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Take-Home Points
With a large US commercial insurance database analyzing techniques for cartilage restoration, reparative
procedures were favored for chondral injuries compared to restorative approaches.
Among patients undergoing microfracture, autologous chondrocyte implantation, osteochondral autograft
transfer, and osteochondral allograft transplantation, the average 90-day reoperation rate is 6%.
Among patients undergoing microfracture, autologous chondrocyte implantation, osteochondral autograft
transfer, and osteochondral allograft transplantation, the average 2-year reoperation rate is 15%.
Patients undergoing autologous chondrocyte implantation are more likely to experience reoperation at 90
days, 1 year, and 2 years compared to other cartilage restoration techniques including microfracture,
osteochondral autograft transfer, and osteochondral allograft transplantation.
Patients undergoing microfracture are more likely to experience an ultimate conversion to arthroplasty
compared to other cartilage restoration techniques including autologous chondrocyte implantation,

mailto:Rachel.Frank@ucdenver.edu


www.amjorthopedics.com Jul 2018     The American Journal of Orthopedics ©    2

osteochondral autograft transfer, and osteochondral allograft transplantation.

Symptomatic, full-thickness articular cartilage defects in the knee are difficult to manage, particularly in the
young, athletic patient population. Fortunately, a variety of cartilage repair (direct repair of the cartilage or those
procedures which attempt to generate fibrocartilage) and restoration (those aimed at restoring hyaline cartilage)
procedures are available, with encouraging short- and long-term clinical outcomes. After failure of nonoperative
management, several surgical options are available for treating symptomatic focal chondral defects, including
microfracture (MFX), autologous chondrocyte implantation (ACI), osteochondral autograft transplantation (OATS),
and open and arthroscopic osteochondral allograft (OCA) transplantation procedures. 1,2 When appropriately
indicated, each of these techniques has demonstrated good to excellent clinical outcomes with respect to reducing
pain and improving function. 3-5

While major complications following cartilage surgery are uncommon, the need for reoperation following an index
articular cartilage operation is poorly understood. Recently, McCormick and colleagues6 found that reoperation
within the first 2 years following meniscus allograft transplantation (MAT) is associated with an increased
likelihood of revision MAT or future arthroplasty. Given the association between early reoperation following
meniscus restoration surgery and subsequent failure, an improved understanding of the epidemiology and
implications of reoperations following cartilage restoration surgery is warranted. Further, in deciding which
treatment option is best suited to a particular patient, the rate of return to the operating room (OR) should be
taken into consideration, as this could potentially influence surgical decision-making as to which procedure to
perform, especially in value-based care decision-making environments.

The purpose of this study is to describe the rate of return to the OR for knee procedures following cartilage
restoration at intervals of 90 days, 1 year, and 2 years across a large-scale US patient database. The authors
hypothesize that the rate of return to the OR following knee cartilage repair or restoration procedures will be
under 20% during the first post-operative year, with increasing reoperation rates over time. A secondary
hypothesis is that there will be no difference in reoperation rates according to sex, but that younger patients
(those younger than 40 years) will have higher reoperation rates than older patients.

Methods
We performed a retrospective analysis of a prospectively collected, large-scale, and commercially available private
payer insurance company database (PearlDiver) from 2007 to 2011. The PearlDiver database is a Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) compliant, publicly available national database consisting of a
collection of private payer records, with United Health Group representing the contributing health plan. The
database has more than 30 million patient records and contains Current Procedural Terminology (CPT) and
International Classification of Diseases, Ninth Revision (ICD-9) codes related to orthopedic procedures. From
2007 to 2011, the private payer database captured between 5.9 million and 6.2 million patients per year.

