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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to compare the efficacy of low-dose steroid, high-
dose steroid, and low-dose steroid combined with hyaluronidase with respect to intra-articular 
injection therapy for adhesive capsulitis (AC) of the shoulder.
Methods: Thirty patients with primary AC in the initial stage were randomly assigned into three 
groups to receive ultrasound-guided intra-articular injections with 20 mg of triamcinolone 
acetonide (group A, n=10), 40 mg of triamcinolone acetonide (group B, n=10) and 20 mg of 
triamcinolone acetonide combined with hyaluronidase (group C, n=10). The outcome measures 
included a visual analogue scale (VAS), the Shoulder Disability Questionnaire (SDQ), abduction 
and external rotation range of motion, and intra-sheath fluid (ISF) before treatment and at 2, 4, 8, 
and 16 weeks after treatment.
Results: Among the 30 patients, one participant in group B dropped out; therefore, a total of 29 
patients completed this study and were successfully injected. After the injection, the VAS, SDQ, 
range of flexion and external rotation, and ISF improved in all groups compared with the pre-
injection status, regardless of treatment or time point. In the comparison between groups, the 
SDQ and ISF showed significantly greater improvements in groups B and C than in group A.
Conclusion: The therapeutic efficacy of combined low-dose corticosteroid and hyaluronidase is 
superior to that of low-dose corticosteroid and equivalent to that of high-dose corticosteroid in 
early AC.
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Introduction

Adhesive capsulitis, also known as frozen shoulder or arthrofibrosis, 
is an orthopedic condition defined as a painful, progressive 
restriction of both the active and passive ranges of shoulder motion 
[1]. It is a common condition, affecting 2%-5% of the general 
population. The factors associated with primary adhesive capsulitis 
include female sex, trauma, age older than 40 years, diabetes, 
prolonged immobility, thyroid disease, stroke, myocardial infarcts, 
and autoimmune disease [2,3]. The underlying mechanism of 
primary adhesive capsulitis is thought to be chronic degenerative 
inflammation across the capsular synovial layer of the glenohumeral 
joint, which produces capsular thickening, fibrosis, and adherence 
of the capsule to itself and to the anatomic neck of the humerus, 
leading to pain, stiffness, and dysfunction [4]. Although almost half 
of patients with adhesive capsulitis experience restricted shoulder 
motion lasting up to 7 years [5], self-limiting resolution within 
1-3 years has also been reported [6], implying that there is still 
therapeutic room for a favorable prognosis in adhesive capsulitis. 

The natural progress of adhesive capsulitis involves three stages: 
(1) increasing pain and stiffness, (2) a steady-state period, and 
(3) a spontaneous recovery period. Particularly in the initial stage, 
increasingly severe shoulder pain and stiffness, lasting for 2-9 
months, and accompanying synovitis lead to limitations in abduction 
and external rotation range of motion [7,8]. Since the goal of 
adhesive capsulitis treatment is to restore the shoulder to a painless 
and functional joint [9], it is important to reduce the inflammatory 
reaction in the initial pain stage, which causes reactive fibrosis of 
the glenohumeral joint capsule. Intra-articular glenohumeral steroid 
injections have become widely utilized in the treatment of adhesive 
capsulitis among various non-operative management strategies 
[10,11], because this method has been observed to offer faster 
and superior improvement of symptoms compared to oral steroid 
treatment or physical therapy [12,13]. The efficacy of intra-articular 
steroid injections is also related to its anti-inflammatory properties 
that relieve pain and restore shoulder range of motion and function 
[12].

Hyaluronidases are a family of enzymes that catalyze the 
degradation of hyaluronic acid. By catalyzing the hydrolysis of 
hyaluronan, a constituent of the extracellular matrix, hyaluronidase 
lowers the viscosity of hyaluronan, thereby increasing the tissue 
permeability of injected solutes [14,15]. Accordingly, hyaluronidase is 
used in medicine in conjunction with other drugs, including steroids, 
to speed their dispersion and delivery [14,15]. There is growing 
evidence that using a steroid in combination with hyaluronidase 
in shoulder joints or spinal epidural spaces both maximizes the 
anti-inflammatory properties of the steroid and minimizes the side 

effects of steroid therapy [16-18]. A few studies have reported that 
the combined injection of a steroid and hyaluronidase showed an 
additive effect with regard to improvements in pain and shoulder 
function in patients with periarticular shoulder disorders [16,18]. 
However, those studies were not specifically focused on adhesive 
capsulitis. There is still a lack of prospective randomized controlled 
studies to verify the effectiveness of administering hyaluronidase 
in intra-articular steroid injections for adhesive capsulitis by 
simultaneous monitoring of symptomatic, anthropometric, and 
imaging changes. 

