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The Theory
An arthrodesis fixes a chronically painful joint into a fixed 
position. This eliminates movement from the joint and so 
relieves the associated pain.
Indications for an arthrodesis include:

• Chronic arthritis where conservative measures have 
not provided sufficient relief

• Fractures into the joint that cannot be reconstructed 
and repaired

• Chronic instability or irreparable ligament damage

The Procedure 
The affected joint is entered and all of the cartilage 
lining the joint is removed. The resultant joint space is 
then packed with bone graft (collected at the time of the 
surgery from a site away from the primary operation - this 
will result in two surgical wounds), or from a donor tissue 
bank. A bone plate (and in some cases extra implants 
such as bone pins) is placed across the joint. This 
provides rigid support and allows the joint to fuse.
Arthrodesis can be performed on the shoulder, elbow, 
carpus (either partial or total), stifle and hock (again either 
partial or total).

The Aftercare 
An arthrodesis is a major orthopaedic surgery. It 
is important to follow post-operative instructions to 
minimise the risk of complications. 
Surgical Wound: Your dog will have a wound over the 
affected joint. You should check this area twice daily, 
and report any swelling of, weeping from or breakdown 
(opening) of the wound. 
Medication: You will be given a combination of 
medications for pain relief and prevention of infection. 
It is important you follow instructions closely to avoid 
complications. Any changes in demeanour, vomiting or 
diarrhoea should be reported immediately to  
your vet.
Exercise restriction: Initially, strict rest for six weeks 
is essential for uncomplicated fusing of the joint. This 
means confinement to a cage or one small room with no 
possibility to jump on and off furniture, especially when 
your dog is unsupervised. Stairs should be avoided and 
toileting should always be on a lead.
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Splints and dressings: Depending on the affected 
joint, a splint or dressing may be used as additional 
support in the initial phase of healing. This dressing 
should be changed weekly and your vet should check 
for signs of pressure sores or dressing complications 
at each change. If you notice a smell, see any 
discharge penetrating the dressing or your pet seems 
uncomfortable with the leg, please seek urgent advice 
from your vet.
Return to exercise: Radiographs will be taken 6-8 weeks 
following surgery to check for adequate fusion at the 
site of surgery. Sometimes this can be a little slow, and 
further radiographs may be required in another 4-6 
weeks. Once fusion is evident, you can start with 5-10 
minute lead walks three times daily, increasing by 5 
minutes weekly. Once your dog is walking comfortably 
for 30 minutes you can introduce off lead exercise for 
the last 5 minutes of the walk. This proportion of free 
exercise can increase over the following weeks. You 
should aim to get your dog back to full exercise around 
8-12 weeks following the radiograph check.
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What to expect
Arthrodesis is very much a salvage procedure to 
eliminate pain in a chronically damaged joint that does 
not respond to other management techniques. 
Arthrodesis however can give very good functional 
results, especially in the shoulder and carpus. Fusion of 
the hock generally produces good results, though total 
fusion in large dogs can occasionally lead to persistent 
lameness.
If the elbow or stifle is fused, the animal will have to 
change the way it walks to accommodate the rigid joint, 
and will tend to swing the leg as it walks, though the 
surgery should still improve overall quality of life through 
the elimination of pain.
As with any surgery though, complications can occur. 
The most common complications are infections and 
implant related issues. Despite modern antibiotics, 
preparation techniques and disposable drapes and 
gowns, infection occurs in around 3% of cases, and in 
some dogs requires removal of the implants. Especially 
in the lower leg, the implants are just under the skin, and 
complications with wound healing can occur as a result. 
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