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Waving in a New Era of
Hand Transplant Success

B Y  J E F F  E VA N S

Senior Writer

B O S T O N — Long-term outcomes of
hand transplant patients show that recip-
ients can have good graft functionality and
quality of life if they comply with im-
munosuppressive regimens, according to
speakers at the 2006 World Transplant
Congress.

Worldwide experience with hand trans-
plants now includes 24 hands in 18 patients
with “excellent results,” said Dr. Suzanne
T. Ildstad, director of the Institute for Cel-
lular Therapeutics at the University of
Louisville (Ky.).

Patients are reluctant to undertake a
hand transplant “until we modify or re-
duce the intensity of immunosuppres-
sion,” said Dr. Ildstad. “There are discus-
sions right now with our group and other
groups of using steroid-sparing protocols
as well as attempts to induce tolerance,”
she noted.

Dr. Ildstad presented the 7-year results
of a 37-year-old, left-hand–dominant man
(patient No. 1, currently the recipient of
the longest-surviving hand transplant in
the world) and the 4-year results of a 36-
year-old, right-hand–dominant man (pa-
tient No. 2). Both men lost their left hands
in fireworks accidents.

On measurements with the United
Kingdom Medical Research Council
strength scale, patient No. 1 had an excel-
lent return of function of intrinsic muscles
whereas patient No. 2 had an improved,
but somewhat delayed, return of function
because of a period of noncompliance
with his immunosuppressive regimen.

Sensation gradually improved in patient
No. 1 to the point where it has become
“essentially normal” after 7 years of fol-
low-up, Dr. Ildstad said. Patient No. 2 also
experienced gradual improvement in sen-
sation, but it was slightly delayed in com-
parison with patient No. 1.

In skin biopsy specimens from both pa-
tients, low-grade cellular infiltrates have
been detected. The patients did not have
rejections treated unless they were severe,
she said.

When patient No. 2 decided to stop tak-
ing his immunosuppressive medications,
he subsequently had a grade 3 rejection
episode that was “relatively readily re-
versed” with antithymocyte globulins
(Thymoglobulin), increased doses of
tacrolimus (Prograf ), and corticosteroid
boluses, which is contrary to what Dr. Ild-
stad and many transplant immunologists
would have predicted because of the pre-
sumed antigenicity of the skin.

In a study of two men who received bi-
lateral hand transplants, improvement in
function was accompanied by changes in
brain function and good quality of life, re-
ported Dr. Palmina Petruzzo of the de-
partment of transplantation at Hôpital
Edouard Herriot, Lyon, France.

Functional MRI shows that the patients’
representation of their hands in their
brains progressively shifted from lateral to
medial regions of the motor cortex. 

By 2 years following transplantation,
hand motor coordination had improved in
both patients to the point where they
could perform complex movements in-
volving intersegmental coordination,
which were assessed while the patients
wore a CyberGlove containing 22 sensors
that monitor hand movement, according
to Dr. Ildstad. ■

A recipient of a
transplant of a
left hand
demonstrated his
manual dexterity
and control by
tying his shoe at
his 4-year
checkup.C
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Did neuroimaging lead to
the correct diagnosis
when the clinical signs
and symptoms were not
definitive?

Did you use imaging to
monitor a patient’s re-
sponse to therapy?

Did imaging play a role in
guiding neurosurgery in

To enter, submit a case description and the relevant
images with captions to Clinical Neurology News.
Please do not submit a case that has been pub-
lished elsewhere. 
E-mmail: clinicalneurologynews@elsevier.com
Mail: Imaging Contest
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Responses must be sent by December 1, 2006. Multiple sub-
missions are permitted. Dr. Steven Schonfeld, an interven-
tional neuroradiologist who is chief of the division of neuro-
radiology at the Robert Wood Johnson Medical School, will
review all entries and select what he considers to be the most
clinically interesting and useful cases. Starting in Jaunary
2007, watch issues of Clinical Neurology News to see the win-
ner in Image of the Month.
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