
follow-up visit was performed at a median of 14 d (IQR: 14–16) after the intervention. 
Due to restrictions in the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, 2 follow-up visits 
were conducted by phone. All other visits were conducted in person. No infectious or 
neurovascular complications were found. No patient contacted a physician in the 
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Table 1 Patient demographics at the time of the intervention (mean ± SD)

Parameter Value

Age in yr (range) 46.8 ± 14.5 (20–71)

Sex

Male, n (%) 11 (46%) 

Female, n (%) 13 (54%)

Indication for injection

Osteoarthritis, n (%) 20 (83%)

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade I (n) 0

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade II (n) 2

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade III (n) 10

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade IV (n) 8

(Osteo)chondral defect, n (%) 4 (17%)

Prior ankle surgery 

None, n (%) 10 (42%)

Any, n (%) 14 (58%)

Multiple, n (%) 11 (46%)

Table 2 Procedure and follow-up (mean ± SD)

Parameter Value

Accurate injections, n (%) 21 (88%)

Accuracy by indication

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade I [n accurate (% of subset)] NA

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade II [n accurate (% of subset)] 2 (100%)

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade III [n accurate (% of subset)] 10 (100%)

Kellgren-Lawrence Grade IV [n accurate (% of subset)] 5 (62.5%)

(Osteo)chondral defect [n accurate (% of subset)] 4 (100%)

Accuracy by prior ankle surgery

None [n accurate (% of subset)] 9 (90.0%)

Any [n accurate (% of subset)] 12 (85.7%)

Multiple [n accurate (% of subset)] 10 (90.1%)

Procedure time (min) 17 ± 5

Completed follow-up, n (%) 24 (100%)

Follow-up time (median days, IQR) 14 (IQR, 14–16)

Complications, n (%) 0 (0%)

NA: Not applicable; IQR: Interquartile ranges.

period between intervention and follow-up.

PROMS
The median NRS of pain during the arthroscopic procedure was 1 (IQR: 0–2) (Table 3). 
All (100%) patients were willing to return for another bedside needle arthroscopic 
injection if needed. Median NRS of pain in rest decreased from 4 (IQR: 2–7) in the 2 wk 
prior to the intervention, to 3 (IQR: 1–5) in the 2 wk prior to the follow-up visit (P < 
0.01). In 6 patients, pain in rest decreased with at least 3 points (MCID) on the NRS 
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Table 3 Patient reported outcome

Activity Intervention Follow-up Difference (P value)

Willing to return, n (%) 24 (100%) NA NA

NRS of pain (0–10)

During procedure (median, IQR) 1 (0–2) NA NA

In rest (past 2 wk) (median, IQR) 4 (2–7) 3 (1–5) < 0.01

Walking (past 2 wk) (median, IQR) 8 (6–9) 7 (4–8) < 0.01

NA: Not applicable; NRS: Numeric rating scale; IQR: Interquartile ranges.

Figure 1 Intra-articular image of a right tibiotalar joint, taken with the 0° arthroscope inserted through the anteromedial portal. Substantial 
chondral wear can be seen on talus and tibia, with uncovered bone clearly visible.

scale. Pain during walking decreased from a median NRS of 8 (IQR: 6–9) to a median 
NRS of 7 (IQR: 4–8) (P < 0.01). In 7 patients, pain during walking decreased with at 
least 3 points (MCID) on the NRS scale.

DISCUSSION
Can bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle be an accurate option for intra-articular 
delivery of injectable agents? Yes, but be aware that a difficult patient population with 
extensive scar tissue due to prior surgeries and severe joint space narrowing due to 
advanced osteoarthritic joint obliteration will not provide a 100% success rate. The 
main finding of this study was that 2-mm diameter needle arthroscopy of the ankle 
was able to achieve clear intra-articular positioning in 88% (21 out of 24) of cases. It 
was then possible to deliver hyaluronic acid in the joint space with absolute certainty 
in these 21 cases. The success rate was 100% in patients with less advanced 
osteoarthritis (Kellgren-Lawrence grade III) or lower and the success rate was 90% in 
patients without a history prior ankle surgery. Therefore, patient selection and 
counseling is important before considering inspection-injection through needle 
arthroscopy of the ankle. Procedures were well tolerated and there were no complic-
ations in this cohort, including a follow-up visit at 14 d.

A recent literature review by Hall[4] (2013) found that in a clinical setting, ankle 
injections are delivered with an accuracy ranging between 67% and 77%, if guided by 
palpation[4]. Although not statistically tested, the 88% accuracy this study found for 
needle arthroscopic injections is higher. This could be explained by the visual 
confirmation of the position of the arthroscope. In case of extra-articular positioning, 
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the arthroscope was repositioned until correctly located in the joint. Repositioning of 
the needle in conventional procedures still could result in an extra-articular injection.

Intra-articular positioning of the arthroscope and cannula was not achieved in 3 
patients (12%). All 3 patients suffered from Kellgren-Lawrence grade IV osteoarthritis, 
with complete obliteration of the ventral joint space. The joint space between their 
talus and tibia was less than 2 mm–too narrow for a safe introduction of the 
arthroscope, despite the use of non-invasive distraction. In addition, osteophytes 
narrowed the angle in which it was possible to navigate the arthroscope. As the needle 
arthroscope that was used has a 0° direction of view, changing the direction of view 
cannot be achieved by rotating the camera, as it can with for example conventional 30° 
arthroscopes. Instead, the direction of view can only be changed by tilting the entire 
arthroscope. Osteophytes limit the possibility for this tilting of the arthroscope, which 
may hamper visualization of the joint. Furthermore, the flexibility of the small 
diameter needle scope prevents using the barrel of the scope as a lever to gain access to 
the joint. We therefore recommend to carefully examine the patient’s radiological 
studies, which may constitute simple X-ray’s–in case of severe osteoarthritis, before 
considering needle arthroscopic injections. The amount of joint distraction that can be 
achieved with non-invasive distraction in patients with end-stage joint destruction 
under local anesthesia is a subject for further study.

