
Understanding Ankle Surgery For Arthritis 
Living with ankle arthritis can make everyday activities far more difficult than they should be. Walking, 
climbing stairs, exercising, and even standing for long periods may become painful as the ankle joint 
continues to deteriorate. For some patients, symptoms remain mild and manageable, while others 
experience chronic pain that significantly affects mobility and quality of life. 

At Summit Orthopaedics in Idaho Falls, we help patients explore both non-surgical and surgical solutions 
for ankle arthritis based on their symptoms, lifestyle, and long-term goals. While many patients benefit 
from conservative treatments initially, ankle surgery may become an effective option when pain and 
stiffness begin interfering with daily activities. 

Understanding how ankle arthritis develops and what treatment options are available can help patients 
make informed decisions about their care. 

What Causes Ankle Arthritis? 

Ankle arthritis develops when cartilage within the ankle joint gradually breaks down. Cartilage normally 
acts as a protective cushion between bones, allowing the joint to move smoothly and comfortably. As 
cartilage wears away, bones may begin rubbing against each other, leading to inflammation, stiffness, and 
pain. 

Several factors may contribute to ankle arthritis, including: 

●​ Age-related wear and tear 
●​ Previous ankle injuries 
●​ Fractures or trauma 
●​ Autoimmune conditions 
●​ Chronic joint inflammation 
●​ Repetitive stress on the joint 

Unlike some other forms of arthritis, ankle arthritis is often linked to previous injuries. Patients who have 
experienced severe ankle sprains, fractures, or sports injuries may develop arthritis years later as the joint 
deteriorates over time. 

Although there is no complete cure for arthritis, early diagnosis and proper treatment can help patients 
maintain mobility and reduce discomfort. 

Common Symptoms Of Ankle Arthritis 

Symptoms of ankle arthritis may develop gradually or worsen over time following an injury. Many patients 
initially notice mild stiffness that eventually progresses into more persistent pain and reduced mobility. 

Common symptoms may include: 

●​ Joint stiffness 



●​ Swelling around the ankle 
●​ Pain during movement 
●​ Reduced range of motion 
●​ Difficulty walking 
●​ Instability or weakness 
●​ Increased discomfort after activity 

As symptoms progress, patients may find it harder to stay active or participate in activities they once 
enjoyed comfortably. 

Because many ankle conditions share similar symptoms, professional evaluation is important for 
determining the exact cause of pain and identifying the most appropriate treatment plan. 

Non-Surgical Treatments For Ankle Arthritis 

Not every patient with ankle arthritis requires surgery. In many cases, conservative treatment options may 
help reduce symptoms and improve joint function, especially during earlier stages of the condition. 

Common non-surgical treatments may include: 

●​ Physical therapy 
●​ Anti-inflammatory medications 
●​ Activity modifications 
●​ Supportive braces 
●​ Lifestyle adjustments 
●​ Low-impact exercise programs 

Maintaining a healthy weight can also reduce stress placed on the ankle joint during walking and daily 
movement. Many patients benefit from low-impact activities such as cycling, swimming, or stretching 
routines that support mobility without excessive joint strain. 

While non-surgical treatments may help manage pain and slow joint deterioration, they typically cannot 
reverse existing cartilage damage. 

If symptoms continue worsening despite conservative care, surgical treatment may become the next step. 

When Is Ankle Surgery Recommended? 

Ankle surgery is often considered when chronic pain significantly interferes with mobility, independence, 
or daily quality of life. Patients who struggle to walk comfortably or no longer experience relief from 
conservative treatments may be good candidates for surgical intervention. 

At Summit Orthopaedics, our orthopaedic specialists carefully evaluate each patient’s condition before 
recommending surgery. Factors such as age, activity level, severity of arthritis, joint damage, and overall 
health all play a role in determining the best treatment approach. 

The goal of ankle surgery is not only pain relief but also improved stability, mobility, and long-term 
function. 



Types Of Ankle Surgery For Arthritis 

There are two primary surgical procedures commonly used to treat severe ankle arthritis: ankle fusion 
surgery and ankle replacement surgery. 

Ankle Fusion Surgery 

Ankle fusion surgery involves permanently joining the bones surrounding the damaged joint using 
specialized hardware such as screws or plates. Over time, the bones heal together into a single solid 
structure. 

By eliminating movement in the damaged joint, ankle fusion can significantly reduce arthritis pain caused 
by bone-on-bone friction. 

Fusion surgery is often recommended for patients with advanced arthritis who need improved joint 
stability and long-term pain relief. While flexibility in the ankle may become more limited after fusion, 
many patients experience meaningful improvements in overall comfort and daily function. 