Our search was based on the CPT codes for MFX (29879), ACI (27412), OATS (29866, 29867), and OCA (27415,
27416). Return to the OR for revision surgery for the above-mentioned procedures was classified as patients with
a diagnosis of diagnostic arthroscopy with biopsy (CPT 29870), lysis of adhesions (CPT 29884), synovectomy
(29875, 29876), arthroscopy for infection or lavage (CPT 29871), arthroscopy for removal of loose bodies (29874),
chondroplasty (29877), unicompartmental knee arthroplasty (27446), total knee arthroplasty (27447), and/or
patellar arthroplasty (27438). Patient records were followed for reoperations occurring within 90 days, 1 year, and
2 years after the index cartilage procedure. All data were compared based on patient age and sex.
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Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis of this study was primarily descriptive to demonstrate the incidence for each code at each time
interval. One-way analysis of variance, Chi-square analysis, and contingency tables were used to compare the
incidence of each type of procedure throughout the various time intervals. A P-value of < 0.05 was considered
statistically significant. Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS v.20 (International Business Machines).

Results
A total of 47,207 cartilage procedures were performed from 2007 to 2011, including 43,576 MFX (92.3%) 640 ACI
(1.4%), 386 open OATS (0.82%), 997 arthroscopic OATS (2.11%), 714 open OCA (1.51%), and 894 arthroscopic
OCA (1.89%) procedures. A summary of the procedures performed, broken down by age and sex, is provided in
Tables 1 and 2. A total of 25,149 male patients (53.3%) underwent surgical procedures compared to 22,058
female patients (46.7%). For each category of procedure (MFX, ACI, OATS, OCA), there was a significantly higher
proportion of males than females undergoing surgery (P < .0001 for all). Surgical treatment with MFX was
consistently the most frequently performed surgery across all age groups (92.31%), while cell-based therapy with
ACI was the least frequently performed procedure across all age ranges (1.36%). Restorative OATS and OCA
techniques were performed with the greatest frequency in the 15-year-old to 19-year-old age group, but were not
utilized in patients over 64 years of age (Table 2).

A summary of all reoperation data is provided in Tables 3 to 7 and Figures 1 and 2. The weighted average
reoperation rates for all procedures were 5.87% at 90 days, 11.94% at 1 year, and 14.90% at 2 years following the
index cartilage surgery. Patients who underwent MFX had reoperation rates of 6.05% at 90 days, 11.80% at 1
year, and 14.65% at 2 years. Patients who underwent ACI had reoperation rates of 4.53% at 90 days, 23.28% at 1
year, and 29.69% at 2 years. Patients who had open and arthroscopic OATS had reoperation rates of 3.122% and
5.12% at 90 days, 6.74% and 8.53% at 1 year, and 7.51% and 10.13% at 2 years, respectively. Patients who
underwent open and arthroscopic OCA had reoperation rates of 2.52% and 3.91% at 90 days, 7.14% and 6.60% at
1 year, and 13.59% and 10.85% at 2 years (Table 3). There was a statistically significantly increased risk for
reoperation following ACI within all intervals compared to all other surgical techniques (P < .0001); however,
MFX had a greater risk factor (P < .0001) for conversion to arthroplasty at 6.70%. There was no significant
difference between failure rates (revision OATS/OCA or conversion to arthroplasty) between the restorative
treatment options, with 14 failures for OATS (9.52% of reoperations at 2 years) compared to 22 failures for OCA
(12.7% of reoperations at 2 years, P = .358). Among the entire cohort of cartilage surgery patients, arthroscopic
chondroplasty was the most frequent procedure performed at the time of reoperation at all time points assessed,
notably accounting for 33.08% of reoperations 2 years following microfracture, 51.58% of reoperations at 2 years
following ACI, 53.06% of reoperations at 2 years following OATS, and 54.07% of reoperations at 2 years following
OCA (Figure 3, Tables 4–7).