Therefore, we hypothesized that the co-administration of 
hyaluronidase could reduce the total amount of steroids needed 
to treat adhesive capsulitis of the shoulder. This study aimed to 
verify the therapeutic efficacy of a low-dose steroid combined with 
hyaluronidase as compared with low-dose and high-dose steroid 
formulations in ultrasound-guided intra-articular injections for the 
treatment of adhesive capsulitis. 

Materials and Methods

Compliance with Ethical Standards
The present study was approved by the ethics committee of Veterans 
Health Service Medical Center in Korea (IRB No. 2017-03-011-
001), and all participants gave informed consent after receiving an 
explanation about the purpose, methods, and policy regarding the 
personal information collected from this study.

Participants and Study Design
Between May 2017 and March 2019, a total of 1,035 consecutive 
patients with complaints of shoulder pain who visited the outpatient 
clinic of our institution were screened for eligibility. Those who 
met the following inclusion criteria were considered to have 
inflammatory synovitis of initial-stage adhesive capsulitis [19] (Fig. 1): 
(1) normal findings on simple X-rays of the shoulder, but limitations 
in the passive range of motion on physical examination; and (2) 
increased intra-sheath fluid (ISF) sufficient to encircle the long 
head of the biceps tendon within the upper portion of the bicipital 
groove of the humerus. The upper portion of the bicipital groove of 
the humerus corresponds to the synovial extension that anteriorly 
communicates with the glenohumeral joint through the rotator 
cuff interval. An obvious increase in ISF in the upper portion of the 
bicipital groove of the humerus without any structural abnormalities 
indicates the state of inflammatory synovitis [20]. The exclusion 
criteria were as follows: (1) ultrasonographic diagnosis of other 
concomitant fundamental abnormalities causing shoulder pain such 
as rotator cuff tear, bicipital tendon rupture, calcific tendinopathy, 
and subacromial-subdeltoid bursitis; (2) a history of shoulder injury; 
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(3) a history of more than 1 year of conservative treatment for 
chronic shoulder pain; (4) corticosteroid or hyaluronidase injections 
within the prior 6 months; (5) hemiplegic shoulder; (6) self-reported 
history consistent with scapula fracture or disarticulation; (7) an 
ipsilateral cervical herniated intervertebral disc or brachial plexus 
injury; (8) diabetes mellitus refractory to insulin therapy or glycated 
hemoglobin levels greater than 6.5%; and (9) refusal to participate 
in this study.

Overall, 1,005 patients did not meet the inclusion criteria. Finally, 
30 patients with primary adhesive capsulitis were included, and 
this study was conducted as a double-blind randomized controlled 
trial. A schematic flow diagram of the study is shown in Fig. 2. 
The eligible patients (n=30) were randomized into three groups: 
A, B, and C. Randomization was performed by letting patients 
choose between three sealed and opaque envelopes; each of 

these envelopes contained allocation to one of the three treatment 
groups, giving every patient the same allocation opportunity. 

Sample Size Calculation
For the sample size calculation, assumptions about the primary 
outcome values and variance were based on a previous study on 
adhesive capsulitis by Choi et al. [18]. Assuming that analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) would be conducted among the three groups with 
standard deviations of 2 points for both within-group and between-
group differences, our power analysis indicated that a minimum of 
eight patients per group was needed (power of 90%, α=0.05). To 
account for a possible loss to follow-up of up to 20%, a minimum 
of 10 patients per group needed to be enrolled in this study.

