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Total versus partial joint replacement: what are
the differences?
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Arthroplasty means the surgical repair of a joint. Orthopaedic surgeons performing an arthroplasty use metal

and/or plastic parts to reconstruct degenerative, damaged, or arthritic joint surfaces in patients with severe

arthritis who have failed nonsurgical treatment and have disabling function, limitation of activities of daily

living, and severe pain.

Most joints are divided into two parts (e.g., the shoulder or hip joints), or three parts (e.g., the knee joint). Your

knee is divided into three areas: medial (inside of your knee), lateral (outside of your knee) and patella

(kneecap/front of your knee).

In a unicompartmental arthroplasty (partial knee replacement), your orthopaedic surgeon can replace just the

damaged area of your knee. This enables you to keep more of your natural bone, tissue and ligaments when

compared with a total knee replacement (replacing two or three knee surfaces). A partial knee replacement is

less invasive, which may afford you a faster recovery, less time in the hospital (1-2 days for a partial joint

replacement compared with 3-4 days for a total joint replacement), and a more active life than with a total

knee replacement.

Only a small percentage of patients may qualify for a partial knee replacement. The vast majority of patients

have two or more areas that are damaged or diseased. A total knee replacement will be the best solution for

these patients.
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The hip and shoulder are known as ball-and-socket joints. In patients who have failed nonoperative care, have

arthritic or diseased hip or shoulder joints, disabling pain, diminished function, and diminution of their

activities of daily living, hip or shoulder arthroplasty may be considered. Hip or shoulder arthroplasty

involves removing the diseased or fractured ball and/or socket and replacing it with a metal ball attached to a

stem (artificial joint or prosthesis) placed into the hollow center of the proximal femur (thighbone) or proximal

humerus (upper arm bone) alone (partial joint replacement) or by adding an artificial plastic/metal cup placed

in the hip or shoulder socket after the damaged cartilage has been removed (total joint replacement).

A partial replacement may be the best option for you after a fracture or if you have isolated arthritis or a

diseased proximal femur or humerus with no involvement of the hip or shoulder socket. However, a total joint

replacement would be a better option for patients with arthritis or disease involving the ball and socket of the

hip or shoulder. Joint replacement surgery is also possible for the ankle, elbow, wrist, hand, feet and spine.

Learn more about Total Joint Replacement(/en/treatment/total-joint-replacement/) and Unicompartmental

Knee Replacement(/en/treatment/unicompartmental-knee-replacement/).
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