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DESCRIPTION 

 

End-stage ankle arthritis is a debilitating condition characterized by pain, 

stiffness and significant functional limitations. The two primary surgical 

interventions for this condition are Total Ankle Arthroplasty (TAA) and ankle 

fusion (arthrodesis). While both procedures aim to alleviate pain and restore 

function they differ significantly in their mechanisms, indications and long-term 

outcomes. 

Total ankle arthroplasty: A modern approach 

Total ankle arthroplasty has emerged as a preferred surgical option for 

selected patients with end-stage ankle arthritis, particularly those who seek to 

maintain mobility and function. TAA involves the replacement of the damaged 

joint with a prosthetic implant, allowing for a more natural range of motion 

compared to fusion. Recent advancements in implant design, surgical 

techniques and perioperative care have significantly improved TAA outcomes, 

leading to increased longevity and decreased complications. 

Several studies have reported favourable outcomes following TAA, including 

substantial pain relief, improved functional scores and enhanced quality of life. 

For instance, a systematic review indicated that over 80% of patients reported 

satisfactory results after TAA, with improvements in the American Orthopaedic 

Foot and Ankle Society (AOFAS) scores and functional mobility assessments. 

Importantly, TAA has been associated with a lower incidence of adjacent joint 

arthritis, as the preserved motion may help distribute forces more evenly 

across the ankle and foot. 
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Ankle fusion: A time-tested solution 

Ankle fusion has long been the gold standard for treating end-stage ankle arthritis, particularly in patients with severe joint 

degeneration, deformity, or instability. The procedure involves the surgical fusion of the ankle joint, effectively eliminating 

motion at the site of the damaged joint. This technique is often preferred for patients with a higher demand for stability, 

such as those engaged in high-impact activities or with significant comorbidities that may complicate recovery from TAA. 

While ankle fusion is effective in providing pain relief and improving function, it comes with inherent trade-offs. The loss 

of joint motion can lead to altered biomechanics in the foot and ankle, potentially resulting in increased stress and wear 

on adjacent joints. As a result, patients may experience issues such as adjacent joint arthritis or altered gait mechanics 

over time. Nevertheless, studies show that ankle fusion remains effective for many patients, with high rates of satisfaction 

and low complication rates. 

Comparative outcomes: TAA versus ankle fusion 

The choice between TAA and ankle fusion depends on several factors, including patient age, activity level, joint condition 

and specific treatment goals. Comparative studies have examined the outcomes of both procedures, revealing nuanced 

insights into their respective advantages and disadvantages. 

In general, TAA tends to provide better functional outcomes and quality of life improvements compared to ankle fusion, 

particularly in younger and more active patients. A recent meta-analysis showed that patients undergoing TAA reported 

higher satisfaction scores and functional improvement when compared to those who had undergone fusion. However, TAA 

may also carry a higher risk of revision surgery and complications, such as infection or implant failure, which can be 

concerning for patients and surgeons alike. 

Conversely, while ankle fusion may offer lower rates of immediate complications, the long-term implications of joint 

stiffness and altered biomechanics must be carefully considered. Patients who choose fusion may experience significant 

relief from pain, but they could be at risk for subsequent arthritis in nearby joints, leading to potential future interventions. 

CONCLUSION 

The decision between total ankle arthroplasty and ankle fusion in the management of end-stage ankle arthritis is 

multifaceted, requiring careful consideration of the patient's unique circumstances, lifestyle and treatment goals. While 

TAA offers the promise of preserved mobility and improved function, it comes with potential risks that must be weighed 

against the stability and long-term success often associated with ankle fusion. Ultimately, a collaborative approach that 

involves thorough discussions between the patient and the surgical team is essential for optimizing outcomes and 

enhancing the quality of life for individuals suffering from this debilitating condition. As the field continues to evolve, 

ongoing research and innovation will likely refine these treatment options, further improving patient care in the realm of 

ankle arthritis. 