A B

Upper
(RCI) Bicipital-groove Lower

Fig. 1. Ultrasonographic evaluation of the upper part of the 
bicipital groove of the humerus. 
A. Scanning of the right shoulder in the longitudinal plane is shown. 
B. Identification of the hypoechoic fluid enveloping the normal echo-
texture of the long head of the biceps tendon (asterisk) along the 
bicipital groove, which starts from the upper part of the rotator cuff 
interval (RCI) and does not extend beyond the lower part. The solid 
line indicates the cut-off point of the most inflated level for the axial 
scanning of C. C. The hypoechoic fluid around the long head of the 
biceps tendon (asterisk) between the lesser tuberosity (LT) and the 
greater tuberosity (GT) of the humerus. Intra-sheath fluid (ISF) was 
calculated by subtracting the area of the inner circle (dotted line) 
from that of the outer circle (dashed line). 

C

ISF

LT

GT

*

*
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the infraspinatus muscle by the injected solution (Fig. 3).
All patients received one type of intra-articular injection 

according to their group. Group A (n=10) received 20 mg (0.5 mL) 
of triamcinolone acetonide mixed with 2 mL of 2% lidocaine and 
7.5 mL of normal saline. Group B (n=10) received 40 mg (1 mL) of 
triamcinolone acetonide mixed with 2 mL of 2% lidocaine and 7.0 
mL of normal saline. Group C (n=10) received 20 mg (0.5 mL) of 
triamcinolone acetonide and 1 mL of hyaluronidase (Hirax Inj MBI 
KOREA Pharmaceutical, Cheongju, Korea) mixed with 2 mL of 2% 
lidocaine and 6.5 mL of normal saline. The composition of 10 mL 
of 0.4% lidocaine was the same in all the injected solutions. After 
the injection, the participants were educated on home-based basic 
exercises involving stretching and pendulum circumduction. No 
additional medication or physical therapies were administered until 
completion of this study.

Efficacy Evaluation
The patients were evaluated at five time intervals: before injection 
and at 2, 4, 8, and 16 weeks after the injection. First, subjects were 
asked to describe their symptoms using a visual analogue scale (VAS) 

Intra-articular Injections
All patients underwent a physical examination, diagnostic shoulder 
radiographs, and ultrasonography to confirm the lesion [21]. 
After confirmation of the initial stage of adhesive capsulitis by 
ultrasonography, one investigator (a medical doctor who has been 
certified in the field of musculoskeletal ultrasound by the Korean 
Society of Ultrasound in Medicine) performed ultrasound-guided 
intra-articular injections into the shoulders of patients. While 
asking the subject to hold the contralateral shoulder with the hand 
of the symptomatic side in the sitting position, the ultrasound 
transducer was placed on the posterior surface of the shoulder 
in the longitudinal plane to identify the posterior glenohumeral 
joint, bony glenoid, humeral head, and infraspinatus muscle [22]. 
Then, after sterilizing the area to be injected, the needle (23 G, 
6 cm, KOVAX-NEEDLE, Korea Vaccine Co., Seoul, Korea) was 
advanced to the target point between the humeral head cartilage 
and the infraspinatus tendon using the ultrasound-guided in-plane 
technique. To ensure the injection into the glenohumeral joint, 
the Doppler mode was used to confirm the widening of the space 
between the humeral cartilage and the innermost synovial line of 

Fig. 2. CONSORT (Consolidated 
Standards of Reporting Trials) 
diagram of the study flow.

1,035 Patients with shoulder pain who visited the clinic 
of the department of rehabilitation medicine between 

May 2017 and March 2019 

1,005 Excluded of patients who were not 
corresponded with primary adhesive capsulitis

30 Enrollment of who were diagnosed with primary 
adhesive capsulitis by ultrasound and physical 

examination

Randomization

10 Allocated to group A:
triamcinolone 20 mg

10 Allocated to group B:
triamcinolone 40 mg

1 Drop-out for personal 
issues

n=10 n=9

29 Analysis

n=10

10 Allocated to group C: 
hyaluronidase 1 mL (1,500 IU)

+ triamcinolone 20 mg
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Fig. 3. Ultrasound-guided intra-articular injection. 
A. Scanning of posterior shoulder is shown. B. Injection after preparation is shown. C. Transverse scanning image is shown. D. Needle 
advanced state is shown. E. Injection streaming, which is visible in the Doppler mode, into the joint space between the bony glenoid (BG) 
and the humeral head (HH) is shown. F. Gap widening (up-down arrow) between the humeral cartilage and the innermost synovial line of 
the infraspinatus muscle after injection is shown. IS, infraspinatus. 

