Hip and knee replacement and physical activity

What is hip and knee replacement?

The rate of hip and knee replacement surgeries is growing worldwide. In the
Grand-Duchy of Luxembourg, 222 hip and 160 knee replacement surgeries per
100 000 persons were performed in 2011 [1]. Hip and knee joint replacements
are surgical interventions designed to replace all or part of the hip or knee joint
with a prosthesis. The surgery aims to relieve the pain and dysfunction from
the joint that limits the patient’s daily activities. Three profiles of patients are
described: younger patients with joint disease as a result of traumatic injury or
malformation, older patients with degenerative disease and rheumatoid pa-
tients with systemic disease [2]. Joint replacement is recommended, if and
when medications and other treatments such as physiotherapy or injections

are no longer effective [1].

What are the effects of physical activity on hip and knee
replacement?

Even if participation in sport remains difficult for a quarter of patients who
have undergone a joint replacement [3], participation in leisure activities is
important and lead to an improvement in overall health. Exercise can reverse
the impairment related to physical inactivity secondary to joint disease, and
result in improved cardiovascular fitness [4] and muscle strength [5]. In addi-
tion, active patients exhibit reductions in both pain scores and body mass in-
dex, as well as an improvement in quality of life [6]. In addition, physical activi-
ty may enhance the quality of the interface between bone and prosthesis by

increasing bone quality and thereby improving fixation [2].
What are the risks?

Participation in vigorous and/or high-impact physical activity can lead to earlier
and increased implant wear and failure. The large forces induced by some ex-
ercises may serve to loosen cemented components. In addition, it appears that
parts made of conventional polyethylene are more at risk of failure in more
active patients particularly. High-impact exercises like jogging, running, tennis,
squash, snowboarding, martial arts, football, handball and basketball should be
avoided [2, 4, 7].
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Recommendations

Physical activity is recommended for hip and
knee joint replacement. There is no specific
recommendation concerning time spent exer-
cising after joint replacement. The classic rec-
ommendation (i.e. 150 min per week of moder-
ate-intensity physical activity) can be pre-
scribed with specific adaptations regarding type
of activity. Low impact physical activity such as
swimming, cycling or walking are recommend-
ed in order to avoid loosening of the prosthesis.
If the activity is carried out at a low intensity
and/or if the patient is highly skilled, activities
with higher joint loads such as skiing or hiking
could be also included [2, 4]. However, patients
should use load-reducing measures such as the
use of ski poles during hiking. It is also unwise
to begin technically demanding activities, such
as mountain biking or climbing. The joint loads
and the risk of injury in these activities are
higher in unskilled individuals. Progressive re-
sistance training is safe after joint replacement
[5], and can consist of 1-3 sets of 10 repetitions
of different movements (e.g. hip flexion, abduc-
tion and extension, knee flexion and exten-
sion). The exercises should be supervised by a
physiotherapist or trainer to avoid movements

that can put the prosthesis at a risk of failure.
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