
Diseases and Conditions

Osteochondritis dissecans

Osteochondritis dissecans (os-tee-o-kon-DRY-tis DIS-uh-kanz) is a joint condition in 
which bone underneath the cartilage of a joint dies due to lack of blood flow. This bone 
and cartilage can then break loose, causing pain and possibly hinder joint motion.

Osteochondritis dissecans occurs most often in children and adolescents. It can cause 
symptoms either after an injury to a joint or after several months of activity, especially 
high-impact activity such as jumping and running, that affects the joint. The condition 
occurs most commonly in the knee, but also occurs in elbows, ankles and other joints.

Doctors stage osteochondritis dissecans according to the size of the injury, whether the 
fragment is partially or completely detached, and whether the fragment stays in place. If 
the loosened piece of cartilage and bone stays in place, you may have few or no 
symptoms. For young children whose bones are still developing, the injury might heal by 
itself.

Surgery might be necessary if the fragment comes loose and gets caught between the 
moving parts of your joint or if you have persistent pain.

Depending on the joint that's affected, signs and symptoms of osteochondritis dissecans 
might include:

• Pain. This most common symptom of osteochondritis dissecans might be triggered by 
physical activity — walking up stairs, climbing a hill or playing sports.

• Swelling and tenderness. The skin around your joint might be swollen and tender.

• Joint popping or locking. Your joint might pop or stick in one position if a loose 
fragment gets caught between bones during movement.

• Joint weakness. You might feel as though your joint is "giving way" or weakening.
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• Decreased range of motion. You might be unable to straighten the affected limb 
completely.

When to see a doctor
If you have persistent pain or soreness in your knee, elbow or another joint, see your 
doctor. Other signs and symptoms that should prompt a call or visit to your doctor include 
joint swelling or an inability to move a joint through its full range of motion.

The cause of osteochondritis dissecans is unknown. The reduced blood flow to the end 
of the affected bone might result from repetitive trauma — small, multiple episodes of 
minor, unrecognized injury that damage the bone. There might be a genetic component, 
making some people more inclined to develop the disorder.

Osteochondritis dissecans occurs most commonly in children and adolescents between 
the ages of 10 and 20 who are highly active in sports.

Osteochondritis dissecans can increase your risk of eventually developing osteoarthritis 
in that joint.

You might first consult with your family doctor, who might refer you to a doctor who 
specializes in sports medicine or orthopedic surgery.

What you can do
• Write down your symptoms and when they began.

• List key medical information, including other conditions you have and the names of 
medications, vitamins or supplements you take.

• Note recent accidents or injuries that might have damaged your back.

• Take a family member or friend along, if possible. Someone who accompanies you 
can help you remember what your doctor tells you.

• Write down questions to ask your doctor to make the most of your appointment 
time.

For osteochondritis dissecans, some basic questions to ask your doctor include:

• What's the most likely cause of my joint pain?

• Are there other possible causes?

• Do I need diagnostic tests?

• What treatment do you recommend?

• If you're recommending medications, what are the possible side effects?

• For how long will I need to take medication?
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• Am I a candidate for surgery? Why or why not?

• Are there restrictions I need to follow?

• What self-care measures should I take?

• What can I do to prevent my symptoms from recurring?

Don't hesitate to ask other questions.

What to expect from your doctor
Your doctor is likely to ask you a number of questions, such as:

• When did your symptoms begin?

• Are your joints swollen? Do they lock or give out on you?

• Does anything make your symptoms better or worse?

• How limiting is your pain?

• Have you injured that joint? If so, when?

• Do you play sports? If so, which ones?

• What treatments or self-care measures have you tried? Has anything helped?

During the physical exam, your doctor will press on the affected joint, checking for areas 
of swelling or tenderness. In some cases, you or your doctor will be able to feel a loose 
fragment inside your joint. Your doctor will also check other structures around the joint, 
such as the ligaments.

Your doctor will also ask you to move your joint in different directions to see if the joint 
can move smoothly through its normal range of motion.

