Patient Information

Extensor Tendon Repair Surgery
revised December 2004
The purpose of this document is to provide written information regarding the risks, benefits and alternatives of the procedure named above.  This material serves as a supplement to the discussion you have with your physician. It is important that you fully understand this information, so please read this document thoroughly. 

The Procedure:  Extensor tendons connect muscles in the forearm to structures within the hand and fingers.  Tendons allow the contractile force of forearm muscles to be used for movement of the wrist, hand, and fingers. Injuries to extensor tendons may severely affect function of the hand due to disruption of the muscle-tendon unit(s).  Injuries to extensor tendons may occur from cuts, crush injuries, sprains, fractures, or in rare cases, without apparent injury.

Once severed, it is unlikely that a tendon can heal without surgical repair.  Partially cut tendons may or may not require repair, depending on the extent of damage.  Restoration of hand function after injury to extensor tendons requires surgery, aftercare, and supervised hand rehabilitation in order to obtain the best results.

Hand injuries severe enough to cut extensor tendons may damage other vital structures within the forearm, hand, and fingers such as blood vessels, nerves, bone and soft tissues important to normal hand function.  These structures may require repair in addition to the extensor tendon(s).  Damage to these structures may be only discovered at the time of surgery. 

Benefits

1. If your surgery is successful, there may be restoration of hand function.
2. If damage to other vital structures is discovered at the time of surgery, additional repair may be performed.

Risks

Before undergoing one of these procedures, understanding the associated risks is essential. No procedure is completely risk-free. The following risks are well recognized, but there may also be risks not included in this list that are unforeseen by your doctors.

1. It is possible, though unusual, to experience a bleeding episode during or after surgery.  Should post-operative bleeding occur, it may require emergency treatment to drain accumulated blood (hematoma). The need for blood transfusion is very rare.  Separate information is available regarding transfusion, blood products, and alternatives.

2. Infections after tendon repair surgery may occur.  There is the possibility of tendon repair failure or scarring from an infection.  Should an infection occur, treatment including antibiotics or additional surgery may be necessary.

3. Scarring can occur within the tendon repair itself or in nearby structures to prevent the return of normal tendon function.  Additional surgery may not be successful in freeing the tendon from scar tissue that prevents motion.  When tendon scarring occurs, other structures such as joints may lose normal motion.

4. Diminished (or loss) of skin sensation in the finger, hand or forearm may occur and not totally resolve after extensor tendon repair.

5. Sutures are used to hold the tendon repair together until it has healed and has enough strength for function.  It is possible to break the sutures or tear apart the tendon repair.  Breakage of tendon repairs is a serious problem.  If this occurs, additional surgery would be necessary to secondarily repair or reconstruct the tendon.  It is important that you follow all post-operative instructions concerning protecting the tendon repair from damage.

6. In some cases, excessive or abnormal skin scars may result.  Scars may be unattractive and of different color than surrounding skin.  Additional treatments including surgery may be necessary to treat abnormal scarring.

7. Hand and forearm injuries often involve more than just a cut tendon.  Not all damaged structures can be surgically repaired.  Injuries to other soft tissues and bone may prevent adequate tendon function despite a successful tendon repair.  Loss of soft tissues in the finger or hand may require other reconstructive surgical operations.  Some hand injuries may be so severe that there is no reasonable expectation of return of function.  Complications involving other parts of the hand and forearm may occur after hand injury.

8. Tendon structures after surgery are vulnerable to breakage until healing has occurred.  It is important that the tendon is not subjected to excessive force or motion during the time of healing.  Personal and vocational activity must be restricted.  Protective dressings and splints should not be removed unless instructed by your surgeon or hand therapist.  Successful restoration of tendon function depends on both surgery and subsequent hand rehabilitation.  It is important that you participate in follow-up care and hand rehabilitation after surgery.

9. Both local and general anesthesia involve risk.  There is the possibility of complications, injury, and even death from all forms of surgical anesthesia or sedation.

10. There is the possibility of a poor result from the tendon repair surgery.  This would include risks such as excessive scar tissue formation around the repaired tendons, skin and soft tissue loss, wound disruption, chronic pain and loss of hand function.  There is the possibility that hand function after tendon repair surgery may not be adequate for return to your regular occupation.

11. Depending on the type of surgery performed, complete healing may be prolonged.
12. Structures such as nerves, blood vessels, other tendons and soft tissues may be damaged during surgery.

13. Cut tendons may retract.  It may be necessary to extend the original wound where the tendon was cut or make new incisions to retrieve the retracted tendon(s).

14. In rare cases, local allergies to tape, suture material, or topical preparations have been reported.  Systemic reactions that are more serious may result from drugs used during surgery and prescription medicines.  Allergic reactions may require additional treatment.

15. Very infrequently, chronic pain may occur from nerves becoming trapped in scar tissue or from other causes after extensor tendon repair surgery. You may develop reflex sympathetic dystrophy (RSD), which is a painful condition associated with stiffness and swelling of the fingers and hand.

16. Should complications occur, additional surgery or other treatments may be necessary.  Even though risks and complications occur infrequently, the risks cited are particularly associated with extensor tendon repair surgery.  Other complications and risks can occur but are even more uncommon.  

17. There may be postoperative pain associated with this procedure.

Alternatives

Alternative treatment consists of not undergoing surgery for tendon repair.  There is the high probability of loss of function if cut tendons are not repaired.  Risks and potential complications are associated with alternative forms of treatment.

If you decide not to have this procedure, there may be associated risks to this decision.  Please discuss it with your doctor.

If you have any questions regarding the procedure, ask your physician prior to signing the consent form.
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