A B

C D

IS IS

HH HH

BG BG

E F

IS IS

HH HH

BG BG
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and the Shoulder Disability Questionnaire (SDQ). The VAS was used 
to rate the average degree of shoulder pain for 24 hours before the 
evaluation (from 0 to 10 points). The SDQ, the validity and reliability 
of which has been confirmed [23], was used to evaluate the self-
reported functional status in patients with shoulder disorders, The 
SDQ is composed of 16 questions reflecting pain during various 
movements related with activities of daily living, with scores ranging 
from 0 (no disability) to 16 (greatest possible disability). Second, the 
abduction and external rotation range of motion of the symptomatic 
shoulder were evaluated. The anthropometric variables were checked 
with an inclinometer, as a passive maneuver, in the supine position. 
Each range was measured three times, and the average value was 
recorded. Lastly, ISF was measured through an ultrasonographic 
evaluation to determine any changes on imaging.

Statistical Analysis
All the statistical analyses were performed using SPSS version 19.0 
for Windows (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Basic variables and 
pre-injection parameters among the three groups were tested for 
significance using ANOVA or the chi-square test, as appropriate. 
Repeated-measures ANOVA were used for the statistical analysis 
of changes in the VAS, SDQ, range of motion, and ISF in the three 
groups before the injection and at 2, 4, 8, and 16 weeks after 
treatment. For between-group comparisons, post-hoc tests were 
conducted using the Tukey method. All cases where the P-value was 
less than 0.05 were considered statistically significant. 

Results

Thirty subjects were randomly assigned to groups A, B, and C, with 
10 subjects in each group. Among these 30 patients with primary 
adhesive capsulitis of the shoulder, only one patient (in group B) was 
lost to follow-up for personal reasons. Finally, a total of 29 patients 
completed this study. The baseline characteristics and clinical profiles 
of those 29 patients were investigated, and the comparisons among 
groups A, B, and C are shown in Table 1. There were no significant 
differences in age, sex, height, weight, affected side, the dominant 
side, and symptom duration among the groups.

Comparisons of Symptomatic, Anthropometric, and Imaging 
Changes in Each Group
Variable values for the VAS, SDQ, shoulder abduction and external 
rotation, and ISF were observed during follow-up in the three 
groups before and after the injections. The changes in the VAS, SDQ, 
shoulder abduction and external rotation, and ISF were statistically 
analyzed by repeated-measures ANOVA in the three treatment 
groups for 16 weeks. The scores of group C showed trends toward 

the lowest levels among the three groups. The distributions of the 
VAS, SDQ, shoulder abduction and external rotation ranges, and ISF 
values of each group according to the follow-up time of 16 weeks 
are shown in Table 2.

Compared with pre-injection, both the VAS and SDQ symptom 
scores significantly decreased during the 16-week follow-up period 
within each group (both P<0.001), indicating significant pain relief 
after treatment within each group. In addition, the anthropometric 
values of both shoulder abduction and external rotation range of 
motion significantly increased (P=0.018 and P=0.004, respectively), 
indicating meaningful improvement in the range of motion after 
treatment within each group. Moreover, the extent of ISF at the 
affected shoulder also significantly decreased after treatment 
within each group (P<0.001), which confirmed improvements in 
inflammatory synovitis through imaging measurements over time. 

Therefore, in the evaluation of the therapeutic effect, the statistical 
analysis of repeated-measures ANOVA showed a significant time 
effect for the VAS, SDQ, abduction range of motion, external rotation 
range of motion, and ISF. Taken together, our results showed that 
the co-administration of hyaluronidase and intra-articular steroid 
injection itself, regardless of the steroid dose, was effective in 
patients in the initial phase of adhesive capsulitis.

Comparisons of the Symptomatic, Anthropometric, and 
Imaging Changes between Groups
We further evaluated the effectiveness of the co-administration of 
hyaluronidase and steroid therapy to adjust the time effect. For the 
SDQ, repeated-measures ANOVA showed both a significant time 
effect (F=24.21, P<0.001) in each group (as mentioned above) and 
a group effect (F=5.39, P=0.011) according to the three groups. 

