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Chronic osteoarthritis (OA) pain of the knee is often not effectively managed with current non-pharma-
cological or pharmacological treatments. Radiofrequency (RF) neurotomy is a therapeutic alternative for
chronic pain. We investigated whether RF neurotomy applied to articular nerve branches (genicular
nerves) was effective in relieving chronic OA knee joint pain. The study involved 38 elderly patients with
(a) severe knee OA pain lasting more than 3 months, (b) positive response to a diagnostic genicular nerve
block and (c) no response to conservative treatments. Patients were randomly assigned to receive percu-
taneous RF genicular neurotomy under fluoroscopic guidance (RF group; n=19) or the same procedure
without effective neurotomy (control group; n =19). Visual analogue scale (VAS), Oxford knee scores,
and global perceived effect on a 7-point scale were measured at baseline and at 1, 4, and 12 weeks
post-procedure. VAS scores showed that the RF group had less knee joint pain at 4 (p <0.001) and 12
(p<0.001) weeks compared with the control group. Oxford knee scores showed similar findings
(p <0.001). In the RF group, 10/17 (59%), 11/17 (65%) and 10/17 (59%) achieved at least 50% knee pain
relief at 1, 4, and 12 weeks, respectively. No patient reported a post-procedure adverse event during
the follow-up period. RF neurotomy of genicular nerves leads to significant pain reduction and functional
improvement in a subset of elderly chronic knee OA pain, and thus may be an effective treatment in such

cases. Further trials with larger sample size and longer follow-up are warranted.
© 2010 International Association for the Study of Pain. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Chronic knee osteoarthritis (OA) is one of the most common
diseases of advanced age [8,11]. OA often results in clinical conse-
quences such as pain, restricted movement, sleep disturbance, and
psychosocial disability [14,16,20,24].

Pharmacological therapy is often of limited benefit for OA pain.
Moreover, the use of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs is
associated with serious side-effects, such as bleeding and gastroin-
testinal ulcers [2,12]. Non-surgical interventions, including intraar-
ticular injection with steroids or hyaluronic acids, acupuncture and
periosteal stimulation therapy, are often used as complementary
therapies [3,5,10,21-23], but are not sufficient to control chronic
severe knee OA pain. Although surgery is generally effective for pa-
tients with advanced disease [1], older individuals with limiting
comorbidities may not be appropriate surgical candidates. In those
cases, radiofrequency (RF) neurotomy might be a successful alter-
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native treatment with few complications. This procedure is based
on the theory that cutting the nerve supply to a painful structure
may alleviate pain and restore function.

The knee joint is innervated by the articular branches of various
nerves, including the femoral, common peroneal, saphenous, tibial
and obturator nerves [13,18]. These articular branches around the
knee joint are known as genicular nerves. Several genicular nerves
can be easily approached percutaneously under fluoroscopic
guidance.

No study has determined whether RF genicular neurotomy can
relieve chronic knee OA pain. The present randomized study exam-
ined the effect of RF genicular neurotomy on chronic knee pain and
knee function in elderly OA patients.

2. Methods
2.1. Patients

This randomized, double-blind, sham lesion-controlled study
was conducted at the Pain Clinic of Asan Medical Center in Seoul,
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Korea. All participants provided written informed consent, and the
study was approved by the Institutional Ethics Committee of Asan
Medical Center (AMC IRB). Between May 2007 and June 2009, pa-
tients 50-80 years of age and with knee pain were examined to
ascertain their eligibility. After clinical and radiologic assessment,
the study subjects comprised elderly patients with chronic knee
pain (i.e., knee pain of moderate intensity or greater on most or
all days for >3 months) and radiologic tibiofemoral OA (Kell-
gren-Lawrence grade 2-4, evaluated by a radiologist) [17]. These
patients conditions did not respond to other treatments including
physiotherapy, oral analgesics, and intraarticular injection with
hyaluronic acids or steroids.

The exclusion criteria included acute knee pain, prior knee sur-
gery, other connective tissue diseases affecting the knee, serious
neurologic or psychiatric disorders, injection with steroids or hyal-
uronic acids during the previous 3 months, sciatic pain, anticoagu-
lant medications, pacemakers, and prior electroacupuncture
treatment.

