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Hemophilic Arthropathy

Babajide O Olubaniyi, Olubukola Ajala, David C Howlett

case report

A 34-year-old male with hemophilia A presented to 
the emergency department with pain and swelling in his 
left knee following a minor fall. He was known to suffer 
from advanced arthropathy and was awaiting a total knee 
replacement. On clinical examination, the left knee was 
swollen and tender with a reduced range of movement. 
Plain radiograph (antero-posterior and lateral views) 
performed (Figures 1 and 2) excluded a fracture or 
dislocation but demonstrated classic appearances 
of hemophilic arthropathy with severe secondary 
degenerative changes. He was discharged with adequate 
simple analgesia and outpatient follow-up appointments 
with his hematologist and physiotherapist.

DISCUSSION 

Hemophilia is an inherited, X-linked recessive 
disorder caused by deficiency of plasma clotting factors 
VIII, IX or XI. It manifests in males while females 
are asymptomatic carriers. Hemophilic arthropathy 
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Figure 1: Anteroposterior radiograph of the knee showing 
widened intercondylar notch, bulbous femoral condyles, 
flattened condylar surfaces, periarticular osteoporosis, marked 
loss of articular cartilage, sclerosis, and osseous proliferation.
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results from repeated episodes of hemarthrosis, blood 
within the joint damages the articular cartilage directly 
[1]. Large joints (knee, ankle, elbow, and shoulder) are 
usually affected. The classic appearance of hemophilic 
arthropathy in the knee is shown in Figures 1 and 2, i.e., 
widened intercondylar notch, bulbous femoral condyles, 
flattened condylar surfaces and squared inferior 
margin of the patella [2]. Due to repeated episodes of 
hemarthrosis, our patient also had severe secondary 
osteoarthritic changes with near-total joint space loss. 
Hemophilic arthropathy most often begins in the first 
or second decade of life and bleeding episodes tend to 
recur in the same joint with gradual progression to joint 
destruction. Recurrent hemarthrosis inevitably leads to 
synovial hyperplasia, subchondral resorption, erosions, 
articular cartilage destruction, joint space narrowing, 
and osseous proliferation. Periarticular osteoporosis and 
epiphyseal overgrowth occurs due to associated joint 
hyperemia. Clinical presentation varies according to 
disease severity with pain and joint swelling during acute 
episodes of hemarthrosis and progressive loss of joint 
function in longstanding cases. Prophylactic replacement 
of deficient clotting factors in the first or second decade 
of life may prevent or delay joint destruction in children 
with severe hemophilia [3]. Patients who present with 
an acute bleeding episode require adequate pain relief, 
prompt administration of deficient clotting factor and 

rest. Patients who suffer from repeated hemarthrosis 
despite optimal conservative management may benefit 
from synovectomy. Patients with end stage disease may 
require surgical arthrodesis or total joint replacement to 
control pain and restore some function as planned for our 
patient. 

CONCLUSION

Hemophilia can cause progressive joint destruction 
and loss of function. Early prophylactic treatment in 
children with severe hemophilia can prevent or delay 
joint destruction.
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Figure 2: Lateral radiograph of the knee showing squared 
inferior margin of the patella and severe degenerative changes 
in the patellofemoral and tibiofemoral compartments.
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