Fourteen patients (58%) had a history of prior surgery. We noted difficulty with 
arthroscope introduction in 5 of them. In conventional arthroscopy, partial 
synovectomy is performed to obtain a clear view in these patients[11]. Needle arthro-
scopic synovectomy has been performed in the knee[12], and cadaveric studies have 
shown the feasibility of operative needle arthroscopy in the ankle[6]. In the knee, 
synovectomy under local anesthesia is well tolerated by most patients[13]. For the 
ankle, clinical feasibility of needle arthroscopic (partial) synovectomy under local 
anesthesia has yet to be established. Nevertheless, whether it is acceptable to perform a 
synovectomy may depend on the indication for needle arthroscopy, and may be 
excessively invasive for a simple injection. Extensive prior surgery may hence be a 
contraindication for bedside needle arthroscopy in these cases.

Procedures were well tolerated by patients and there were no complications up to a 
2-wk follow-up. Although this is the first study to evaluate bedside needle arthroscopy 
of the ankle, needle arthroscopic procedures have been performed under local 
anesthesia in the knee and shoulder, and were well tolerated by patients in these joints 
as well[14]. That the procedure is well tolerated is further substantiated by 100% of 
participants being willing to return for another needle arthroscopic injection if needed. 
A recent cadaveric study showed that needle arthroscopy of the ankle does not pose a 
risk of damaging major neurovascular structures when using the anteromedial portal
[6], which substantiates that our current study did not find any signs of neurovascular 
complications at 2-wk follow-up. Although this study cannot exclude that complic-
ations with a low prevalence (such as infection) may arise, a review of 1419 patients 
that underwent diagnostic needle arthroscopy of the knee or shoulder found no major 
complications[15], providing further assurance of the safety of the procedure.

This study is limited by its design as a pilot study. It does not offer a comparison 
with conventional injections, nor with conventional arthroscopy or more invasive 
forms of anesthesia. It should rather be interpreted as a proof of feasibility of bedside 
needle arthroscopy of the ankle and delivery of injectable agents under local 
anesthesia. Arthroscopy is difficult to perform in the ankle, especially with a 0° 
direction of view. In that sense, it is important to note that the study may have been 
underpowered to detect problems or events such as rare complications that occur with 
a frequency of less than 12%.

The basic procedure as reviewed in this study may be further augmented in order to 
increase benefit to patient and physician. A recent systematic review showed that 
compared to MRI, needle arthroscopy has higher accuracy in diagnosing knee 
osteoarthritis, anterior cruciate ligament insufficiency, meniscal tears, and 
osteochondral defects[14]. Needle arthroscopic diagnosis and delivery of an injectable 
treatment would be a beneficial combination. In general, the results of this study may 
form the groundwork for further expansion of indications that merit needle 
arthroscopy of the ankle under local anesthesia, including operative procedures.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, in this clinical pilot study, needle arthroscopy of the ankle showed to be 
a procedure that is well tolerated by patients under local anesthesia. It is able to 
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confirm intra-articular delivery of injectable agents with high accuracy. Accuracy may 
approach 100% by excluding patients with total ventral joint obliteration and patients 
with a history of extensive prior ankle surgery.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
Research background
Needle arthroscopy is rapidly attracting the interest of the orthopedic field, as recent 
technical innovation has increased image quality and improved surgical handling. 
Bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle under local anesthesia has been proposed for 
intra-articular delivery of injectable agents.

Research motivation
Clinical accuracy and tolerability of this approach is not known.

Research objectives
To assess clinical accuracy and tolerability of bedside needle arthroscopy as a delivery 
system for injectable agents into the tibiotalar joint.

Research methods
A prospective clinical study was conducted. Adult patients who were scheduled for an 
injection to the ankle joint were included. The primary outcome was accuracy of 
bedside needle arthroscopic injections under local anesthesia. Additionally, a patient 
reported numeric rating scale (NRS, 0-10) of pain during the procedure and 
willingness of patients to return for a similar procedure if needed were recorded. 
Occurrence of complications was monitored from inclusion up to a 2-wk control visit.

Research results
Of 24 inspection-injections were performed. Osteoarthritis was the indication for 
injection in 20 (83%) cases–of which 8 cases (33%) were Kellgren-Lawrence grade IV, 
and 10 cases (42%) were Kellgren-Lawrence grade III. The indication was an 
osteochondral defect in 4 (17%) participants. Fourteen (58%) participants had a history 
of ankle surgery and 11 (46%) patients a history of multiple ankle surgeries. It was 
possible to confirm accuracy in 21 (88%) procedures. The 3 (12%) participants where 
this confirmation failed all suffered from Kellgren-Lawrence grade IV osteoarthritis. 
Participants reported a NRS of pain during the procedure with a median of 1 
(interquartile ranges: 0–2), and a willingness to return of 100%. We did not encounter 
infections or other complications.

Research conclusions
Clinical accuracy and tolerability of bedside needle arthroscopy of the ankle as a 
delivery system for injectable agents are excellent. Accuracy was 100% in patients 
without total ventral joint obliteration.

Research perspectives
The results of this study may form the groundwork for further expansion of 
indications that merit needle arthroscopy of the ankle under local anesthesia, 
including operative procedures.
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