2.2. Diagnostic nerve blocks

The eligible patients underwent diagnostic genicular nerve
blocks with local anesthetic, which were performed under fluoro-
scopic guidance. Genicular nerves consist of the superior lateral
(SL), middle, superior medial (SM), inferior lateral (IL), inferior
medial (IM), and recurrent tibial genicular nerve [4,15]. The targets
included the SL, SM and IM genicular nerves which pass periosteal
areas connecting the shaft of the femur to bilateral epicondyles and
the shaft of the tibia to the medial epicondyle. Lidocaine (2 mL of
2%) was injected at each target site. Responses were recorded as
positive if the participant experienced a decrease in numeric pain
scores of at least 50% for more than 24 h. Patients with a positive
response were included in the RF neurotomy procedures.

2.3. Procedures

Patients were randomly assigned to receive percutaneous RF
genicular neurotomy (RF group, n=19) or the same procedure
without effective neurotomy (control group, n=19) using a com-
puter-generated randomization schedule. The randomization se-
quence was concealed throughout the study from both the study
patients and the investigator who was an independent physician
from the Outpatient Pain Clinic.

Under sterile conditions, the patient was placed in a supine po-
sition on a fluoroscopy table with a pillow under the popliteal fossa
to alleviate discomfort. The true AP fluoroscopic view of the tibio-
femoral joint was obtained and showed an open tibiofemoral joint
space with equal width interspaces on both sides. Skin and soft tis-
sues were anesthetized with 1 mL 1% lidocaine. A 10 cm 22-gauge
RF cannula with a 10 mm active tip (NeuroTherm™, Medipoint®
GmbH, Hamburg, Germany) was employed for the technique. Un-
der fluoroscopic guidance, the cannula was advanced percutane-
ously towards areas connecting the shaft to the epicondyle, the
so-called “tunnel technique”, until bone contact was made
(Fig. 2). Sensory stimulation at 50 Hz was performed to identify
the nerve position. The sensory stimulation threshold was required
to be less than 0.6 V. In order to avoid inactivating motor nerves,
the nerve was tested for the absence of fasciculation in the corre-
sponding area of the lower extremity on stimulation of 2.0V at
2 Hz. Lidocaine (2 mL of 2%) was injected before activation of the
RF generator (NeuroTherm™, Morgan automation LTD, Liss, UK).
The RF electrode was then inserted through the canula, and the
electrode tip temperature was raised to 70 °C for 90 s. One RF le-
sion was made for each genicular nerve. Control patients under-
went the same procedure without activation of the RF generator,
and the temperature of the electrode tip was not raised.

After the procedure, all patients were advised to continue med-
ications which had been previously prescribed for other degenera-
tive diseases, as well as those for knee OA. These patients were
prohibited from making any alterations to their medications and
physiotheraphy during the 12 weeks post-procedure. All proce-
dures were performed by one operator. These patients were not
aware of the type of treatment received.

2.4. Evaluations

All preoperative baseline and post-procedure outcome mea-
surements at 1, 4, and 12 weeks were performed by an indepen-
dent physician who was blinded for the type of treatment the
patients had undergone in the Outpatient Pain Clinic. Baseline
characteristics were collected for all participants. Weight-bearing
radiographs were reviewed at baseline to grade the degree of OA
using the Kellgren-Lawrence system. Outcome measures were as-
sessed according to hospital visits at baseline and at 1, 4, and
12 weeks after the procedure. Prior to the procedure, participants
were instructed in the use of a 100 mm visual analogue scale
(VAS) (no pain to unbearable pain) and Oxford knee scores to ob-
tain baseline values. Oxford knee scores were 12-item joint-spe-
cific self-administered questionnaires. Each question was scored
from 1 to 5, with 1 representing the best outcome/least symptoms.
The scores from each question were then added so that the overall
figure was between 12 and 60, with 12 being the best outcome [7].
At 1, 4, and 12 weeks post-procedure, patients completed a written
questionnaire requesting estimation of these measurements. In
addition, the questionnaires assessed global perceived effect on a
7-point scale (1 = worst ever, 2 = much worse, 3 = worse, 4 = not
improved but not worse, 5=improved, 6=much improved,
7 =best ever). Pain data were expressed as absolute values and
as the proportion of patients who achieved at least 50% pain relief
at follow-up.

