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T,

Tuberculosis can cause a slowly painful, swollen joint without a cough or fever. Medicines are the
main treatment; surgery is considered for diagnosis, selected complications or lasting joint damage.
Tests of joint fluid or tissue often help establish the cause and guide care. This guide covers adults
with their own unreplaced joints in the arms or legs, such as the hip or knee. Spinal TB, children, joint
replacements and isolated bone TB away from a joint need separate guidance.M

A suddenly hot, very painful joint needs urgent assessment

Seek urgent medical assessment for a suddenly hot, swollen and very painful joint, with or
without fever. A rapidly developing joint infection needs prompt treatment. Do not wait for a
routine TB appointment or assume every new episode is part of a slow infection.[214]
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Can joint tuberculosis occur without a cough?

Yes. Tuberculous arthritis, TB infection affecting a joint, often develops gradually in one joint. Pain,
swelling and reduced movement may be more noticeable than general illness. A cough, fever or
previous lung-TB diagnosis can be absent.ll

These symptoms overlap with other infections, inflammatory arthritis and sometimes tumours. Living
in a region where TB occurs is relevant, but does not prove that TB is the cause of a particular
abnormality.l12]

What can scans establish?

X-rays and MRI help show joint damage and involvement of nearby bone or soft tissue. They also
help identify where sampling may be useful. An imaging report suggesting TB is a reason to
investigate the possibility, rather than a complete diagnosis on its own.[!2!

When a suspicious bone lesion could be a sarcoma, its biopsy needs planning with the appropriate
specialist team. This is different from joint-fluid aspiration, taking fluid with a needle. Clinically
indicated joint aspiration should proceed promptly when acute joint infection is suspected.m

Why might both fluid and tissue be tested?

Joint fluid and samples of the lining or affected tissue can be sent for microbiology and histology.
Microbiology looks for the organism; histology examines the tissue under a microscope. For
suspected TB, the laboratory needs to perform the appropriate TB-specific tests. 12l

Culture can identify the organism and help show which medicines are likely to work against it.
Molecular tests look for its genetic material and can provide useful information sooner. A negative
molecular test does not reliably rule out joint TB because samples may contain few organisms.!!

A positive blood TB test, such as an interferon-gamma release assay, cannot by itself establish that
TB is causing the joint problem. It needs interpretation with the clinical findings and appropriate
sample results.l!

How do medicines and surgery fit together?

Antituberculous medicines are the main treatment for the infection. In early adult joint disease,
medical treatment alone may be appropriate. Surgery is considered for a defined reason, such as

obtaining tissue, a large abscess, substantial damaged bone or inadequate response to medical care.
2l
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Treating joint TB and helping movement

Swipe across the illustration to see all labels.

ADULT TB OF A NATURAL JOINT
Infection treatment and joint recovery

Find the cause and check the joint
Scans and tests of joint fluid or tissue

|
! |

Treat the infection Help movement and recovery
A TB medicine plan Bone and joint damage matter
Choice depends on test results Further care depends on damage
and the person’s health. and everyday needs.

Why an operation may be considered
To take a sample, drain an abscess or treat major joint damage.

Treating infection and improving movement are separate goals.

For TB in an adult's own joint, such as the hip or knee, care addresses both infection and movement. Medicines are
central; an operation is selected for a specific reason. This diagram concerns natural peripheral joints, not spinal TB,
children, joint replacements or isolated bone TB away from a joint.m

Later surgery may help selected people with a badly damaged, painful or stiff joint. That is a different
decision from an operation during active infection. The expected improvement in daily function and
the burden of reconstruction should be discussed for the particular joint.M

More about the evidence

The adult native-joint review contains heterogeneous, mainly observational studies. It does not
establish that routinely adding debridement to medicines improves outcomes for everyone. The
EBJIS guidance separates early disease, selected complications during treatment and later structural

problems.1[2]

How is the medicine plan chosen?

Which medicines are likely to work against the TB organism, the site and extent of disease, other
illnesses and medicine interactions all influence treatment. The treating TB or infection service should
explain the medicines, planned course, monitoring and what to do if taking the medicines becomes
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difficult. Follow-up also checks the clinical response.[[2]

Take the prescribed medicines as directed and report suspected side effects promptly. Do not stop,
extend or change the course independently when pain improves or persists. Persistent pain may
reflect several causes, including structural damage, so it needs review rather than a self-selected
change of treatment 12l

Will treatment restore normal walking or movement?

Cartilage already lost and established stiffness may remain after infection is controlled. Continuing
difficulty with movement does not, by itself, mean the infection treatment has failed.[12l

Dr. Vishnu's perspective

I would ask what you most need to regain: getting to the bathroom, climbing stairs,
sitting comfortably or returning to work. That helps us plan rehabilitation around the
joint's actual condition. Medicines treat infection, but established damage or stiffness
may need separate care.llZl T want us to recognise progress in controlling the infection
while being honest about the work needed to recover function. If reconstruction is
considered, its purpose and timing need their own discussion. 2l

Movement and weight-bearing advice should match the joint damage and any operation. Progress is

reviewed through symptoms and function rather than a fixed timetable attached to the diagnosis./12

New swelling, worsening pain, discharge or declining function should be reported during follow-up. A
suddenly hot, very painful joint requires the urgent assessment described above, including when
there is no fever.1(21l4]

Frequently Asked Questions

Can joint TB occur without a cough?

Yes. Adult joint TB can occur without simultaneous lung symptoms, fever or a known earlier TB
diagnosis. Joint symptoms still need investigation for TB and other possible causes.[!

Does a positive blood TB test prove the joint is infected?

No. Blood interferon-gamma testing cannot independently establish joint TB. Fluid or tissue tests and
the clinical and imaging findings help determine the cause.ll(2]

Will every adult with joint TB need an operation?

No. Early joint TB may be treated medically. Surgery is considered for a specific diagnostic need,
selected complications, inadequate response or substantial lasting joint damage.m
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How long will | need medicines for joint TB?

Treatment is given over months. The treating TB team sets the course according to which medicines
are likely to work, the extent of disease and your response. Do not shorten it because pain has
improved.(2l

Can | pass joint TB to my family?

TB confined to a joint is usually not infectious. Lung or throat TB at the same time, or some open,

draining TB lesions, can change that. The TB team should assess these possibilities and explain any
precautions needed.t2!

Your consultation

Discuss an adult joint problem that may be TB in Kannur

To discuss a persistently painful or swollen joint, the diagnosis and whether an orthopaedic
procedure may help, you can book a consultation with Dr. Vishnu Baburaj at Aster MIMS
Kannur.

Book a consultation Plan your visit
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This article is for educational purposes and does not replace a medical consultation.
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