
 

Hand surgery enhances life quality for those
with spinal cord injuries
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Photo shows a patients grip after surgery. Credit: The University of Gothenburg.

Reconstructive hand surgery can dramatically enhance the life quality
and independence of those paralysed by a cervical spinal cord injury.
Despite this, the operation is not frequently performed, either in Sweden
or elsewhere. Researchers at the Sahlgrenska Academy, University of
Gothenburg, Sweden are now hoping to change that.

A cervical spinal cord injury entails paralysis in both arms and legs,
severely limiting daily life for its victims. Previous studies have shown
that the capability that those with cervical spinal cord injuries most wish
to recover is a functioning hand.
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At the Sahlgrenska University Hospital, since the 1970's, it has been
possible to improve the gripping ability for these individuals by surgical
means, and at present an estimated 40 per cent of all spinal cord injury
patients in Sweden undergo this operation.

The PhD student Johanna Wangdell, who also works as an occupational
therapist, has in the course of her thesis interviewed (all those) patients
who have had their hand function reconstructed at the Sahlgrenska
University Hospital since 2003.

The thesis shows that this hand surgery, in a dramatic way, enhances the 
life quality of those with spinal cord injuries:

"The surgery doesn't only deliver a physical benefit in the form of
increased gripping strength. The ability to eat independently, to carry out
household chores and leisure activities offers mental rewards which
benefit our social life, our daily habits and the roles we perform.
Knowing that you can handle things yourself, of getting back your
private life and restoring your identity as active parent, for example, or
the guy that can go along for a beer with his mates is, in many cases,
invaluable," says Johanna Wangdell.

Besides the individual progress this represents, reconstructive hand
surgery also means that the requirement for personal assistance and
specially adapted housing can be reduced and this can deliver savings for
society as a whole.

Despite this, the hand surgery is performed only to a very modest extent
outside Sweden: whereas four out of ten victims of spinal cord injuries
are operated in Sweden only one out of ten undergo the surgery in the
USA.

"Few clinics in the world undertake as many operations per year of this
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type as the Sahlgrenska University Hospital. This means that victims of 
spinal cord injuries from across Europe come to the hospital for this
surgery," explains Johanna Wangdell.

"This is the first study that focuses on the patient viewpoint and we can
demonstrate that those who undergo this surgery experience a really high
level of satisfaction. I hope that my studies will contribute to the surgery
becoming available much more widely, both in Sweden and the rest of
the world."

The thesis "Patients' perceived outcomes of tetraplegia hand surgery"
was defended on 21 February.
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