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Purpose: A staged revision with placement of a temporary antibiotic-loaded cement spacer after removal of the
implant is the “gold standard” for treatment of chronic prosthetic joint infection (PJI). It enables local delivery of
antibiotics, maintenance of limb-length and mobility, easier reimplantation. However, bacterial colonization of
spacers and mechanical complications can also occur. The aim of this study is to evaluate functional results and
infection control in two-stage treatment of total hip arthroplasty (THA) PJI with and without a spacer.
Materials and Methods: A retrospective review of 64 consecutive patients was conducted: 34 underwent two-
stage revision using a cement spacer (group A), 30 underwent two-stage revision without a spacer (group B). At
the final follow-up, functional evaluation of patients with a THA in site, without PJI recurrence, was performed
using the Harris hip score (HHS). Measurement of limb-length and off-set discrepancies was performed using
anteroposterior pelvic X-rays.
Results: Most patients in group B were older with more comorbidities preoperatively. Thirty-three patients
(97.1%) in group A underwent THA reimplantation versus 22 patients (73.3%) in group B (P<0.001). No signif-
icant differences in limb-length and off-set were observed. The results of functional evaluation performed during
the final follow-up (mean, 41 months) showed better function in patients in group A (mean HHS, 76.3 vs. 55.9;
P<0.001).
Conclusion: The use of antibiotic-loaded cement spacer seems superior in terms of functional outcomes and
reimplantation rate. Resection arthroplasty might be reserved as a first-stage procedure in patients who are unfit,
who might benefit from a definitive procedure.
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INTRODUCTION

A staged revision is the “gold standard” for treatment of
chronic prosthetic joint infection (PJI). The first stage includes
removal of the implant and debridement of bone and soft
tissue, as well as concomitant treatment with a microbe-spe-
cific antibiotic. Implantation of a temporary antibiotic-loaded
cement spacer is usually performed at the time of prosthe-
sis removal1,2).

The use of antibiotic-loaded cement spacers enables local
delivery of large amounts of antibiotics, maintenance of the
length, and patient mobility while waiting for eradication
of the infection. Other potential benefits of spacers include
improved function and less pain during the interval, as well
as a shorter second stage resulting from reduced intra-artic-
ular fibrosis and retraction3-6).

However, bacterial colonization of cement spacers can also
occur7). In addition, numerous complications have been report-
ed, including dislocation, migration, or breakage of the spac-
er, femur fractures, and loss of acetabular bone8). Therefore,
in two-stage revision for treatment of PJI of the hip, there
is a question regarding whether an antibiotic-loaded cement
spacer should be used during the interval between stages.
A non-spacer two-stage exchange is a feasible option for
management of chronically infected hip arthroplasties with
severe bone loss or abductor deficiency. Reimplantation is
impeded by muscle contractures, leading to development
of a limb-length discrepancy and worse functional outcomes,
which is a major concern when performing a non-spacer
exchange9). However, only a few studies directly compar-
ing the Girdlestone procedure and spacer implantation in
the two-stage protocol have been reported1,10).

The aim of this study was to compare patients who under-
went treatment using a two-stage approach with and with-
out the use of an antibiotic-loaded cement spacer for treat-
ment of PJI of the hip. Therefore, we sought to determine
the following: (1) can a better functional or radiographic
result be obtained with use of a spacer? (2) Is the rate of
infection control comparable between the two groups?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A retrospective review of the prospectively maintained
databases of our institution for patients affected by PJI of
the hip who underwent treatment using a staged approach
was conducted.

Inclusion criteria for the study were patients undergoing
two-stage revision surgery for treatment of total hip arthro-

plasty (THA) PJI. Patients who underwent treatment between
2015 and 2020 were included. Sixty-four patients were
included. All patients provided consent for the use of their
clinical information at the time of admission and the com-
plete medical records and images were available for revi-
sion. The study was approved by the local Ethics Committee
(approval No. 0038362) and the written informed consent
was obtained from all patients. The study have been per-
formed in accordance with the ethical standards laid down
in the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and its later amendments.

Clinical confirmation of infection was based on criteria
defined by the Musculoskeletal Infection Society (MSIS)11).