The primary outcomes were the mean changes from baseline
knee pain as measured by VAS at 1, 4, and 12 weeks and the pro-
portion of patients achieving at least 50% knee pain relief at
12 weeks. Secondary outcomes were functional changes, patient
satisfaction with treatment and the incidence of adverse effects.
Patients were requested to report any adverse effects to the physi-
cian at each visit. They also could report by telephone at any other
time for further advice and management. All adverse effects (e.g.,
abnormal proprioception, numbness, paresthesia, neuralgia, and
motor weakness) were recorded.

2.5. Statistical analysis

The sample size was calculated following a two-arm pilot study
which was performed with 10 patients in each group. That pilot
study found that 60% of the RF group achieved the primary out-
come versus 10% of the control group. Based on a power of 80%
and a two-tailed alpha of 0.05, the sample size required for the
present study was 17 per group for a total of 34 patients. The final
sample required was 38 patients to accommodate an attrition rate
of 10%. All scale variables were tested for normality using the Kol-
mogorov-Smirnov test. Two-way repeated measures analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with Tukey tests for multiple comparisons was
used to compare the changes from baseline VAS pain scores and
Oxford knee scores among baseline, post-procedure 1, 4, and
12 weeks. To compare the differences of VAS pain scores and satis-
faction between groups, the Mann-Whitney U test was used at
each time point. To compare the differences of Oxford knee scores
between groups, the unpaired t-test was used at baseline. The
Mann-Whitney U test was used at post-procedure 1, 4, and
12 weeks. To compare patients’ characteristics variables, the Fish-
er’s exact test was used for sex, treatment sites. The chi-square test
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was used for Kellgren-Lawrence grade. The unpaired t-test was
used for body weight, height, body mass index, duration. Data
analysis was performed using SPSS 11.0 for window (SPSS Inc,
Chicago, IL, USA) on a personal computer. Values were estimated
as mean + standard deviation. A P value of <0.05 was taken to indi-
cate a significant difference.

3. Results
3.1. Study population

Of 176 patients with knee pain screened, 113 failed the study
selection criteria. The excluded patients consist of 31 refused to
participate, 32 with radiculopathy, 20 with osteoarthritis (Kell-
gren-Lawrence grade 1), 16 with history of injection with steroid
or hyaluronic acid within 3 months, nine with acute knee pain, four
with prior knee surgery, one with rheumatoid arthritis. 63 fulfilled
the study selection criteria. All underwent a diagnostic nerve block
of the genicular nerves. After diagnostic block, 52 of them had a po-
sitive response. 38 entered the protocol and were randomized. The
remaining fourteen patients did not enter the study for the follow-
ing reasons: 10 of 14 patients did not want to take part in a trial,
two owing to their anxiety regarding RF neurotomy, eight for per-
sonal reasons, and four of 14 patients reported no pain at all after
the diagnostic nerve block (Fig. 1).

Data from two RF patients were incomplete and were thus not
used in the analysis. One of these RF patients fell in the bathroom
at three weeks post-procedure, thus preventing collection of the 4-
week data. Her right knee pain improved more than 50% at one
week post-procedure. However, as her symptoms were aggravated
after the fall, she underwent a second RF neurotomy procedure
which relieved her knee pain. The other patient experienced
hemarthrosis from walking up a hill, thus preventing collection
of the 12-week data. Because this patient’s knee VAS pain score

and the Oxford knee score were reduced at four weeks post-proce-
dure, she planned to continue walking up the hill near her house.
One day after resuming her walking, her left knee was swollen
and was therefore immediately treated by an orthopedic surgeon.
Additional hemarthrosis was not developed. Knee swelling was re-
duced by conservative therapy. These two RF patients did not have
any detectable muscle weakness, paresthesia or abnormal proprio-
ception. Data from one control patient were not used because the
12-week questionnaire was not completed. This patient had no
reduction of knee pain after the procedure and lived too far from
our hospital to complete the study. Thus, data from 35 participants
(17 RF and 18 control) were analyzed for the study. Both groups
showed similar baseline characteristics (Table 1).

