
High cost of treating Lyme arthritis in children with surgery - 11-15-2021
by Dr. Daniel Cameron - Daniel Cameron, MD, MPH - https://danielcameronmd.com

High cost of treating Lyme arthritis in children with surgery

Monday, November 15, 2021

https://danielcameronmd.com/high-cost-lyme-arthritis-children-surgery/

In their article “The Impact of Operative Intervention in Pediatric Lyme Arthritis,” Tout et al. described
149 children admitted to a tertiary care children’s hospital in Pennsylvania who had been diagnosed with
Lyme arthritis between 2008 and 2018.¹

All of the children met the CDC case definition, had Lyme arthritis, and were culture negative. The
average age of the children was 6.7 years with a range of 4.5 to 9.7 years.

Out of the 149 patients, 47 underwent orthopedic intervention.

The study found:

1 in 3 children underwent surgery
2 out of 3 underwent open surgery
The remaining children underwent arthroscopic surgery. One child underwent arthroscopic
surgery followed by open surgery. And, just over 50% of the children underwent a synovectomy.

Two children were re-admitted for surgical complications -- one for wound dehiscence and the other for
“persistence of arthritis in the setting of inappropriate initial antibiotic therapy (?rst-generation
cephalosporin).”

“This retrospective cohort study demonstrates that operative intervention for Lyme arthritis does
not improve outcomes, though it does increase cost and health care utilization.”

“One child was admitted due to persistent symptoms despite appropriate antibiotic therapy (doxycycline)
for therapeutic arthrocentesis,” Tout wrote.

Cost and Outcome for Operative Intervention

The length of stay for children undergoing surgery was longer (3.17 vs. 1.40 days) and the cost was
higher ($27,850 vs. $10,716) than children who did not have surgery. However, the outcome was the
same for both groups (98% for each).

The two children who did not experience symptom resolution were diagnosed with a rheumatologic
condition (e.g., juvenile idiopathic arthritis).

READ MORE: Preventing unnecessary surgery for children with Lyme arthritis

The authors were not able to definitively comment on why each child was admitted and why a subset
underwent surgery.  One reason may have been the turnaround time for Lyme disease testing, as this was
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“typically 3 to 8 days, which is generally considered too long to wait if there was a concern for a septic
joint.”

Authors’ Conclusion

“This retrospective cohort study demonstrates that operative intervention for Lyme arthritis does not
improve outcomes, though it does increase cost and health care utilization.”

The authors emphasized the need for “rapid Lyme diagnostic testing in Lyme-endemic areas, the
importance of increased provider awareness of the expanding distribution of Lyme disease when
assessing acute undifferentiated arthritis, and the need for additional research in elucidating factors that
can distinguish Lyme arthritis from septic arthritis.”

Editor’s perspective: The authors did not address the long-term cost of surgical intervention after open
knee surgery and/or synovectomy.  I always examine children diagnosed with juvenile idiopathic arthritis
for evidence of a persistent tick-borne infection.

Related Articles:

Successful treatment for Lyme arthritis after knee surgery
Diagnosing Lyme arthritis of the hip in children
Will steroid injections help children with lyme arthritis of the knee?
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