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Plain English summary

Patients with severe hip and knee arthritis may require joint replacement. General practitioners make
the decision to refer patients to hospital based on an assessment of their symptoms. Pain and function

can be measured using patient questionnaires and the questionnaire scores can indicate whether or not
the severity of disease warrants referral (i.e. whether or not the patient is a candidate for joint replacement
based on their ‘capacity to benefit’). However, we do not know whether or not basing treatment decisions
on such scores is correct, nor do we know what exact pain score thresholds should be used for referral.

After a thorough search, we found that the Oxford Hip and Knee Scores were the best instruments.
A high score (i.e. a maximum score of 48) indicates less pain and better function. The threshold values for
referral for surgery were scores of 40 for hips and 41 for knees. The process of evaluating scoring systems,
the choice of scoring systems and the threshold values were discussed and agreed by a panel of patients
and by doctors throughout the study.

Most patients with severe joint pain benefit from joint replacement, and these operations are cost-effective.
However, above a certain level (a score of 40 for hips and 41 for knees), patients are not thought to typically
benefit from surgery. Below these values, lower presurgery scores indicate a steadily increasing likelihood of
benefit in terms of reduced pain and better function.

This information provides the basis for a tool to help doctors decide who to refer for joint replacement:
the Arthroplasty Candidacy Help Engine (ACHE). Use of the ACHE tool prevents patients who are unlikely to
benefit from joint replacement being referred unnecessarily and allows the NHS to concentrate resources on
those who will benefit most from arthroplasty treatment.
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