In detail, during the first stage, complete removal of the
prosthesis was performed using the previously utilized sur-
gical approach. All prosthetic components were removed.
An extended trochanteric osteotomy was performed if
required in order to aid in removal of the femoral stem or
bone cement. The prosthesis was sent for sonication each
time12-14). All infected or necrotic bone and soft tissue were
debrided. Specimens from representative areas were taken
for performance of an antibiotic susceptibility test (AST).
Patients underwent placement of a spacer (spacer G; Tecres
SpA, Verona, Italy) (group A) or a resection arthroplasty
without a spacer (group B). The decision regarding whether
to use a spacer was made by the orthopedic surgeon on a
case-by-case basis after a discussion with a multidiscipli-
nary infection board, composed of an infectious disease
specialist and a microbiologist. Patients with defects of
acetabular or femoral bone (type 2B-C or 3 on the acetab-
ular side, type 3 on the femoral side) usually underwent the
first stage procedure with no spacer in order to minimize
spacer-related complications such as acetabular lysis or
peri-spacer fracture15,16). A resection arthroplasty without a
spacer was often preferred in patients with many comorbidi-
ties and those with a case of PJI that was difficult to treat
PJI (based on the responsible bacteria)8).

Based on AST, bacteria were classified as highly virulent
(Staphylococcus aureus, Enterococcus spp., Pseudomonas
aeruginosa) and low virulent pathogens (coagulase nega-
tive staphylococci, including Staphylococcus epidermidis)13).
After surgery, another discussion of all patients with the mul-
tidisciplinary infection board was conducted, and suitable
antibiotic therapy was administered according to AST.

Each spacer was maintained for at least six weeks. Patients
were allowed non-weight-bearing de-ambulation using two
crutches during this period. The use of a hip brace was also
recommended. In cases where clinical evidence showed per-
sistent infection, repeated debridement and spacer exchange
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were performed, and the patient remained on antibiotics.
Antibiotic was discontinued for a period of two weeks in

cases where laboratory results (C-reactive protein levels)
and clinical evaluation showed no indication of residual
infection17). If no sign of infection was observed during this
period, the patient then underwent the second stage of the
prosthetic revision. All reimplantation procedures were per-
formed using cementless implants.

Radiographic analysis of all anteroposterior hip radi-
ographs after THA reimplantation was performed by a
trained orthopedic surgeon (A.S.). Measurement of limb
length discrepancy was based on vertical height difference
between the inter-teardrop or interpubic tubercle lines and
the lesser tubercle line. Calculation of offset discrepancy was
based on the difference between the reimplant offset and con-
tralateral offset.

Blood tests including C-reactive protein were performed
once a month during the first year after surgery. Evaluation

of patients was performed every three months during the
first year after surgery and once a year thereafter with antero-
posterior radiographs of the pelvis.

Successful eradication of the infection was defined accord-
ing to Fillingham et al.18).

Assessment of the functional outcome for all surviving
patients who did not require revision surgery after second
stage reimplantation at the final follow-up was performed
using the modified Harris hip score (HHS)19).

Descriptive statistics are reported as number (percentage)
or mean (standard deviations and range), as appropriate.
Comparison of continuous variables was performed using
the Mann–Whitney U test and comparison of categorical
variables was performed using the chi-square test. P-val-
ues ≤0.05 were considered significant; statistical analy-
ses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows
(ver. 22.0; IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).

FFiigg..  11.. (AA) Anteroposterior X-rays of the pelvis showing a left hip prosthetic joint infection. (BB) The prosthesis was removed
and a poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA) spacer was implanted. (CC) Reimplantations with a cementless total hip arthroplasty.

A B C

FFiigg..  22.. (AA) Anteroposterior X-rays of the pelvis showing a left hip prosthetic joint infection. (BB) The prosthesis was removed by
performance of a spacer-free procedure. (CC) Reimplantations with a cementless total hip arthroplasty.

A B C
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RESULTS

A total of 34 patients underwent two-stage revision with
implantation of an antibiotic-loaded cement spacer (group
A) (Fig. 1), while 30 patients underwent THA removal with-
out implantation of a spacer (group B) (Fig. 2) (Table 1).

The mean surgical time for the first stage was 151 min-
utes (range, 65-183 minutes) in group A and 153 minutes
(range, 70-179 minutes) in group B (P=0.877). An extend-

ed trochanteric osteotomy was required during the first
stage in 15 patients (44.1%) in group A and in 12 patients
(40.0%) in group B. A shorter hospital stay was observed
after prosthesis removal in group A (13.7±7.8 days) com-
pared with group B (21.7±19.5 days) (P=0.048) (Table 2).

All patients met the complete MSIS criteria for infection.
Thirteen patients presented with a multibacterial infection
with isolation of different overlapping pathogens. The most
frequent pathogens are shown in Table 2.