Ankle Replacement Surgery 

For some patients, ankle replacement surgery may be a more appropriate option. During this procedure, 
the damaged joint surfaces are removed and replaced with specially designed artificial components. 

Ankle replacement is typically considered for patients with severe joint damage who want to preserve 
more natural ankle movement after surgery. 

Modern joint replacement techniques continue to improve, helping many patients regain mobility and 
reduce chronic pain with long-lasting results. 

Our team works closely with patients to determine which procedure best aligns with their condition, 
activity goals, and long-term lifestyle needs. 

Preparing For Ankle Surgery 

Preparation is an important part of the surgical process. Before surgery, patients undergo a thorough 
evaluation that may include: 

●​ Imaging studies such as X-rays 
●​ Blood work 
●​ Medical history review 
●​ Medication assessments 
●​ Physical examinations 

Our orthopaedic team carefully explains the procedure, recovery timeline, and rehabilitation expectations 
before surgery takes place. 



Preparing mentally and physically for surgery can also improve the overall experience. Many patients find 
comfort in learning about the procedure, organizing support at home, and discussing concerns with their 
surgeon ahead of time. 

At Summit Orthopaedics, we prioritize patient education and communication throughout every stage of 
treatment. 

What To Expect During Surgery 

Ankle surgery is typically performed under anesthesia, either general anesthesia or regional anesthesia 
depending on the procedure and patient needs. 

The length of surgery varies based on the complexity of the condition and the type of procedure 
performed. In many cases, ankle surgeries last several hours. 

During surgery, the orthopaedic surgeon repairs or replaces the damaged joint structures while carefully 
protecting surrounding tissues, nerves, and blood vessels. 

As with any surgical procedure, there are potential risks involved, including infection, nerve irritation, 
blood clots, or delayed healing. Fortunately, complications are relatively uncommon, and modern surgical 
techniques continue to improve patient outcomes. 

Our team carefully monitors patients throughout the entire surgical process to help ensure safe and 
effective care. 

Recovery After Ankle Surgery 

Recovery following ankle surgery takes time, patience, and commitment to rehabilitation. Most patients 
spend at least a short period recovering in the hospital before returning home with detailed post-operative 
instructions. 

Depending on the procedure performed, patients may temporarily use: 

●​ Crutches 
●​ Walking boots 
●​ Braces 
●​ Mobility aids 

Swelling, discomfort, and limited mobility are common during the early recovery phase. Pain management 
strategies and guided rehabilitation help support healing while reducing complications. 

Physical therapy often plays a major role during recovery. Rehabilitation focuses on restoring strength, 
balance, mobility, and walking mechanics while helping patients safely return to normal activities. 

Recovery timelines vary significantly between individuals. Some patients resume basic daily activities 
within a few months, while full recovery may continue for up to a year depending on the procedure and 
healing progress. 



Long-Term Results After Ankle Surgery 

Both ankle fusion and ankle replacement surgery have high success rates when performed for 
appropriate candidates. Many patients experience substantial pain relief, improved mobility, and better 
overall quality of life after recovery. 

Long-term success often depends on maintaining healthy lifestyle habits after surgery. Patients are 
typically encouraged to: 

●​ Maintain a healthy weight 
●​ Avoid high-impact activities 
●​ Stay active safely 
●​ Follow rehabilitation plans carefully 
●​ Avoid smoking and other unhealthy habits 

Ongoing orthopaedic follow-up care may also help monitor long-term joint health and recovery progress. 

Expert Ankle Arthritis Care In Idaho Falls 

Living with ankle arthritis can become physically and emotionally exhausting, especially when pain limits 
your ability to stay active and independent. Fortunately, effective treatment options are available to help 
reduce discomfort and improve mobility. 

At Summit Orthopaedics in Idaho Falls, we provide comprehensive orthopaedic care for arthritis, joint 
injuries, sports injuries, and chronic musculoskeletal conditions. Our experienced team works closely with 
each patient to develop personalized treatment plans focused on long-term function and pain relief. 

If ankle pain is interfering with your daily life, contact Summit Orthopaedics today to schedule a 
consultation and learn more about your treatment options. 

Related Questions 

What causes ankle arthritis? 

Ankle arthritis commonly develops from cartilage breakdown caused by aging, previous injuries, 
inflammation, or autoimmune conditions. 

Can ankle arthritis be treated without surgery? 

Yes. Mild to moderate cases may improve with physical therapy, medication, braces, activity 
modifications, and lifestyle changes. 

What is the difference between ankle fusion and ankle replacement? 

Ankle fusion permanently joins bones together to eliminate painful movement, while ankle replacement 
replaces the damaged joint with artificial components. 



How long does ankle surgery recovery take? 

Recovery timelines vary, but many patients gradually resume daily activities within several months while 
continuing rehabilitation. 
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