Discussion
The principle findings of this study demonstrate that there is an overall reoperation rate of 14.90% at 2 years
following cartilage repair/restoration surgery, with the highest reoperation rates following MFX at 90 days, and
ACI at both 1 year and 2 years following the index procedure. Also, patients undergoing index MFX as the index
procedure have the highest risk for conversion to arthroplasty, reoperation rates for all cartilage surgeries
increase over time, and arthroscopic chondroplasty is the most frequent procedure performed at the time of
reoperation.
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The management of symptomatic articular cartilage knee pathology is extremely challenging. With improvements
in surgical technique, instrumentation, and clinical decision-making, indications are constantly evolving.
Techniques that may work for “small” defects, though there is some debate as to what constitutes a “small”
defect, are not necessarily going to be successful for larger defects, and this certainly varies depending on where
the defect is located within the knee joint (distal femur vs patella vs trochlea, etc.). Recently, in a 2015 analysis of
3 level I or II studies, Miller and colleagues7 demonstrated both MFX and OATS to be viable, cost-effective, first-
line treatment options for articular cartilage injuries, with similar clinical outcomes at 8.7 years. The authors
noted cumulative reoperation rates of 29% among patients undergoing MFX compared to 13% among patients
undergoing OATS. While ACI and OCA procedures were not included in their study, the reported reoperation rates
of 29% following MFX and 13% following OATS at nearly 10 years suggest a possible increased need for
reoperation following MFX over time (approximately 15% at 2 years in our study) and a stable rate of reoperation
following OATS (approximately 11% at 2 years in our study). This finding is significant, as one of the goals with
these procedures is to deliver effective, long-lasting pain relief and restoration of function. Interestingly, in this
study, restorative OATS and OCA techniques were performed with the greatest frequency in the 15-year-old to 19-
year-old age group, but were not performed in patients older than 64 years. This may be explained by the higher
prevalence of acute traumatic injuries and osteochondritis dissecans diagnoses in younger patients compared with
older patients, as these diagnoses are more often indicated to undergo restorative procedures as opposed to
marrow stimulation.

In a 2016 systematic review of 20 studies incorporating 1117 patients, Campbell and colleagues8 assessed return-
to-play rates following MFX, ACI, OATS, and OCA. The authors noted that return to sport (RTS) rates were
greatest following OATS (89%), followed by OCA (88%), ACI (84%), and MFX (75%). Positive prognostic factors for
RTS included younger age, shorter duration of preoperative symptoms, no history of prior ipsilateral knee surgery,
and smaller chondral defects. Reoperation rates between the 4 techniques were not statistically compared in their
study. Interestingly, in 2013, Chalmers and colleagues9 conducted a separate systematic review of 20 studies
comprising 1375 patients undergoing MFX, ACI, or OATS. In their study, the authors found significant advantages
following ACI and OATS compared to MFX with respect to patient-reported outcome scores but noted significantly
faster RTS rates with MFX. Reoperation rates were noted to be similar between the 3 procedures (25% for ACI,
21% for MFX, and 28% for OATS) at an average 3.7 years following the index procedure. When considering these
2 systematic reviews together, despite a faster RTS rate following MFX, a greater proportion of patients seem to
be able to RTS over time following other procedures such as OATS, OCA, and ACI. Unfortunately, these reviews do
not provide insight as to the role, if any, of reoperation on return to play rates nor on overall clinical outcome
scores on patients undergoing articular cartilage surgery. However, this information is valuable when counseling
athletes who are in season and would like to RTS as soon as possible as opposed to those who do not have tight
time constraints for when they need to RTS.

Regardless of the cartilage technique chosen, the goals of surgery remain similar—to reduce pain and improve
function. For athletes, the ultimate goal is to return to the same level of play that the athlete was able to achieve
prior to injury. Certainly, the need for reoperation following a cartilage surgery has implications on pain, function,
and ability to RTS. Our review of nearly 50,000 cartilage surgeries demonstrates that reoperations following
cartilage repair surgery are not uncommon, with a rate of 14.90% at 2 years, and that while reoperation rates are
the highest following ACI, the rate of conversion to knee arthroplasty is highest following MFX. Due to the
limitations of the PearlDiver database, it is not possible to determine the clinical outcomes of patients undergoing
reoperation following cartilage surgery, but certainly, given these data, reoperation is clearly not necessarily
indicative of clinical failure. This is highlighted by the fact that the most common procedure performed at the time
of reoperation is arthroscopic chondroplasty, which, despite being an additional surgical procedure, may be
acceptable for patients who wish to RTS, particularly in the setting of an index ACI in which there may be graft
hypertrophy. Ideally, additional studies incorporating a cost-effectiveness analysis of each of the procedures,
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incorporating reoperation rates as well as patient-reported clinical outcomes, would be helpful to truly determine
the patient and societal implications of reoperation following cartilage repair/restoration.