3.2. Primary outcomes

There was a significant interaction between group and time for
the mean changes of the VAS pain scores (p <0.001). In the RF
group, VAS knee pain scores were lower at all post-procedure
assessment points compared with baseline (p < 0.001). By contrast,
in the control group the VAS pain scores were only lower than
baseline at 1 week (Fig. 3). When comparing knee pain improve-
ment from baseline, the RF group showed superior improvement
compared with the control group at both 4 (p <0.001) and 12
(p<0.001) weeks (Table 2). Ten participants in the RF group
(59%) achieved a primary outcome of at least 50% knee pain relief
at 12 weeks, whereas no participants in the control group achieved
this primary outcome (Fig. 4).

3.3. Secondary outcomes
There is a significant interaction between group and time for

the mean changes of the Oxford knee scores (p < 0.001). In the RF
group, Oxford knee scores improved at all assessment points

Assessed for eligibility (n=176)

Excluded (n=113)
Not meeting inclusion criteria (n=82)

Refused to participate (n=31)

block (n=63)

Received a diagnostic

Excluded (n=25)
No positive response (n=11)

Randomized (n=38)

Allocated to control
n=19)

Lostto follow-up (n=1)
Did not complete the
questionnaire

Completed study and
analyzed (n=18)

Consent withdrawn (n=10)
No pain (n=4)

Allocated to radiofrequency
neurotomy (n=19 )

Lost to follow-up (n=2)
Afall and hemarthrosis
from walking up a hill

Completed study and
analyzed (n=17)

Fig. 1. Flow of patients through the trial. Out of 176 patients assessed, 38 patients were randomized to RF (n = 19) or control (n = 19). At 12 weeks post-procedure, 17 and 18

patients remained in each group, respectively.
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Table 1

Baseline characteristics of patients with chronic knee pain randomly assigned to receive Radiofrequency (RF) neurotomy or lidocaine (control).
Characteristics Control (n=18) RF (n=17) P-values
Age (yrs), mean + SD 66.5+4.8 679+7.1 0.559
Sex (M/F) 3/15 2/15 1.0
Height (cm), mean + SD 155375 151.9+6.2 0.182
Weight (kg), mean + SD 63.1+5.1 61.6 £9.0 0.204
Body mass index, mean + SD 26.5£2.1 26.2+33 0.567
Duration (years), mean + SD 74+4.0 6.3+39 0.404
Treatment sites (right/left) 10/8 8/9 0.740
Visual analogue pain scale
(0-100 mm), mean * SD 77275 782+13.8 0.942
Oxford knee score (12-60 points), mean + SD 39.2+44 39.8+6.5 0.486
Radiographic disease severity

(Kellgren-Lawrence grade)

2 4 3
3 7 8 0.879
4 7 6

Fig. 2. Fluoroscopic image of anteroposterior and lateral views of the left knee joint. RF electrode tips were placed on periosteal areas connecting the shaft of the femur to
bilateral epicondyles and the shaft of the tibia to the medial epicondyle. Superior medial, superior lateral and inferior medial genicular nerves run down these areas.

100

90 - -
80
70 -
60
50
40
30

20 -

Visual analogue scale (mm)

10

baseline 1 4 12
Time (weeks)

Fig. 3. Visual analogue scale pain scores in patients receiving radiofrequency (RF)
neurotomy or lidocaine (control). Values represent mean and standard deviation.
“p <0.05 vs. baseline. #p < 0.05 vs. control group.

compared with baseline (p <0.001). The RF group Oxford knee
scores were better than control group scores at 4 (p <0.001) and
12 (p < 0.001) weeks. The RF group patient satisfaction was better
than the control group satisfaction at 4 (p<0.001) and 12

(p<0.001) weeks, and was highest at 4 weeks in the RF group
(Table 2).

3.4. Adverse events

Although several participants experienced temporary perios-
teum touch pain from the RF canula during the procedure, the pain
was tolerable and required no medication. Otherwise, no partici-
pant reported a post-procedure adverse event during the follow-
up period, and there were no withdrawals from the study owing
to an adverse event. Most of patients had rescue analgesics for
breakthrough pain in previously prescribed medications. If their
medication was not enough to relieve pain, patients were re-
quested to call or visit to our investigator, physician. In this study,
no participant needed the changes to their analgesic medications
during the follow-up period.

