
Elbow Surgery and Drug Therapies as Effective Treatments for Injury and 
Recovery

Alan Richards*

Department of Surgery, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, United Kingdom

DESCRIPTION
The elbow is a vital joint that allows for a wide range of 
movements, including bending, straightening, and rotation of 
the forearm. As a complex hinge joint, it consists of bones, 
ligaments, tendons, muscles, and cartilage, all of which can 
suffer from various injuries and conditions that may require 
surgical intervention. Elbow surgery addresses both traumatic 
and degenerative conditions, aiming to restore functionality and 
alleviate pain.

Causes of elbow surgery

Elbow surgery is often necessitated by various conditions, 
including traumatic injuries, overuse, or degenerative diseases. 
Some common causes include:

Fractures: Trauma such as falls, car accidents, or sports injuries 
can lead to fractures of the bones in the elbow, particularly the 
humerus, radius, and ulna. Severe fractures may require surgical 
realignment and fixation to restore the joint’s function.

Ligament injuries: The elbow's stability relies heavily on its 
ligaments, particularly the Ulnar Collateral Ligament (UCL). 
Injuries like UCL tears, often seen in baseball pitchers, may 
necessitate reconstructive surgery such as the well-known 
"Tommy John" procedure.

Tendonitis and tendon tears: Repetitive motion and overuse 
can lead to conditions like tennis elbow or golfer's elbow. If 
conservative treatments fail, surgery may be required to repair 
the tendons.

Arthritis: Osteoarthritis or rheumatoid arthritis can cause severe 
joint degeneration, resulting in pain and limited range of 
motion. In some cases, when nonsurgical treatments are no 
longer effective, elbow arthroplasty (joint replacement) may be 
required to improve function and relieve discomfort.

Drugs used in elbow surgery treatment

Several drugs are utilized in the treatment of elbow conditions, 
either before or after surgery, to manage pain, inflammation, and 
infection, as well as to promote healing:

Pain management: Nonsteroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs 
(NSAIDs) such as ibuprofen or naproxen are commonly used to 
manage pain and reduce inflammation. For more intense pain, 
opioid medications like morphine or hydrocodone may be 
prescribed temporarily after surgery.

Corticosteroids: In some cases, corticosteroid injections are used 
to alleviate inflammation in the elbow joint, particularly in cases 
of tendonitis or arthritis. These injections help reduce pain and 
swelling but are typically used as a short-term solution.

Antibiotics: To prevent or treat infection, especially in the case 
of open fractures or joint replacement surgeries, antibiotics like 
cefazolin may be administered both pre- and postoperatively.

Anticoagulants: Post-surgical patients are at risk of developing 
blood clots, so anticoagulants (e.g., heparin or warfarin) may be 
prescribed to reduce this risk, particularly in prolonged recovery 
periods.

Bone growth stimulants: In cases of fractures or bone grafting 
procedures, medications or devices like Bone Morphogenetic 
Proteins (BMPs) or electrical stimulators may be used to promote 
bone healing and accelerate recovery.

Prevention of elbow injuries

Preventing elbow injuries and the need for surgery involves a 
combination of lifestyle choices, proper technique, and regular 
conditioning. Key strategies include:

Proper technique in sports and physical activities: Athletes in 
throwing sports should focus on proper form to reduce elbow 
strain. Coaches should emphasize techniques that minimize 
repetitive stress, such as correct throwing mechanics in baseball.

Strengthening exercises: Strengthening exercises for the forearm, 
biceps, and triceps help support the elbow joint and prevent 
overuse injuries.

Stretching and warm-ups: A proper warm-up and stretching 
before activity reduce the risk of tendon and ligament injuries by 
improving flexibility and easing stress on the elbow joint.
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Joint replacement (Arthroplasty): In cases of severe arthritis, an 
elbow replacement may be performed. The damaged parts of the 
joint are removed, and an artificial joint made of metal and 
plastic is implanted to restore function and alleviate pain.

Tendon repair: For tendonitis or tendon tears, surgery may 
involve reattaching or repairing the tendon using sutures, 
anchors, or grafts, particularly when conservative treatments fail.

Elbow surgery can be essential for treating a variety of 
conditions, from fractures to chronic overuse injuries and 
arthritis. By understanding the causes, drugs, prevention 
strategies, and mechanisms behind these surgeries, patients and 
healthcare providers can better manage elbow health, improve 
recovery outcomes, and prevent future injuries. The use of 
medications before, during, and after surgery, including pain 
management, corticosteroids, antibiotics, and anticoagulants, 
ensures that patients receive comprehensive care to manage 
pain, prevent complications, and promote healing.
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Use of protective gear: In contact sports, the use of protective 
elbow pads can reduce the risk of trauma, helping prevent 
fractures and ligament injuries that could necessitate surgery.

Mechanism of elbow surgery

Elbow surgeries are customized to the specific condition being 
treated. The mechanisms behind the procedures vary, but 
common surgical interventions include:

Fracture fixation: In cases of fractures, surgery often involves 
the use of plates, screws, or rods to stabilize the bones. The goal 
is to realign the fractured bones to restore the natural movement 
of the elbow.

Ligament reconstruction: In procedures like the Tommy 
John surgery, a torn UCL is replaced with a tendon from 
another partof the patient’s body (often the forearm or 
hamstring). The new tendon is threaded through holes in the 
bones to restore ligament function.
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