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ANTIPHOSPHOLIPID ANTIBODIES AND OSTEONECROSIS: A STUDY OF SLE AND PAPS PATIENTS
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Osteonecrosis is a well-known complication of systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE). Severe progresssive pain of the involved joint (usually hip or shoulder) is generally present, and can mimic lupus arthritis; the presence of asymmetric, monoarticular pain can be a clue to the diagnosis. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) is the best diagnostic study. In most cases osteonecrosis can be attributed to high-dose steroid therapy, but some authors have suggested that antiphospholipid antibodies (aPL) or SLE-induced vasculitis may play a role. Few reports about aPL-induced osteonecrosis are available. The aim of our study was to evaluate the incidence of osteonecrosis in SLE and primary antiphospholipid syndrome (PAPS), and its association with aPL antibodies and steroid therapy. We evaluated 183 consecutive patients admitted to our Department between January 1990 and March 1997, who received a diagnosis of PAPS and SLE according to ACR criteria. Among them, 65 had PAPS, 58 SLE without aPL, and 60 had SLE with aPL (lupus-like anticoagulant and/or anticardiolipin antibodies at a level higher than 20 UI/ml). We excluded patients older than 65 at diagnosis. Five out of the 183 patients developed avascular necrosis (in multiple sites in 3). All of them had SLE, 3 with aPL antibodies and 2 without aPL. They had all been chronically treated with prednisone, and were still taking steroids at diagnosis. In our study, osteonecrosis correlated with steroid therapy and SLE, but not with PAPS. The role of aPL antibodies is unclear: in fact, no events were observed among PAPS patients, while among the 5 patients with SLE, all taking steroids, 3 had aPL. It is tempting to speculate that in SLE, but not in PAPS patients, aPL antibodies can play a role in the pathogenesis of osteonecrosis.