Table 1. Baseline characteristics and clinical profiles of each 
study group (low-dose steroid [group A], high-dose steroid 
[group B], and combined low-dose steroid and hyaluronidase 
[group C])

Variable
Group A 
(n=10)

Group B 
(n=9)

Group C 
(n=10)

P-value

Age (year) 71.30±9.37 68.56±6.97 74.4±4.93 0.239

Sex (female/male) 4/6 5/4 3/7 0.525

Height (cm) 166.00±9.07 167.22±8.32 165.9±7.91 0.932

Weight (kg) 64.40±12.92 66.11±12.62 67.10±11.89 0.888
Affected side 
(right/left)

6/4 7/2 8/2 0.552

Dominant side 
(right/left)

8/2 8/1 7/3 0.596

Duration of 
symptoms (month)

4.70±1.64 5.00±1.94 4.30±1.70 0.687

P-value for comparison between groups by analysis of variance or the chi-square 
test.
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In addition, there was no time and group interaction for the SDQ 
(F=1.206, P=0.316). Therefore, the results demonstrate a significant 
difference in the degree of improvement in the SDQ across the three 
groups, which was independent of the changes in the SDQ across 
time in each group during the 16-week follow-up. 

However, there was no difference in the VAS change between 
the groups (P=0.530). These results indicate that the levels of pain 
relief with movement after treatment were significantly different 
among the three groups, but there no difference in pain at rest 
among the three groups. The changes in ISF also showed both 
a significant time effect (F=31.43, P<0.001) and a group effect 
(F=5.14, P=0.013). These effects did not represent a time and 
group interaction (F=1.941, P=0.075). These findings of statistical 
significance indicate that the patterns of the changes significantly 
differed among the three groups, independent of the results of the 
within-group comparison. 

As for range of motion, the differences in shoulder abduction 
and external rotation ranges among the three groups did not 

achieve statistical significance (P=0.550 and P=0.082, respectively). 
However, the external rotation range of motion in groups B and C 
tended to be higher than that of group A. 

In the post-hoc test, the SDQ and ISF scores in groups B and C 
showed significantly lower levels for pain and inflammatory synovitis 
than those of group A (Fig. 4), which indicates that the pain relief 
and anti-inflammatory effects of the combination of triamcinolone 
acetonide (20 mg) and hyaluronidase (1 mL) were equivalent to 
those of triamcinolone acetonide (40 mg). In addition, the pain relief 
and anti-inflammatory effects of the combination of triamcinolone 
acetonide (20 mg) and hyaluronidase (1 mL) or triamcinolone 
acetonide (40 mg) alone were superior to those of triamcinolone 
acetonide (20 mg).

Complications
Every subject was successfully managed using an intra-articular 
steroid injection for their symptomatic shoulder joint. All intra-
articular injections guided by ultrasonography were accurately 

Table 2. Repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) results of the therapeutic effect with regard to VAS, SDQ, shoulder AB, 
shoulder ER, and ISF in the treatment groups (low-dose steroid [group A], high-dose steroid [group B], and combined low-dose 
steroid and hyaluronidase [group C]) 

Variable Pre-injection
Post-injection

P-valuea)

2 weeks 4 weeks 8 weeks 16 weeks

VAS P=0.530 <0.001a)

Group A (points) 4.50±0.97 3.50±1.08 3.00±1.25 3.60±2.01 3.30±2.21

Group B (points) 4.89±1.05 2.44±0.73 2.89±1.27 2.78±1.40 2.67±1.32

Group C (points) 5.70±2.06 3.80±1.69 3.30±1.57 3.00±1.63 2.70±2.00

SDQ  P=0.011b) <0.001a)

Group A (points) 11.10±1.85 9.60±3.27 8.80±3.33 9.10±2.64 9.10±1.91

Group B (points) 10.78±2.59 7.22±2.11 5.78±1.09 5.78±1.20 5.33±2.92

Group C (points) 10.40±2.01 7.70±2.16 6.70±2.67 6.30±2.63 5.90±2.73

Shoulder AB P=0.550 0.018a)

