
Ask The Doctor

ROTATOR
CUFF TEARS
By John Salvo Jr., M.D.

QUESTION: What is the rotator cuff?
ANSWER: The rotator cuff helps to lift and rotate the arm
and to stabilize the shoulder.  It is made up of four muscles
and their tendons, which form a "cuff" (the rotator cuff) over
the upper end of the arm.

Q:  How does a rotator cuff tear happen?
A: Rotator cuff tears (a tear in a tendon) are caused by the
aging process, acute trauma, or repetitive overhead work or
sports.  Common examples of activities that can cause rota-
tor cuff tears are swimming, golfing, and tennis.  Rotator
cuff tears are more common in people who are over the age
of 40, especially those who are in their late 50s or older.

Q: How do I know if I have a rotator cuff tear?
A: Most rotator cuff tears occur gradually.  It may cause
pain in the front of your shoulder that radiates down the side
of your arm.   Some people have pain sleeping on the
affected shoulder.  The intensity of the pain increases over
time, and the tear may cause stiffness and loss of motion.
If you're still in pain and your shoulder isn't getting better
after 3-4 weeks, see an orthopedic doctor.  If the tear
occurs with an injury, you may feel sudden acute pain, a
snapping sensation, and an immediate weakness of the
arm.  See a doctor right away.  Doctors diagnose a rotator
cuff tear based on your symptoms, an examination, X-rays,
and imaging studies such as MRI.

Q: How is a rotator cuff tear treated?
A: The goal of treatment is to relieve pain and improve
function.  This can often be accomplished without surgery.
The type of treatment depends upon the size of the tear and
the patient's age. For smaller tears, doctors often use physi-
cal therapy, steroid injections, and strengthening exercises.
Large or massive tears generally need to be repaired surgi-
cally, usually through minimally invasive arthroscopy.  In
arthroscopy, the surgeon uses a lighted, tube-shaped instru-
ment called an arthroscope.  The arthroscope, which is the
width of a pencil, is inserted into a small incision (called a
portal) in the side of the joint. People who have surgery to
repair rotator cuff tears tend to do very well.

*The contents of this article are provided for information purposes
only. The material is in no way intended to replace professional med-
ical care and should not be used as a basis for diagnosis or treat-
ment. Always seek the advice of your physician or other qualified
health care provider with any questions you have regarding a medical
condition.

Dr. John Salvo is board certified by the American Board
of Orthopedic Surgeons.  He is a Sports Medicine physi-
cian with expertise in arthroscopic procedures of the
knee, shoulder, hip and elbow.  He has given talks both
nationally and internationally on the diagnosis and treat-
ment of disorders of the shoulder, elbow, and knee.  He
has published several articles in peer-reviewed journals
on these topics as well as book chapters.  He currently

serves as team physician for the Philadelphia Wings, Philadelphia
Barrage and Cardinal O'Hara High School.  For questions, please email
him at johnsalvo@phillyfitmagazine.com
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