Table 1. Characteristics of Patients at Baseline

Total (n=64) Group A (n=34) Group B (n=30) P-value

Sex, M:F 34:30 19:15 15:15 <0.534
Age (yr) 68.2±±18.9 (36-93)00. 61.1±±13.3 (36-76)00. 75.6±±10.2 (61-93)00 <0.026
BMI (kg/m2) 00027.3±±3.0 (23.3-33.2)0. 0026.9±±2.7 (23.3- 31.4) 0027.7±±3.1 (24.1-33.2) <0.321
Fistula 20 (31.3) 10 (29.4) 10 (33.3) <0.912
ASA score 2.6±±0.5 (1-4)00. 2.3±±0.6 (1-4)00. 2.9±±0.4 (2-4)00 <0.747
CCI 3.9±±1.5 (2-8)00. 2.4±±0.8 (2-6)00. 5.5±±2.1 (3-8)00 <0.001
Mean time between 59.3±±38.9 (3-121)00. 59.5±±37.1 (3-110)00. 58.5±±39.0 (4-121)00 <0.937
implant and explant (mo)

Values are presented as number only, mean±±standard deviation (range), or number (%).
Group A: patients underwent two-stage revision using a cement spacer, Group B: patients underwent two-stage revision
without a spacer.
M: male, F: female, BMI: body mass index, ASA score: American Society of Anesthesiologists score, CCI: Charlson comor-
bility index.

Table 2. Treatment Details

Total (n=64) Group A (n=34) Group B (n=30) P-value

Mean surgical time (I stage) (min) 152.3±±21.2 (65-183) 151.2±±23.1 (65-183) 153.3±±18.9 (70-179) <0.877
Extended trochanteric osteotomy 27 (42.2) 15 (44.1) 12 (40.0) <0.461
Estimated blood loss (mL) 4.8±±1.1 (1-6) 4.5±±0.6 (1-5) 5.2±±0.8 (1-6) <0.237
Mean length of hospital (day) 16.8±±12.8 (7-24)0 13.7±±7.8 (7-19) 021.7±±19.5 (10-24)0 <0.048
Antibiotic therapy duration (day) 59.1±±13.2 (42-85) 073.1±±7.5 (44-85) 049.2±±1.8 (47-82) <0.044
More frequent pathogens*

MRSA 16 07 9
MSSA 14 08 6
MR CoNS 14 07 7
MS CoNS 19 13 6
Enterococcus spp. 09 03 6
Streptococcus spp. 03 02 1
Citrobacter spp. 01 0- 1
Reimplants 55 (85.9) 33 (97.1) 22 (73.3) <0.001

Time between 1st and 2nd 000123±±39 (61-321) 000111±±33 (61-185) 000143±±46 (66-321) <0.063
stage�� (day)
Mean surgical time (II stage) (min) 148.7±±33.4 (77-234) 111.3±±29.8 (77-179) 173.4±±37.2 (82-234) <0.001

Values are presented as mean±±standard deviation (range), number (%), or number only.
Group A: patients underwent two-stage revision using a cement spacer, Group B: patients underwent two-stage revision
without a spacer.
MR: methicillin resistant, SA: Staphylococcus aureus, MS: methicillin sensitive, CoNS: coagulase negative staphylococci.
* 76 pathogens in 64 patients.
�� In patients undergoing a second stage.
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A suppressive specific antibiotic therapy was adminis-
tered in all patients according to AST for a mean duration
of 59.1 days (range, 42-85 days), with a longer duration of
therapy (mean, 73.1 days; range, 44-85 days) in group A
compared with group B (mean, 49.2 days; range, 47-82
days) (P=0.044).

Two spacer-related complications were observed during
the interval between the first and second stages: one spac-
er dislocation and one diaphyseal femoral fracture for which
additional surgery was required. Some minor complications
were also reported in group B, including three hematomas
and one wound dehiscence which were managed conserv-
atively.

Infection was not eradicated after the first-stage revision
and a repeated first-stage revision procedure was required
in 12 patients. Fifty-five patients underwent the second stage
surgery at a median of 123 days (range, 61-321 days). In
detail, 33 patients (97.1%) in group A underwent reimplan-
tation with a THA, while only 22 patients (73.3%) in group
B underwent reimplantation. Eight of these patients did not
undergo reconstruction after the first stage procedure due
to medical co-morbidities that rendered them unfit for admin-
istration of anesthesia, thus, they remained with a Girdlestone
hip indefinitely. Three patients died of non-treatment relat-
ed causes.

