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Synonyms 

Arthritis 

Degenerative arthritis 

Osteoarthritis 

Degenerative joint 

dis1:1ase 

Joint destruction 

!CD-9 Codes

715.14 

Osteoarthritis; primary, 

'localized to the liand 

71-5.24 

Osteoarthritis, secondary, 
localized to the hand 

716.14 '• 

. Traumatic arthropathy of 
the hand 

Definition 

Osteoarthritis of the hand is a degenerative condition in which the hyaline 
cartilage disorder develops in the diarthrodialjoints tn the hand. It is 
distinct from inflammmatory arthropathies such as rheumatoid arthritis 
in which the primary component is an inflammatory or systemic 
pathophysiology. Primary idiopathic osteoarthritis is reserved to describe 
situations in which articular cartilage degeneration occurs without clear 
etiology. Idiopathic osteoarthritis excludes post-traumatic arthritis or 
arthritic conditions resulting from pyrophosphate deposition disease, 
infection, or other known causes. The prevalence of osteoarthritis of the 
hand increases with age and is more common in men than women until 
menopause. In individuals older than 65 years, osteoarthritis of the hand 
has been estimated to be as high as 78% in men and 99% in women.1 The 
distal interphalangeal and proximal interphalangeal joints and the base of 
the thumb are the most affected joints . 

Symptoms 

Patients typically report pain, stiffness, episodic swelling, erythema, and 
induration of the affected joints. Initially, the pain and the stiffness may be 
mild, but over time, symptoms progress steadily. Pain is commonly worse 
at night and may affect one or more digits or one o r  more joints in the 
same digit. Stiffness and pain are also common first thing in the morning. 
A certain percentage of patients feel no pain but experience a steadily 
progressive enlargement of the affected joints with stiffness and a loss of 
function. It is not understood at this time why some patients have pain 
and some do not. 

Physical Examination 

Distal lnterphalangea/ Joint 

Osteoarthritis of the distal interphalangeal joint is characterized by 
primary enlargement of the distal joint with formation of so-called 
Heberden's nodes (Fig. 1). It is often painless and unnoticeable, primarily 
because of the deformity near the joint. After loss of joint space and 
formation of Heberden's nodes, angulatory and rotatory deformities of the 
terminal phalanx can develop (Fig. 2). Modular involvement ofthejoint 
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