Group A (°) 120.80±14.80 126.30±11.80 125.30±14.05 126.10±13.47 126.30±17.64

Group B (°) 119.89±21.85 137.44±23.43 138.11±20.67 131.56±24.87 128.00±32.65

Group C (°) 106.30±22.08 129.80±24.89 126.60±21.37 125.90±25.82 123.70±25.88

Shoulder ER P=0.082 0.004a)

Group A (°) 55.30±10.83 58.30±10.00 58.20±9.66 57.80±8.19 57.20±12.39

Group B (°) 57.33±16.61 66.22±5.72 67.44±7.63 68.78±9.55 66.89±11.17

Group C (°) 57.10±15.72 62.70±12.68 66.40±11.76 68.00±8.26 65.50±11.78

ISF  P=0.013b) <0.001a)

Group A (mm2) 30.85±6.88 25.02±5.39 29.61±8.56 30.50±8.08 30.95±7.08

Group B (mm2) 32.09±18.51 14.39±8.07 16.39±8.37 18.38±8.39 22.31±10.07

Group C (mm2) 27.82±7.18 15.24±3.17 16.41±3.63 18.99±4.51 21.58±5.46
Values are presented as mean±SD. 
VAS, visual analogue scale; SDQ, shoulder disability questionnaire; AB, abduction; ER, external rotation; ISF, intra-sheath fluid.
a)P<0.05 for the within-group comparison according to time by repeated-measures ANOVA. b)P<0.05 for the between-group comparison by repeated-measures ANOVA. 

http://www.e-ultrasonography.org


Jong Hyuk Lee, et al.

562 	 Ultrasonography 40(4), October 2021	 e-ultrasonography.org

targeted, which was confirmed by the injection streaming into 
the joint space between the bony glenoid and the humeral head 
on Doppler imaging, in addition to widening of the gap between 
the humeral cartilage and the innermost synovial line of the 
infraspinatus muscle after the injection. All interventions were 
successful the first time, and no acute side effects associated with 
the procedure were observed. No chronic side effects related to the 
procedure and the drugs administered were identified at the time of 
study completion. 

Discussion

Intra-articular combined steroid and hyaluronidase injections 
have garnered attention as an anticipated treatment for primary 
adhesive capsulitis, although the evidence of its therapeutic 
outcomes in clinical trials is scarce. Through a randomized controlled 
trial, the present study demonstrates that the co-administration 
of hyaluronidase and steroid therapy via intra-articular injection 
conferred therapeutic effects in terms of pain relief and anti-
inflammatory response that were equivalent to those of high-dose 
steroid monotherapy and superior to those of low-dose steroid 
monotherapy in the treatment of early adhesive capsulitis. Moreover, 
patients in all three groups demonstrated improvements in shoulder 
mobility during the follow-up period, although the between-
group differences were not statistically significantly different. These 
benefits were observed to be sustained over 16 weeks beyond the 
short-term follow-up times of 2, 4, and 8 weeks after the injection. 
Interestingly, we noted significant changes in the SDQ but not in the 
VAS, indicating remarkable pain relief during daily activities but not 

at rest. The addition of hyaluronidase may potentiate the effect of 
the steroid more efficiently, followed by a substantial reduction in 
synovial inflammation and symptomatic pain during movement [14]. 
In this context, the similar trend of pain relief and anti-inflammatory 
effects between combined hyaluronidase with low-dose steroid 
therapy and high-dose steroid monotherapy may have occurred 
because hyaluronidase enhances the permeability of the low-
dose steroid to the synovium, the main focus of primary adhesive 
capsulitis, making it as effective as a high-dose steroid [24]. 

Our findings confirmed the additive effect of hyaluronidase in 
low-dose steroid therapy with regard to improvements in pain 
and inflammatory response in patients with adhesive capsulitis, 
which is of great clinical importance for the patients who cannot 
endure high-dose steroid therapy. Unfortunately, the use of steroid 
injections can cause potentially serious localized side effects 
associated with tendon rupture, subcutaneous atrophy, and articular 
cartilage changes, as well as systemic effects such as osteoporosis 
and hyperglycemia [9,12,25]. Adverse effects are more commonly 
reported in women, including facial flushing and irregular menstrual 
bleeding [9,25]. Of note, hyperglycemia can be fatal because 
patients with diabetes account for up to 20% of adhesive capsulitis 
patients [26]; therefore, steroid injections in patients with subclinical 
diabetes who have adhesive capsulitis carry a significant risk. In 
particular, patients with diabetes have been reported to have a high 
morbidity rate of adhesive capsulitis [27]. Although conservative 
treatment including steroid injection therapy shows little effect in 
patients with diabetes [28], controversy persists regarding whether 
localized steroid injections cause systemic side effects [26,29]. The 
combination of hyaluronidase and low-dose steroid may be the best 