Among patients who underwent reimplantation, reinfec-
tion occurred in four patients (12.1%) in group A and two
patients (9.1%) in group B. Two of these patients under-
went a repeated two-stage revision, while four patients
remained on long-term antibiotic suppressive therapy. In
group B, among eight patients who did not undergo reim-
plantation, six patients showed remission of the infection,
while two of these patients developed a chronic infection.

At the final follow-up (mean, 41 months; range, 18-82
months), the results of functional evaluation of 49 patients

with a THA in site, without recurrence of PJI, showed bet-
ter function in patients in group A (mean HHS, 76.3 vs. 55.9;
P<0.001). In addition, the worst functional results were
observed for the eight patients with a definitive Girdlestone
hip with a mean HHS of 48 (Table 3).

Among patients with a THA in site, comparable limb-
length discrepancy was observed between the two groups
(P=0.953). Higher mean off-set discrepancy was observed
in group B compared with group A, although without sta-
tistical significance.

DISCUSSION

A few studies directly comparing the Girdlestone pro-
cedure and spacer implantation in the two-stage protocol
have been reported1,10). However, to the best of our knowl-
edge, this is the first study conducted with the primary aim
of performing functional and radiographic assessment of
patients after prosthesis reimplantation, after two stage revi-
sion surgery with or without a cement spacer.

In the current series, patients who underwent a spacer-free
procedure (group B) were older, presented with more comor-
bidities preoperatively, and often had larger defects of bone
and soft tissue. This is in agreement with our selection process,
where high-risk patients were preferentially allocated to under-
go a spacer-free procedure. In fact, although two-stage exchange
arthroplasty using antibiotic-loaded spacers is the most wide-
ly applied treatment for patients with chronically infected
THA20,21), placement of spacers in patients with defects of
bone and soft tissue is challenging with a high risk of mechan-
ical failure and progressive bone loss during the interim peri-
od. A complication rate of 22-58% for placement of spac-
ers has been reported22,23). In addition, implantation of a spac-
er requires a second surgery for its removal, even in cases
where an indefinite Girdlestone can be expected, which

Table 3. Functional Outcomes and Infection Control

Total (n=64) Group A (n=34) Group B (n=30) P-value

Limb length discrepancy* (mm) -16.5±±8.3 (-1 to -34) -16.5±±7.5 (-1 to -27) 0.-16.3±±8.1 (-2 to -34) <0.953
Off-set discrepancy* (mm) 0-9.7±±2.9 (-3 to -13) 0-8.1±±2.7 (-3 to -12) 0.-17.6±±2.2 (-6 to -13) <0.072
Harris hip score* 68.3±±11.3 (33-87)00. 76.3±±6.8 (55-87)0. 55.9±±10.1 (33-75)0 <0.001
PJI recurrence�� 06/55 (10.9) 04/33 (12.1) 002/22 (9.1) <0.768

Values are presented as mean±±standard deviation (range), number (%), or number only.
Group A: patients underwent two-stage revision using a cement spacer, Group B: patients underwent two-stage revision
without a spacer.
PJI: periprosthetic joint infection.
* In 49 patients with the prosthesis in site and no signs of infection at the final follow-up.
�� Assessed in patients who underwent reimplantation.
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increases the risk of morbidity in patients who are unfit.
Several possible mechanical complications can occur with
use of cement spacers: spacer fractures, dislocations (up to
16.4%), and femoral fractures have frequently been report-
ed8). A much lower rate of mechanical complications asso-
ciated with use of spacers was found in the current study,
and only one spacer dislocation was reported. The risk of
mechanical complications might have been reduced by selec-
tion of patients who should undergo the procedure using
a spacer during the interstage phase. The risk for develop-
ment of mechanical complications during the interstage
phase is particularly high for patients with large acetabu-
lar or femoral osteolysis24,25).

The period of recovery appeared to be shorter in patients
who underwent implantation of a spacer at the time of pros-
thesis removal, as indicated by the significantly shorter hos-
pital stay. Implantation of a spacer can result in less postop-
erative pain with immediate commencement of rehabili-
tation and attainment of early functional recovery1).

Our findings also showed that repeated debridement was
required for 12 of 64 hips (18.8%) due to persistent infec-
tion before second stage reimplantation. These figures are
comparable with those reported in the literature showing
a wide variety of spacer exchange rates ranging between
6% and 21%4,26,27).

Our findings confirm those of previous studies, which report-
ed that the duration of the second-stage operation was longer
when implantation of the spacer was not performed during
the first stage1,10,28,29). Reimplantation without a spacer is a
more complex procedure due to the difficulty in locating the
surgical planes, identifying bone structures, and construct-
ing the bed to accept the prosthesis. Extended surgical time
is required in cases of extensive fibrosis. The operation was
approximately one hour shorter when a spacer was used,
with easier location of surgical planes, identification of bone
structures, and construction of the bed for the implant, com-
pared with the control group.