Imaging tests
Your doctor might order one or more of these tests:

• X-rays. X-rays can show abnormalities in the joint's bones.

• MRI. Using radio waves and a strong magnetic field, an MRI can provide detailed 
images of both hard and soft tissues, including the bone and cartilage. If X-rays 
appear normal but you still have symptoms, your doctor might order an MRI.

• CT. This technique combines X-ray images taken from different angles to produce 
cross-sectional images of internal structures. CT scans allow your doctor to see bone 
in high detail, which can help pinpoint the location of loose fragments within the joint.

Treatment of osteochondritis dissecans is intended to restore the normal functioning of 
the affected joint and to relieve pain, as well as reduce the risk of osteoarthritis. No single 
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treatment works for everybody. In children whose bones are still growing, the bone defect 
may heal with a period of rest and protection.

Therapy
Initially, your doctor will likely recommend conservative measures, which might include:

• Resting your joint. Avoid activities that stress your joint, such as jumping and 
running if your knee is affected. You might need to use crutches for a time, especially 
if pain causes you to limp. Your doctor might also suggest wearing a splint, cast or 
brace to immobilize the joint for a few weeks.

• Physical therapy. Most often, this therapy includes stretching and range-of-motion 
exercises and strengthening exercises for the muscles that support the involved joint. 
Physical therapy is commonly recommended after surgery, as well.

Surgery
If you have a loose fragment in your joint or if conservative treatments don't help after 
four to six months, you might need surgery. The type of surgery will depend on the size 
and stage of the injury and how mature your bones are.

Adolescents participating in organized sports might benefit from education on the risks to 
their joints associated with overuse. Learning the proper mechanics and techniques of 
their sport, using the proper protective gear, and participating in strength training and 
stability training exercises can help reduce the chance of injury.

References
1. Osteochondritis dissecans. American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons. 

http://orthoinfo.aaos.org/topic.cfm?topic=A00610. Accessed June 23, 2015.

2. Hergenroeder AC, et al. Osteochondritis dissecans (OCD): Clinical manifestations and diagnosis. 

http://www.uptodate.com/home. Accessed June 23, 2015.

3. Hergenroeder AC, et al. Management of osteochondritis dissecans (OCD). http://www.uptodate.com/home. 

Accessed June 23, 2015.

4. Knee problems. National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases. 

http://www.niams.nih.gov/Health_Info/Knee_Problems/default.asp#15. Accessed June 23, 2015.

5. Chambers HG, et al. American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons clinical practice guideline on: The 

diagnosis and treatment of osteochondritic dissecans. Rosemont, Ill.: American Academy of Orthopaedic 

Surgeons. http://www.aaos.org/research/guidelines/OCDGuideline.asp. Accessed June 23, 2015.

6. A guide to safety for young athletes. American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons. 

http://orthoinfo.aaos.org/topic.cfm?topic=A00307. Accessed June 23, 2015.

Page 4 of 5Osteochondritis dissecans - Mayo Clinic

10/30/2015http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/osteochondritis-dissecans/b...

visited on 10/30/2015



July 09, 2015

Original article: http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/osteochondritis-
dissecans/basics/definition/con-20024803

© 1998-2015 Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research. All rights reserved.

Any use of this site constitutes your agreement to the Terms and Conditions and Privacy Policy linked below.

Terms and Conditions

Privacy Policy

Notice of Privacy Practices

Mayo Clinic is a not-for-profit organization and proceeds from Web advertising help support our mission. 

Mayo Clinic does not endorse any of the third party products and services advertised.

Advertising and sponsorship policy

Advertising and sponsorship opportunities

A single copy of these materials may be reprinted for noncommercial personal use only. "Mayo," "Mayo 

Clinic," "MayoClinic.org," "Mayo Clinic Healthy Living," and the triple-shield Mayo Clinic logo are trademarks 

of Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research.

Page 5 of 5Osteochondritis dissecans - Mayo Clinic

10/30/2015http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/osteochondritis-dissecans/b...

visited on 10/30/2015