Many of the advantages and disadvantages of the described cartilage repair/restoration procedures have been
well described. 10-17 Microfracture is the most commonly utilized first-line repair/restoration option for small
articular cartilage lesions, mainly due to its low cost, low morbidity, and relatively low level of difficulty.18 Despite
these advantages, MFX is not without limitations, and the need for revision cartilage restoration and/or conversion
to arthroplasty is concerning. In 2013, Salzmann and colleagues19 evaluated a cohort of 454 patients undergoing
MFX for a symptomatic knee defect and noted a reoperation rate of 26.9% (n = 123) within 2 years of the index
surgery, with risk factors for reoperation noted to include an increased number of pre-MFX ipsilateral knee
surgeries, patellofemoral lesions, smoking, and lower preoperative numeric analog scale scores. The definition of
reoperation in their study is unfortunately not described, and thus the extent of reoperation (arthroscopy to
arthroplasty) is unclear. In a 2009 systematic review of 3122 patients (28 studies) undergoing MFX conducted by
Mithoefer and colleagues,20 revision rates were noted to range from 2% to 31% depending on the study analyzed,
with increasing revision rates after 2 years. Unfortunately, the heterogeneity of the included studies makes it
difficult to determine which patients tend to fail over time.

OATS is a promising cartilage restoration technique indicated for treatment of patients with large, uncontained
chondral lesions, and/or lesions with both bone and cartilage loss.1 OCA is similar to OATS but uses allograft tissue
instead of autograft tissue and is typically considered a viable treatment option in larger lesions (>2 cm2).21 Cell-
based ACI therapy has evolved substantially over the past decade and is now available as a third-generation model
utilizing biodegradable 3-dimensional scaffolds seeded with chondrocytes. Reoperation rates following ACI can
often be higher than those following other cartilage treatments, particularly given the known complication of graft
hypertrophy and/or delamination. Harris and colleagues22 conducted a systematic review of 5276 subjects
undergoing ACI (all generations), noting an overall reoperation rate of 33%, but a failure rate of 5.8% at an
average of 22 months following ACI. Risk factors for reoperation included periosteal-based ACI as well as open (vs
arthroscopic) ACI. In this study, we found a modestly lower return to OR rate of 29.69% at 2 years.

When the outcomes of patients undergoing OATS or OCA are compared to those of patients undergoing MFX or
ACI, it can be difficult to interpret the results, as the indications for performing these procedures tend to be very
different. Further, the reasons for reoperation, as well as the procedures performed at the time of reoperation, are
often poorly described, making it difficult to truly quantify the risk of reoperation and the implications of
reoperation for patients undergoing any of these index cartilage procedures.

Overall, in this database, the return to the OR rate approaches 15% at 2 years following cartilage surgery, with
cell-based therapy demonstrating higher reoperation rates at 2 years, without the risk of conversion to
arthroplasty. Reoperation rates appear to stabilize at 1 year following surgery and consist mostly of minor
arthroscopic procedures. These findings can help surgeons counsel patients as to the rate and type of reoperations
that can be expected following cartilage surgery. Additional research incorporating patient-reported outcomes and
patient-specific risk factors are needed to complement these data as to the impact of reoperations on overall
clinical outcomes. Further, studies incorporating 90-day, 1-year, and 2-year costs associated with cartilage
surgery will help to determine which index procedure is the most cost effective over the short- and long-term.