A higher rate of reimplantation was observed in the spac-
er group (97.1%) compared with the spacer-free group
(73.3%). Varying rates (60-100%) have been reported for
successful reimplantation in two-stage exchange using a
spacer26,27,30,31). Many of the patients who underwent reim-
plantation in the spacer-free group underwent definitive
resection arthroplasty without an intention of undergoing
reimplantation during the first stage; therefore, the lower
percentage of these patients was expected. This finding
could be attributable to severe comorbidities and older age,
a more severe infection, or lower functional expectations

leading to the decision to perform a resection arthroplasty
during the first stage.

A shorter mean duration of antibiotic therapy in the no-
spacer group could be a result of reduced tolerance to long-
term administration of antibiotics in patients who are unfit.
In addition, the duration of antibiotic therapy in the spacer
group might have been prolonged by the need for a more
solid guarantee that the infection has been cured in patients
scheduled to undergo reimplantation.

Successful eradication of the infection following two-stage
reimplantation has been reported in 84-100% of cases32-34),
which is consistent with our findings. Both groups showed
a comparable rate of reinfection: 12.1% in the spacer group
and 9.1% in the non-spacer group. However, these findings
differ from those reported by Cabrita et al.1), who observed
a lower rate of infection after the second stage of revision
with the use of a spacer compared to a hanging hip. In con-
trast, Marczak et al.10,35) reported that the rate of re-infection
in the spacer group was twice that of the non-spacer group.

However, despite the reliability of resection arthroplas-
ty in eradicating reinfection, the fact that it often results in
poor function is a major concern25,36). We observed better func-
tional results in the spacer group, similar to the findings report-
ed by Marczak et al.10,35). In a study comparing antibiotic-
loaded cement beads and antibiotic-loaded cement prosthe-
sis reported by Hsieh et al.29), the use of a spacer showed an
association with a higher level of functioning and better walk-
ing capacity during the interim period. However, there is no
clarity with regard to the literature review on the effect of
using a spacer on the final clinical results. Cabrita et al.1) report-
ed that no significant difference in functional results was
observed in patients who underwent treatment using a two-
stage procedure, either with or without a spacer.

Successful restoration of limb length to the length before
the two-stage exchange arthroplasty was observed in both
groups. This finding can be regarded as acceptable when
compared with the findings reported by Alexeeff et al.37),
who found no discrepancy greater than 3.0 cm when a spac-
er was used and with data reported by Charlton et al.38), who
achieved full correction in only 50% of patients after treat-
ment using a spacer. In contrast, Cabrita et al.1) and Marczak
et al.10) reported on complaints of leg length discrepancy by
patients who underwent resection arthroplasty.

Some limitations of this study must be acknowledged.
First, its retrospective study design is subject to associated
biases common to these types of studies. A higher preva-
lence of older patients with more comorbidities who under-
went treatment without a spacer may indicate an important
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selection bias. There might also be bias of selection among
patients who underwent reimplantation, which could poten-
tially affect the functional results. Second, although a stan-
dardized two-stage protocol was used, several variables,
including the decision regarding whether to use a spacer or
not during the first stage, the degree of debridement, length
of the prosthesis-free interval, implant selection for reim-
plantation, and the decision regarding long-term antibiotic
suppression showed minor variations in accordance with
the preferences of the surgeon and infectious disease spe-
cialist. In addition, further sub-analysis could not be per-
formed due to the small sample size and the heterogeneity
of the two groups. Finally, regarding hip function, self-assess-
ment of HHS is performed by each patient, which might
have influenced the functional results.

Of note, the difference in reimplantation rate between the
two treatments is also largely dependent on the patient’s pre-
operative condition, such as the age of the patient. Finally,
a significant dropout bias must be acknowledged as 27%
patients in group B did not undergo reimplantation.

CONCLUSION

Our results suggest that superior functional outcomes
after reimplantation in the two-stage treatment of infected
hip arthroplasties can be obtained with use of an antibiotic-
loaded cement spacer compared with those for the two-
stage surgery performed without a spacer. Nevertheless,
based on the limitations described above, confirmation of
our findings will be required through conduct of larger
scale prospective studies. Resection arthroplasty might be
reserved as a first-stage procedure in cases of patients who
are unfit, who might benefit from a definitive procedure.
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