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When I was Young…..

Presence of the Condition was the Indication for Surgery
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I have Learned:
Relationship between Pain and  

Degenerative Cuff Tears is Not Robust
• <5% of Cuff Tears in USA Get Surgery
• Pain Level, Duration of Sx, Activity Levels do NOT 

Correlate with Cuff Tear Severity
• Failed Cuff Repairs have same PROs and Satisfaction 

as Intact Repairs (strength better if intact)
• Physical Therapy is Highly Effective in Treating 

Atraumatic Cuff Tears
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How Many Cuff Tears Are There?
• US Population in 2010 = 308.4 Million
• Over age 60 = 57 Million
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Prevalence Data

• What proportion of people have full thickness 
rotator cuff tears?

Reilly et al.  Ann R Coll Surg Engl 88:116-121, 2006
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POINT 1:  PREVALENCE
HOW MANY CUFF TEARS ARE THERE?

5.7 to 22.8 MILLION IN USA 
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Who Has Surgery?

• 270,000 rotator cuff surgeries/year
• 270,000/5.7 Million = 4.7%
• 270,000/22.8 Million = 1.2%

1.2% to 4.7% of people with cuff tears 
are getting surgery.....

Big Denominator
25,000 Orthopaedic Surgeons in USA-5.3 Million Surgeries in 2010
Every Orthopaedic Surgeon in USA would need to be fixing cuffs All Of the Time
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POINT 2: SYMPTOMS
Assumption

SUBJECTIVE OBJECTIVE
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MOON Shoulder Group
• Multicenter Orthopaedic Outcomes 

Network (MOON)
• 16 Shoulder Surgeons
• 11 Sites across USA
• Academic and Private Practice
• Collaborative Effort to Study Shoulder 

Disorders
• Effectiveness of PT in Symptomatic 

Atraumatic Cuff Tears to Determine 
Indications for Surgery
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METHODS
• 452 subjects were enrolled and given an EBM 

based physical therapy program
• Work with therapist until ready for Home 

Program
• Surgery at Any Time
• Evaluated at T=0
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MOON COHORT DATA
Do Symptoms Correlate with Cuff Tear Severity?

Pain Level?    NO (Dunn et al JBJS 96(10):793-800, 2014)

Duration of Symptoms?   NO (Unruh et al JSES 23(13):1052-8, 2014)

Activity Level?   NO (Brophy et al AJSM 42(5)1150-4, 2014)

Symptoms DO NOT Correlate with Cuff Tear 
Severity
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Point 3: FAILED CUFF REPAIRS 
Do Well
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Point 3: FAILED CUFF REPAIRS 
Do Well

Approximately 1/3 of Cuff Repairs Fail
Patient Satisfaction, Pain and PROs are the Same 

if your Cuff Repair FAILS

If the Cuff Tear was the Source of Pain-Shouldn’t 
These Hurt?….
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POINT 4:  REHABILITATION IS EFFECTIVE

PT does not Fix the Cuff Tear

If the Cuff Tear was the Source of Pain
PT Should Fail
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Effectiveness of Therapy
5 Year Outcomes

85% Follow up at 5 years
3% died, 16% lost to follow up
24% had Surgery; 76% Did Not
Those that had Surgery Decided Early

DID NOT PREDICT SURGERY
Pain Level
Duration of Sx
Cuff Tear Size/Anatomy

DID PREDICT SURGERY
Activity Level
Not Smoking
Patient Expectations
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What Predicted Surgery?
PATIENT EXPECTATIONS

• If a patient believed PT would work-It did
• If a patient believed PT would not work-they had surgery
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What I have Learned

The Relationship between Pain and Rotator Cuff 
Tears is NOT Robust

SUBJECTIVE is NOT related to the OBJECTIVE

THE CUFF MAY NOT BE THE SOURCE OF PAIN
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Some Patients Do Better with 
Surgery

Who Are They?
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Case

• 75 Year Old Retired Clinical 
Psychologist

• Enjoys Gardening and Bike 
Riding

• No Injury
• Developed Pain
• Difficulty Sleeping
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Physical Exam
• Mild Atrophy in 

Supraspinatus Fossa
• Full Elevation
• Full External Rotation
• Mild Limitations of Internal 

Rotation of the Abducted 
Arm

• Pain and Mild Weakness in 
ER and SSP Testing
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If you Suspect Cuff Disease, what physical 
examination tests are most helpful?
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Imaging

Is there anything on Plain Imaging 
that might influence your decision for 

recommending Surgery?
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Would you order an MRI or Ultrasound?
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Imaging
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How would you manage this Patient?
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New History
Same Images

• Was fine with minimal pain
• Fell in the Ice
• Severe Pain
• Lost Ability to Raise his Arm

How would you manage this 
patient?
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Features
• What Historical Features do you use to decide 

indications for surgery?
– Age?
– Traumatic? 
– Activity? 
– Comorbidities
– Expectations?
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Features
• What Physical Exam Features do you use to 

decide indications for surgery?
– Pain
– Weakness
– Functional Loss
– Lag Signs
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Features
• What Imaging Features do you use to decide 

indications for surgery?
– Size of Tear
– Fatty Infiltration
– Tendon Stump on Greater Tuberosity
– OA?
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Let’s Talk about Tear Progression

2/13/2020 Footer
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PROGRESSION IS NORMAL
Is All Progression Bad?

Teunis JSES, 2014 
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Cuff Tear Progression
• Who Will Progress?
• Does Progression Lead to Symptoms?

• Can Surgery Change the Natural History of 
this Ageing Process?
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“Pseudoparalysis”

What is your Definition?
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“Pseudoparalysis”
Will this Respond to Therapy?
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JSES 17(5), 863-870   2008
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Hand Over Fist Sign

Preacher Sign
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Final Questions
Of all patients with atraumatic symptomatic 

full thickness cuff tears you see, what % come 
to surgery?
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Final Questions
Who is the ideal patient for surgery?
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Thanks!


