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Big Toe Arthritis
How to Beat a Joint into the Ground

What is it?
Arthritis (osteoarthritis) is a gradual and debilitating 
breakdown of the body’s joints due to routine wear 
and tear, overuse and mechanical abuse. The big 
toe is a key joint in the foot which, because of the 
high repetitive forces that pass through it with all 
weigh-bearing activities, is unusually susceptible to 
arthritis in middle age and older adults. 
Arthritis features a number of negative changes 
to joint tissues and function. The most important 
change is the thinning and eventual disappearance 
of joint cartilage. Cartilage is the smooth, lubricated 
surface at the ends of the bones in all normal joints 
that is responsible for normal function. It allows 
the joint to move smoothly with minimal friction 
and is capable of handling large compressive forces 
without pain or damage to the joint. It has no nerve 
endings so even heavy loads are not usually painful. 
When a joint is subject to routine, abnormal wear 
and tear or unusual mechanical strain, the cartilage 
may be worn thin or obliterated completely. 
The cartilage develops cracks or fissures, loses its 
lubrication and the cells gradually die. The involved 
joint becomes swollen and painful; excess bone 
frequently develops along the joint margins (called 
“lipping”) as a response to the abnormal trauma 
and tends to progressively limit joint range of 
motion as the arthritis advances.

How did I get it?
The big toe is designed to take the majority of 
stress as the forefoot loads and we propel ourselves 
forward with each step. When the main arch of the 
foot flattens (flat feet), though, the big toe function 
becomes limited by abnormal ligament restraint. 
The toe cannot raise upwards when the forefoot is 
loaded but the forward motion of the foot occurs 
anyway, forcing the joint into a position it cannot 
assume freely.  
This forcing of the big toe motion is abnormally 
stressful to the joint. Over time, the joint begins to 
show the negative changes of arthritis described 

above, The base of the big toe becomes thicker, 
begins to swell especially after prolonged weight-
bearing activities, and gets progressively stiffer and 
painful with age. Bad weather may elicit soreness in 
the joint because it promotes swelling.
Besides poor foot mechanics due to flat feet (most 
common), arthritis of the big toe may come from a 
sports injury, a traumatic accident or the medical 
condition known as gout.

How is it treated?
Arthritis is best treated in its early stages before 
the joint loses most of its range of motion. As with 
most foot problems, there are two main concepts in 
treatment: 1) reduce the symptoms, and 2) address 
the underlying cause.

Anti-Inflammatory Agents: These may include 
ice and oral anti-inflammatory medications. These 
may provide some temporary relief and ease 
the pain of inflammation, but are not helpful in 
addressing the underlying cause of your condition. 

In advanced stages of the disease, the upper joint line 
shows significant bone “spurring” that looks like a large 
bump at the top base of the big toe. This bump will 
frequently be rubbed raw against the shoe becoming red 
and swollen. The joint will eventually become very stiff 
and painful.
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This video demonstrates how repetitive joint forcing leads to 
spurs and a shoe-rubbing bump on top.

The mechanics of big toe arthritis: the toe needs to bend 
at the end of every step; a flattened arch restricts the 
motion; the joint is forced to bend anyway, with the 
bones at the top of the joint getting hyper-compressed. 
The abnormal joint forces cause arthritic changes with 
telltale joint pain, swelling and stiffness and bone spurs.

Footwear: Advice that focuses on taking the pres-
sure off the big toe should be followed. A stiff-soled 
shoe with a rocker or roller bottom may be recom-
mended to help you walk and lessen the bend in the 
big toe. A shoe with a wide toe box may also help 
relieve pain. Avoiding high heels and weight loss are 
other important considerations.

Surgery: In advanced cases that do not respond 
to conservative measures, your doctor may recom-
mend surgery. There are a few common surgeries 
that are performed depending on the degree of 
arthritic changes. Removal of the bone spurs, joint 
fusion, and complete joint replacement can be per-
formed. These procedures are not without risks and 
often the disease continues to progress after a tem-
porary period of pain relief. Also, operative measures 
performed on one foot may have negative effects on 
the other foot due to the excessive load.

Foot Orthotics:  This is truly the most effective way 
to treat and even reverse the development of arthri-
tis at all but the most advanced stages of the disease. 
The right custom made orthotics will address your 
pain by restoring correct arch height and function, 
effectively releasing the big toe, allowing it to unlock 
and function properly. When this is done, the cause 
of your pain is being addressed rather than just the 
symptoms. A Sole Supports™ orthotic, unlike typical 
custom orthotics, is designed to completely restore 
and support the corrected arch of your foot, deter-
mined by a unique way of capturing your optimal 
foot position.
Abnormal joint stresses can be reversed, allowing 
affected tissues to heal and normal joint function 
to be restored. In this way the orthotic provides 
both primary treatment and preventative care 
by restoring normal weight bearing function and 
range of motion to your big toe.respond favorably 
to proper orthotic management if addressed early 
enough.
This paper provides a general overview on this topic and 
may not apply to everyone. To find out if this handout ap-
plies to you and to get more information on this subject, 
talk to your health care provider.
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