
   

  

Evidence Discussion (MS 9) 
Radiographs should be used for the initial evaluation of musculoskeletal infections, 
including osteomyelitis, septic arthritis, and soft tissue infection.3 Obtaining the initial 
radiograph provides an excellent overview of the anatomic area of interest and can 
exclude fractures and tumors as the cause of swelling or pain.3  

Radiographs also help with the interpretation of future imaging studies such as CT, 
MRI, ultrasound (US), and nuclear medicine scans.3,4  

The clinical presentation of a hot swollen joint is common and has wide differential 
diagnosis.1 Septic arthritis is traditionally a clinical diagnosis based on physical 
examination and prompt arthrocentesis.2  

In many cases, imaging cannot distinguish infected from non-infected joints or fluid 
collections, and aspiration and culture are needed for diagnosis.3,5,6  

US, MRI, or CT is usually appropriate as the next imaging study for suspected septic 
arthritis, soft tissue infection, or osteomyelitis following normal radiographs.3 They may 
also be helpful to evaluate the adjacent soft tissues for infection.3 These procedures 
are equivalent alternatives (i.e., only one procedure will be ordered to provide the 
clinical information to effectively manage the patient’s care).3 
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