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Arthroscopic Shoulder Decompression for Subacromial 

Shoulder Pain Policy 
 

 

1. Background 
 
Arthroscopic subacromial decompression is a surgical procedure that involves the 
decompression of the sub-acromial space in the shoulder by removing bone spurs and soft 
tissue arthroscopically. Subacromial decompression is an operation usually by keyhole 
surgery (arthroscopy) on your shoulder to treat a condition called shoulder impingement, which 
causes pain when you lift your arm. To clarify, ‘pure subacromial shoulder impingement’ 
means subacromial pain not caused by associated diagnoses such as rotator cuff tears, 
acromio-clavicular joint pain, or calcific tendinopathy. 
 

2. Recommendation 
 
Research has indicated in patients with pure subacromial impingement that non-operative 
management with a combination of exercise and physiotherapy is effective in the majority of 
cases. 
 
In order to facilitate non-operative treatment in primary and intermediate care, BESS and 
Getting It Right First Time (GIRFT) programme have produced patient exercise rehabilitation 
videos and booklets for GPs and patients to use. http://www.bess.org.uk/index.php/public-
area/shpivideos  

 
CLINICAL POLICY ADVISORY GROUP (CPAG) 

 

Statement 
 
Derby and Derbyshire CCG, in line with its principles for procedures of limited clinical 
value has deemed that Arthroscopic Shoulder Decompression for Subacromial 
Shoulder Pain should not routinely be commissioned.  
 
To clarify, ‘pure subacromial shoulder impingement’ means subacromial pain not 
caused by associated diagnoses such as rotator cuff tears, acromio-clavicular joint 
pain, or calcific tendinopathy. 
 
These commissioning intentions will be reviewed periodically. This is to ensure 
affordability against other services commissioned by the CCG. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.bess.org.uk/index.php/public-area/shpivideos
http://www.bess.org.uk/index.php/public-area/shpivideos
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For patients who have persistent or progressive symptoms, in spite of adequate non-operative 
treatment, surgery should be considered. The latest evidence for the potential benefits and 
risks of subacromial shoulder decompression surgery should be discussed with the patient 
and a shared decision reached between surgeon and patient as to whether to proceed with 
surgical intervention. 
 
Treating clinicians and surgeons should refer to the 2014 BESS/BOA/NICE commissioning 
guidelines for details of appropriate treatment for these patients. 
https://www.boa.ac.uk/resources/subacromial-shoulder-commissioning-guide.html 
 

3. Rationale for Recommendation 
 
Arthroscopic subacromial decompression for pure subacromial shoulder impingement should 
only be offered in appropriate cases. To clarify, ‘pure subacromial shoulder impingement’ 
means subacromial pain not caused by associated diagnoses such as rotator cuff tears, 
acromio-clavicular joint pain, or calcific tendinopathy. Non-operative treatment, such as 
physiotherapy and exercise programmes, are effective and safe in many cases.  

A BMJ Rapid Recommendation (2019) concluded strongly that surgery did not provide 
important improvements in pain, function, or quality of life compared with placebo surgery or 
other options. Frozen shoulder may be more common with surgery. 

Previous reviews have been limited by the quality of evidence but their findings showed no 
difference between patients treated with surgery and those treated with non-surgical options.  

Risks associated with arthroscopic sub-acromial decompression are low but include infection, 
frozen shoulder, ongoing pain, potential damage to blood vessels or nerves and those 
associated with having a general anaesthetic. 
 

4. Useful Resources 
 

• NHS. Shoulder Impingement. https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/shoulder-impingement-
syndrome/  

• British Elbow & Shoulder Society (BESS). Subacromial Shoulder Pain. 
https://bess.ac.uk/subacromial-pain/  
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6. Appendices 
 

Appendix 1 - Consultation 
 
All relevant providers/stakeholders will be consulted via a named link consultant/specialist.  
Views expressed should be representative of the provider/stakeholder organisation. CPAG 
will consider all views to inform a consensus decision, noting that sometimes individual views 
and opinions will differ. 
 

Consultee Date 

Consultant T&O Surgeon UHDB October 2021 

CPAG  December 2021 

Clinical and Lay Commissioning Committee (CLCC) January 2022 

 

 

Appendix 2 - Document Update 
 

 

Document Update Date Updated 

Version 2.0. Policy has been re-worded and reformatted to reflect 
the DDCCG clinical policies format.  This includes the addition of 
background information, useful resources, references and 
consultation. 

December 2021 

  

  


