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Southern Illinois Hand Center: Patient Education 
 

CMC Arthritis 
901 Medical Park Dr, Effingham, IL 62401 

 T: 217-347-3003 
 

What is it: Inflammation of the lining of the joints 

 

Cause 

Arthritis occurs when the cartilage lining of the joint wears 

down. The ends of the bones then come in contact with 

each other. This results in friction and joint damage of the 

joint. This can also result in the development of bone spurs. 

Arthritis can be associated with trauma, a genetic 

predisposition, or overuse of the thumb joint over a long 

period of time.  

The CMC joint is responsible for approximately 60% of all 

hand function and allows a person to move the thumb 

across the palm or oppose the fingers.  

Symptoms 

 Pain at the base of the thumb during gripping, 

grasping, or pinching of an object, or during any 

application of force with the thumb, such as turning a 

key or opening a jar. Initially, pain may only be felt with 

certain activities and resolve with rest. Eventually, pain 

may be felt without activity.  

 Stiffness or a loss of range of motion of the thumb.  

 Strength may be lost or decreased during grasping or 

pinching activities. 

 Swelling may occur at the base joint of the thumb. The 

joint may appear enlarged.  

 Deformity of the thumb joints may occur in severe or 

progressed cases.  

 

 

Anatomy Involved 

The carpometacarpal joint, 

or CMC joint, of the thumb is 

made up of the small wrist 

bone at the base of the 

thumb, called the trapezium, 

and the first metacarpal, 

which is the bone at the heel 

of the hand, as shown 

above. 

In between the bones in the 

joints of the hands, there is a 

cushion made of cartilage to 

help protect the bones. In 

arthritis, this cartilage lining 

wears down, causing the 

bones to come in contact 

with each other during 

movement.  
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Treatment  

The primary goal of treatment is to control symptom severity. 

Nonsurgical Management 

Orthosis  You may be referred to occupational therapy to 

have a prefabricated orthosis (pre-made splint) or a custom 

orthosis, issued to you. This is designed to provide stability to 

the joint.  

Injections  Your physician may suggest a corticosteroid 

injection to help reduce swelling and pain 

Anti-Inflammatories  Some patients may not be able to 

have an injection. In these cases, anti-inflammatory 

medications such as ibuprofen or advil may be suggested.  

Heat Application  Heat application through hot pack of 

paraffin wax can be very helpful in alleviating pain.  

Activity Modification  Allowing more rest periods for the 

thumb, wearing an orthosis, or utilizing adaptive devices 

meant to decrease the stress on the thumb joint can help 

slow the progression. See an occupational therapist for more 

information.  

Operative Management 

LRTI   The most common procedure performed by our physicians 

for this condition is a Ligament Reconstruction and Tendon 

Interposition, or LRTI. This may be recommended by your physician 

if the condition is too severe or conservative treatment does not 

help. This typically consists of removal of the trapezium as well as 

reconstruction of a stabilizing ligament using part of a tendon of 

the wrist to help increase stability and strength of the joint.  

After surgery, you will initially be immobilized in a bulky dressing. 

The physician will typically remove the sutures 2 weeks 

postoperatively. You will likely then be referred to OT for fabrication 

of a removable orthosis, or splint. At around 4 weeks, you will likely 

receive instruction in active motion home exercises to begin 

increasing range of motion of the thumb. Strengthening may be 
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added to the home program around 8 weeks postoperatively. 