Limitations
This study is not without limitations. The PearlDiver database is reliant upon accurate CPT and ICD-9 coding,
which creates a potential for a reporting bias. The overall reliability of the analyses is dependent on the quality of
the available data, which, as noted in previous PearlDiver studies, 18,23-28 may include inaccurate billing codes,
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miscoding, and/or non-coding by physicians as potential sources of error. At the time of this study, the PearlDiver
database did not provide consistent data points on laterality, and thus it is possible that the reported rates of
reoperation overestimate the true reoperation rate following a given procedure. Fortunately, the reoperation rates
for each procedure analyzed in this database study are consistent with those previously presented in the
literature. In addition, it is not uncommon for patients receiving one of these procedures to have previously been
treated with one of the others. Due to the inherent limitations of the PearlDiver database, this study did not
investigate concomitant procedures performed along with the index procedure, nor did it investigate confounding
factors such as comorbidities. The PearlDiver database does not provide data on defect size, location within the
knee, concomitant pathologies (eg, meniscus tear), prior surgeries, or patient comorbidities, and while important,
these factors cannot be accounted for in our analysis. The inability to account for these important factors,
particularly concomitant diagnoses, procedures, and lesion size/location, represents an important limitation of this
study, as this is a source of selection bias and may influence the need for reoperation in a given patient. Despite
these limitations, the results of this study are supported by previous and current literature. In addition, the
PearlDiver database, as a HIPAA-compliant database, does not report exact numbers when the value of the
outcome of interest is between 0 and 10, which prohibits analysis of any cartilage procedure performed in a
cohort of patients greater than 1 and less than 11. Finally, while not necessarily a limitation, it should be noted
that CPT 29879 is not specific for microfracture, as the code also includes abrasion arthroplasty and drilling. Due
to the limitations of the methodology of searching the database for this code, it is unclear as to how many patients
underwent actual microfracture vs abrasion arthroplasty.

 
Conclusion
Within a large US commercial insurance database from 2007 to 2011, reparative procedures were favored for
chondral injuries, but yielded an increased risk for conversion to arthroplasty. There was no difference between
failure/revision rates among the restorative approaches, yet cell-based approaches yielded a significantly
increased risk for a return to the OR.
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Table 1. Breakdown of MFX, ACI, OATS, and OCA Procedures by Sex

 MFX ACIOpen OATSArthroscopic
OATS

Open
OCA Arthroscopic OCA

Females 20,589 276 167 401 275 350
Males 22,987 364 219 596 439 544
Total 43,576 640 386 997 714 894

Abbreviations: ACI, autologous chondrocyte implantation; MFX, microfracture; OCA, osteochondral
allograft; OATS, osteochondral autograft transplantation.

Table 2. Breakdown of MFX, ACI, OATS, and OCA Procedures by Age
Age (y) MFX ACI OATS OCA
10 to 14 572 22 74 47
15 to 19 1984 83 254 235

https://www.amjorthopedics.com/sites/default/files/frank16_002780618_f3.jpg
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20 to 24 1468 54 140 144
25 to 29 1787 74 152 176
30 to 34 2824 114 152 204
35 to 39 4237 96 153 210
40 to 44 5441 103 166 217
45 to 49 7126 57 149 180
50 to 54 7004 25 83 140
55 to 59 6410 12 40 40
60 to 64 4409 0 20 15
65 to 69 269 0 0 0
70 to 74 45 0 0 0
Total 43,576 640 1383 1608

Abbreviations: ACI, autologous chondrocyte implantation; MFX, microfracture; OCA, osteochondral
allograft; OATS, osteochondral autograft transplantation.

Table 3. Comparison of Return to OR Following MFX, ACI, OCA, and OATS

Procedure
Total No.
of Cases
in Study
Period

No. of
Reoperations
at 90 Days

Return to OR Rate at 90 Days
No. of
Reoperations
at 1 Year

Return to OR Rate at 1 Year
No. of
Reoperations
at 2 Years

Return to OR Rate at 2 Years

MFX 43,576 2636 6.05% 5142 11.80% 6385 14.65%
ACI 640 29 4.53% 149 23.28% 190 29.69%
Open OATS 386 12 3.12% 26 6.74% 29 7.51%
Arthroscopic OATS 997 51 5.12% 85 8.53% 101 10.13%
Open OCA 714 18 2.52% 51 7.14% 97 13.59%
Arthroscopic OCA 894 161 3.91% 59 6.60% 97 10.85%
Weighted average for all procedures  5.87%  11.94%  14.90%

Abbreviations: ACI, autologous chondrocyte implantation; MFX, microfracture; OCA, osteochondral
allograft; OATS, osteochondral autograft transplantation; OR, operating room.