Fig. 4. Between-group comparisons. 
A, B. Repeated-measures analysis of variance results demonstrate statistically significant differences in the therapeutic effect based on 
the Shoulder Disability Questionnaire (SDQ) (A) as a symptom score and the intra-sheath fluid (ISF) (B) as an imaging measurement of 
inflammation according to the treatment groups: low-dose steroid (group A), high-dose steroid (group B), and combined low-dose steroid 
and hyaluronidase (group C).
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therapeutic option for patients with uncontrolled diabetes who have 
adhesive capsulitis to reduce the potential risk of adverse systemic 
effects.

Meanwhile, Kim et al. [30] reported no significant difference in 
the treatment effect according to the dose of steroid therapy in 
adhesive capsulitis. Another study showed that low-dose steroid 
was sufficient to elicit symptom relief in adhesive capsulitis [31]. 
These discrepancies in findings may be due to differences in 
ultrasonographic methods and the protocols used to confirm a 
successfully targeted injection. We thoroughly identified both the 
injection streaming into the joint space by Doppler imaging and the 
gap widening between humeral cartilage and the innermost synovial 
line of the infraspinatus muscle after injection in order to verify 
the success of each injection. These adhesive capsulitis treatment 
protocols were not used in the previous studies [30,31].

We randomized 30 patients after the extensive evaluation of 
1,035 patients into three groups based on intra-articular injection 
solutes under ultrasonographic guidance. All three groups with 
early adhesive capsulitis showed significantly decreased pain, 
movement restriction, and inflammatory synovitis after treatment 
compared to pre-injection, implying that accurately targeted early 
interventions may be clinically relevant in the treatment of early 
adhesive capsulitis. These results were consistent with those of the 
previous study, thereby emphasizing the importance of early intra-
articular injections for a favorable prognosis in the management of 
adhesive capsulitis [4]. In the present study, the ultrasonographic 
guidance during intra-articular injections provided the diagnostic 
and therapeutic feedback needed to achieve an accurately targeted 
injection into only the affected areas and not other critical structures 
(i.e., vessels) and to avoid any serious complications and systemic 
adverse effects. A recent systematic review of shoulder joint disease 
also highlighted the increased accuracy and decreased complexity 
of image-guided injections as compared with blind injections [32], 
which may be attributable to the advantages of the real-time 
application of ultrasonography and simultaneous feedback through 
physician-patient communication [33]. Likewise, we did not have 
any injection-related complications throughout the study. Despite 
some claims that ultrasound-guided injections are inferior to blind 
injections without image guidance [34,35], our trial supports the 
positive patient-relevant outcomes and safety of ultrasonographic 
guidance during intra-articular injections in adhesive capsulitis.

There are some limitations in the current study. First, this study 
was conducted with a small number of patients. Second, we did not 
have a sufficiently long-term follow-up duration for the evaluation of 
treatment effects throughout the entire period of adhesive capsulitis. 
Lastly, there was a lack of enrollment of patients with diabetes 
who had adhesive capsulitis to validate the treatment outcomes of 

combined hyaluronidase and low-dose steroid therapy in this high-
risk patient population. Further research on a larger scale is needed 
to determine the effect of combined injection therapy in the late 
period of adhesive capsulitis, as well as its safety in patients with 
diabetes. 

In conclusion, the therapeutic effects of intra-articular combined 
hyaluronidase and low-dose steroid injection therapy were found 
to be equivalent to those of high-dose steroid monotherapy and 
superior to those of low-dose steroid monotherapy. The addition 
of hyaluronidase to low-dose steroid therapy resulted in significant 
clinical improvement in the treatment of early adhesive capsulitis. 
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