4. Discussion

This is the first small randomized study showing the clinical
efficacy of RF genicular neurotomy for chronic knee OA. This study
found that RF genicular neurotomy induced potent analgesia in el-
derly patients with chronic knee OA pain. Although the follow-up
period was only three months, these patients also experienced sig-
nificant functional improvement and treatment satisfaction. Fur-
thermore, RF neurotomy for knee OA relieved the knee pain
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Table 2

Clinical and Functional Outcomes after Radiofrequency (RF) Neurotomy and Changes from Baseline Values.
Post-procedure time Control (n=18) RF (n=17) Changes from baseline p-value

Control RF

VAS (0-100 mm)
1 week 432 +13.7 37.1+£17.6 33.7+13.8 41.2+183 0.194
4 weeks 72.6+17.6 33.5+16.6 42 +16.1 447 £17.7° <0.001
12 weeks 77.9+9.8 42.4+254 -1.1+£6.5 359+232° <0.001
OKS (12-60 points)
1 week 26.8+4.5 23.6+75 124+43 16.2+95 0.296
4 weeks 36.9+3.5 25.8+8.0 23+48 14.1+£9.7 <0.001
12 weeks 38.9+4.9 27.4+10.2 03+13 124+10.7 <0.001
Patient satisfaction with GPE"
1 week 53+0.8 55+0.7 0.457
4 weeks 43+0.8 5.9 £0.9* <0.001
12 weeks 3.7+0.5 55+1.1% <0.001

All data values are means +SD. VAS: visual analogue scale; OKS: Oxford knee score.
" p<0.05 compared to the change from baseline in the control group.

™ Global perceived effect (GPE) with 7-point scale (1 = worst ever, 2 = much worse, 3 = worse, 4 = not improved not worse, 5 = improved, 6 = much improved, 7 = best ever).

# p<0.05 compared to control group.

1.0 1
= 0.9 3 control group
E N RF group
-f'\:l 0.8 1
= 0.002
3 %5 0.7 0.092 ’—[ <0.001
L3 061
c = -
2 c 05
=S ‘= 0.5
2 2
s 3 044
e £
S = 031
5
2 0.2
g 1
s 0.1

0.0

1week 4 weeks 12 weeks

Post-procedure time

Fig. 4. Proportion of patients achieving at least 50% knee pain relief at follow-up. At
12 weeks post-procedure, >50% knee pain relief was observed in 10 radiofrequency
(RF) neurotomy patients (59%) and in no control patients.

without any adverse event, as well as its being accessible and
acceptable to elderly patients. However, as this procedure is more
invasive than other treatments, RF neurotomy should preferably be
used for knee OA patients without response to conservative treat-
ments and with a positive response to diagnostic block.

The use of RF for chronic knee OA pain requires the identifica-
tion of anatomic landmarks for nerves innervating the knee joint.
The sciatic nerve separates into the tibial and common peroneal
nerves in the popliteal area. Subsequently, the tibial nerve projects
articular branches at the popliteal fossa. These articular branches
include the SM, middle and IM genicular nerves. The common
peroneal nerve also projects articular branches, specifically the
SL, IL, and recurrent tibial genicular nerve. The SL, SM and IM
genicular nerves accompanying genicular vessels pass close to
epicondyles of the femur and tibia; except the IL genicular nerve,
which runs laterally above the head of the fibula, and does not pass
near the lateral epicondyle of the tibia [4,15]. Therefore, the SL, SM
and IM genicular nerves with relatively precise anatomic aspects
were applied for the RF current. Using fresh two cadavers, although
these anatomic findings were not published, we confirmed that
these genicular nerves pass periosteal areas connecting the shaft
to the epicondyle (Fig. 5). Therefore, the target points for RF neu-
rotomy included periosteal areas connecting the shaft of the femur
to bilateral epicondyles and the shaft of the tibia to the medial

epicondyle. We identified genicular nerves at these points with
sensory stimulation, and were able to generate RF lesions. The
main principle of RF neurotomy also includes a correct placement
of the electrode parallel to the target nerve [6]. At our institution,
this was precisely performed because we could effectively place
the electrode tip parallel to the genicular nerve next to the perios-
teum of target sites.

