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Critically appraised paper: Physical therapy was noninferior to partial
meniscectomy for improving knee function in patients with nonobstructive

meniscal tears [commentary]

Commentary
During the last 10 to 15 years, several randomised controlled trials
have compared the effect of knee arthroscopy (ie, arthroscopic partial
meniscectomy and/or debridement) with exercise therapy or placebo
surgery for treatment of degenerative meniscal tears.1 The conclu-
sions of these trials are generally very similar: no added benefit of
knee arthroscopy in addition or comparison to exercise therapy or
placebo surgery. Overall, the ESCAPE trial by van de Graaf et al sup-
ports these results, but it also provides important additional infor-
mation. All previous trials have excluded participants with clear
traumatic tears, in contrast with the ESCAPE trial where participants
with traumatic tears were included. Still, exercise therapy was not
inferior to arthroscopic partial meniscectomy in improving patient-
reported knee function among middle-aged and older patients. That
said, it would have been desirable if the authors had reported infor-
mation on the proportion of participants with different types of
symptom onset, to fully appreciate how well those with traumatic
tears were represented in the study.

Another important finding from the ESCAPE trial, reported in a
linked trial-based economic evaluation, was that physiotherapy
seemed to be cost-effective compared with surgery.2 Such infor-
mation is important for policymakers when prioritising healthcare
resources. Taking a bird’s-eye view of the current evidence for
treatment of middle-aged and older patients with meniscal tears,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jphys.2020.08.002
1836-9553/© 2020 Australian Physiotherapy Association. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
it is clear that all previous trials differ somewhat in design and
include slightly different patient populations, ranging from pa-
tients with degenerative meniscal tears with no concomitant knee
osteoarthritis to those with severe osteoarthritis and meniscal tear.
The study by van den Graaf et al expands the evidence to patients
with traumatic tears. Despite small differences between these
studies, they more or less arrive at the same conclusion: knee
arthroscopy provides no better effect than exercise therapy or
placebo surgery.
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