Table 4. Rate of Return to OR Following MFX (n = 43,574)
Procedure CPT Code 90 Days 1 Year 2 Years
Knee arthroscopy 29870 54 122 162
Knee arthroscopic drainage and lavage 29871 84 102 104
Arthroscopic adhesions débridement 29874 300 468 549
Arthroscopic synovectomy 29875 324 528 611
Major arthroscopic synovectomy 29876 557 926 1087
Knee arthroscopic chondroplasty 29877 1063 1722 2112
Arthroscopic lysis of adhesions 29884 61 129 171
Patellar arthroplasty 27438 0 38 49
Medial or lateral knee arthroplasty 27446 51 242 328
Medial and lateral knee arthroplasty 27447 142 865 1212
Total  2636 5142 6385
Return to OR  6.05% 11.80% 14.65%

Abbreviations: CPT, Current Procedural Terminology; MFX, microfracture; OR, operating room.

Table 5. Rate of Return to OR Following ACI (n = 640)
Procedure CPT Code 90 Daysa 1 Yeara 2 Yearsa

Revision ACI 27412 29 33 35
Knee arthroscopy 29870 -1 -1 -1
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Knee arthroscopic drainage and lavage 29871 -1 -1 -1
Arthroscopic adhesions débridement 29874 0 -1 -1
Arthroscopic synovectomy 29875 -1 -1 -1
Major arthroscopic synovectomy 29876 -1 12 20
Knee arthroscopic chondroplasty 29877 -1 71 98
Arthroscopic lysis of adhesions 29884 -1 33 37
Patellar arthroplasty 27438 0 0 0
Medial or lateral knee arthroplasty 27446 0 -1 -1
Medial and lateral knee arthroplasty 27447 0 -1 -1
Total  29 149 190
Return to OR  4.53% 23.28% 29.69%

aA -1 denotes No. <11 within the PearlDiver database, and exact numbers are not reported due to patient
privacy considerations.

Abbreviations: ACI, autologous chondrocyte implantation; CPT, Current Procedural Terminology; OR,
operating room.

Table 6. Rate of Return to OR Following OATS (n = 1320)
Procedure CPT Code 90 Days 1 Year 2 Years
Knee arthroscopy 29870 0 0 0
Knee arthroscopic drainage and lavage 29871 0 0 0
Arthroscopic adhesions débridement 29874 0 12 13
Arthroscopic synovectomy 29875 0 0 14
Major arthroscopic synovectomy 29876 16 25 28
Knee arthroscopic chondroplasty 29877 17 58 78
Arthroscopic lysis of adhesions 29884 0 0 0
Patellar arthroplasty 27438 0 0 0
Medial or lateral knee arthroplasty 27446 0 0 0
Medial and lateral knee arthroplasty 27447 0 0 14
Total  33 95 147
Return to OR  2.50% 7.20% 11.14%

Abbreviations: CPT, Current Procedural Terminology; OATS, osteochondral autograft transplantation; OR,
operating room.

Table 7. Rate of Return to OR Following OCA Transplantation (n = 1531)
Procedure CPT Code 90 Days 1 Year 2 Year
Knee arthroscopy 29870 0 0 0
Knee arthroscopic drainage and lavage 29871 0 0 0
Arthroscopic adhesions débridement 29874 0 15 19
Arthroscopic synovectomy 29875 0 0 0
Major arthroscopic synovectomy 29876 0 20 38
Knee arthroscopic chondroplasty 29877 22 59 93
Arthroscopic lysis of adhesions 29884 0 0 0
Patellar arthroplasty 27438 0 0 0
Medial or lateral knee arthroplasty 27446 0 0 0
Medial and lateral knee arthroplasty 27447 0 0 22
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Total  22 94 172
Return to OR  1.44% 6.14% 11.23%

Abbreviations: CPT, Current Procedural Terminology; OCA, osteochondral allograft; OR, operating room.
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