In the present study, two patients in the RF group (12%)
achieved poor or no response to RF neurotomy throughout the
study period. Several articular branches innervate the knee joint.
Kennedy et al. [18] reported that articular branches of the femoral,
common peroneal, saphenous, tibial and obturator nerves are dis-
tributed to the human knee. Although genicular nerves are the
main innervating articular branches for the knee joint, other artic-
ular branches may also be present. For this reason, pain of the knee
joint may not be completely relieved, resulting in poor response to
RF neurotomy.

During the procedure, some patients transiently felt unbearable
pain when the RF cannula was in contact with their periosteum.
This may be attributed to stimulation of pain-sensitive structures
such as the periosteum and ligament insertion sites in chronic knee
OA [9,25]. Although no patients in this study withdrew from the
procedure, some patients can refuse RF neurotomy because of pain
caused by cannulation. Premedication with analgesics can help to
reduce this pain.

Two RF patients were lost due to accidents in the study. These
patients were assessed muscle tone, proprioception, balance, and
gait after accidents. Proprioception and other measures of func-
tional status were not impaired, and there had been no reduction
of functional capacity after RF neurotomy. We therefore assumed
that these two accidents were not adverse events related to their
procedure. In this study, no patients showed postural sway or gait
disturbance after RF neurotomy.

According to our assessment, the two, lost RF patients had good
responses regarding the RF procedure at one and four weeks post-
procedure, respectively. However, we could not analyze data
which were not completed in the questionnaire at 12 weeks as
the study data were analyzed using two-way repeated measures
ANOVA. If these two RF patients had been included in the analysis,
our results would have been better.

The potential limitations of this trial require consideration.
First, we did not perform RF neurotomy for all articular branches
innervating the knee joint; only three main articular branches orig-
inating in the sciatic nerve were denervated. Denervation of other
articular branches would possibly give different results. Second,
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Fig. 5. Anteromedial view of the right knee joint. (A) The superior medial genicular nerve (1) runs down the upper part of the medial epicondyle (asterisk) of the femur with
genicular vessels (2). The adductor magnus (3) which is inserted into the adductor tubercle on the medial condyle of the femur. (B) The inferior medial genicular nerve (1)
passes the lower parts of the medial epicondyle (asterisk) of the tibia. The tibial collateral ligament (2) which is attached to the medial condyle of the tibia.

because most of the patients had degenerative joint pain including
shoulder, back, and neck pain, we were not able to select the
patients with only knee OA pain. And as they had taken medication
consisting of various analgesics or topical products over a pro-
longed period of time, we could not precisely evaluate their con-
sumption of analgesics for knee pain. Therefore, the participants
continued to take medication without alterations to doses and
physiotherapy during the 12 weeks post-procedure. Third, varia-
tions in the genicular nerves remain to be established, and such
anatomic problems should be considered in future trials.

In the systemic review of RF neurotomy for neck and back pain
[19], previous randomized controlled trials (RCTs) provided limited
or conflicting evidence regarding the short-term effect of RF lesion-
ing for pain and disability. Furthermore, RCTs are needed in non-
spinal indications where RF neurotomy is currently used without
any scientific evidence of its efficacy. Although this RCT had posi-
tive findings regarding the short-term effect of RF genicular neu-
rotomy, further high-quality RCTs are needed with larger patient
samples and data regarding long-term effects as the current evi-
dence are inconclusive.

This study was not designed to provide strong evidence regard-
ing the safety of RF genicular neurotomy, and adverse effects were
relatively infrequently reported during the short-term follow-up
period. However, there is still a need for further studies using large
samples from other medical centers, with longer follow-up peri-
ods, and using validated checklists for gathering information about
any adverse effects.

In conclusion, RF neurotomy of genicular nerves seems to be a
safe, effective, and minimally invasive therapeutic procedure for
chronic knee OA patients with a positive response to diagnostic
block. RF neurotomy can also be repeated if necessary in order to
provide further relief. This technique may be a useful treatment
for chronic severe OA pain refractory to other conservative treat-
ments, although further, large-scale studies, and longer follow-up
periods are needed not only in order to demonstrate the efficacy
of RF genicular neurotomy but also to track any long-term adverse
effects.
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