
What you’re feeling

You may notice a small lump on your hand. This is a common benign growth near the tendons. It is not cancer.

You might feel a dull ache or tenderness where the lump sits. The pain often worsens when you use your hand.

Simple tasks like lifting a coffee cup or typing can become uncomfortable.

The lump may make it hard to bend your fingers fully. You might feel a catching sensation when you move your

hand. This can interfere with daily activities. Reaching behind your back to fasten a bra may feel stiff. Tucking

in your shirt might be difficult if the lump is on the side of your hand. Some people report pain that wakes them

up at night. Others feel soreness first thing in the morning.

It is important to know that this condition can come back after surgery. Local recurrence happens in some

cases. Your surgeon will watch for signs of return carefully. Most recurrences appear within the first two years

after your procedure. However, some patients remain at risk for a much longer time. Recurrences have been

reported nineteen to thirty years after initial treatment.

Because this is a benign tumor, the goal is complete removal to prevent it from growing back. Your surgeon will

discuss the best way to remove it. They will explain how to care for your hand after the operation. Following

their advice helps reduce the chance of the lump returning. If you notice new swelling or pain, tell your surgeon

right away. Early attention can prevent more complex treatment later.

What’s actually happening

Giant cell tumour of tendon sheath is a common benign growth in your hand. “Benign” means it is not cancer

and will not spread to other parts of your body. It forms in the soft tissue surrounding your tendons. Tendons

are the strong rope-like fibers that connect your muscles to your bones, allowing you to move your fingers.

This growth develops slowly within the lining of the tendon sheath. The sheath is the protective sleeve that

keeps your tendons lubricated and sliding smoothly. As the tumor expands, it pushes against nearby structures.

P A T I E N T  I N F O R M A T I O N

Giant Cell Tumour
of Tendon Sheath
Under the microscope, a giant cell tumour of tendon sheath is made up of clusters of
multinucleated giant cells (the dark, lumpy-looking cells) mixed with smaller mononuclear
cells. It is benign — but it is the giant-cell appearance that gives the lesion its name.
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This pressure can cause a visible lump under the skin. It may also limit your range of motion or cause mild

discomfort as you use your hand.

While most cases stay local, this tumor can behave aggressively in some instances. “Aggressive” means it has a

higher chance of coming back after surgery. If the growth invades nearby bone or tissue deeply, simple removal

might not be enough. In rare, severe cases, preventing recurrence may require wider removal of tissue or, very

rarely, amputation. This is why your surgeon looks closely at imaging to understand the full extent of the

growth.

It is also important to distinguish this tumor from other hand lumps. For example, glomus tumors can look

similar on scans. Imaging studies sometimes have little utility in telling these apart. This is why a precise

diagnosis is critical before any treatment begins.

Although rare, these tumors can occur in children. They can also appear in specific bones of the hand, such as

the proximal phalanx (the first bone segment of your finger) or the metacarpals (the long bones in your palm).

In very unusual cases, similar tumors have been reported in other areas like the spine. However, for the vast

majority of patients, this is a localized issue in the hand.

Your surgeon needs to be familiar with the full spectrum of hand tumors. This ensures they choose the right

work-up and treatment. The goal is to remove the growth completely while preserving your hand function.

Understanding what is happening helps you prepare for the next steps in your care.

What we can do about it

Giant cell tumour of tendon sheath is a common benign growth in the hand. While it is not cancer, it can return

after removal. Your surgeon will likely recommend conservative care first. This approach focuses on monitoring

the lump and keeping your hand moving. You may be advised to rest the area during flare-ups to reduce

swelling. Gentle exercises can help maintain your range of motion and prevent stiffness.

Physiotherapy plays a key role in this phase. A therapist will guide you through specific movements to protect

the joint while you heal. The goal is to preserve function without irritating the tumour. You should give this

non-surgical approach a fair trial. Most patients see stability or slow growth with careful management. If the

lump causes pain or limits your daily tasks, your surgeon will reassess the plan.

Medical management focuses on comfort rather than cure. There are no proven medications, such as anti-

inflammatories or injections, that shrink this specific type of tumour. Your surgeon may suggest pain relief to

help you manage discomfort during activities. These treatments do not stop the tumour from growing or

returning. They simply help you feel better while you monitor the condition.

Surgery is considered when conservative care no longer meets your needs. This might happen if the lump

grows, becomes painful, or restricts your hand movement. The operation aims to remove the tumour completely

to prevent it from coming back. Because these tumours can recur, your surgeon will take care to remove all

affected tissue. In some cases, where the tumour has spread into surrounding soft tissue, a wider removal may be

necessary. This ensures the best chance for long-term control.
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Your surgeon will tailor the treatment to your specific situation. They will consider the size and location of the

tumour, as well as your overall health. Early treatment often leads to better outcomes and fewer complications.

If surgery is recommended, it is typically performed to preserve your hand’s function. The procedure is

designed to remove the growth while protecting your tendons and joints.

Follow-up visits are important to check for any signs of recurrence. Most returns happen within the first two

years after treatment. However, some patients remain at risk for a much longer period. Recurrences have been

reported up to thirty years after initial treatment. Regular check-ups allow your surgeon to catch any changes

early. This vigilance helps ensure durable, joint-preserving function for years to come.

What to expect

Giant cell tumour of tendon sheath is a common, non-cancerous growth in the hand. It does not spread to other

parts of the body. However, it can grow back after you have it removed. This is called local recurrence. Most

people will have a good outcome with treatment. Your surgeon will aim to remove the entire tumour to lower

this risk.

You should expect to be monitored closely after your procedure. Most recurrences happen within the first two

years. This is why your surgeon will want to see you regularly during this time. You may feel some swelling or

discomfort as you heal. This is normal. The goal is to keep your joint working well and prevent the tumour from

coming back.

It is important to know that the risk does not disappear after two years. Some patients remain at risk for a much

longer period. Recurrences have been reported nineteen to thirty years after initial treatment. This means you

need to stay vigilant even many years later. If you notice any new lumps, swelling, or changes in your hand, tell

your surgeon right away.

If this condition is left untreated, it may persist or grow. While it is benign, it can cause pain or limit your hand

movement over time. Early treatment usually leads to better function and less damage to surrounding tissues. In

rare cases where the tumour returns, further surgery may be needed. Even after previous surgery, repeat

procedures can still be effective.

In very rare cases, this tumour is found in children. Most reports involve adults. If you are a parent of a child

with a hand lump, know that this is uncommon but possible. Your surgeon will take extra care to plan treatment

that supports your child’s growing bones and hands.

Overall, the outlook is positive for most patients. You can expect to return to your normal activities as you heal.

Stay in touch with your care team. Regular check-ups are the best way to ensure long-term success and keep

your hand healthy for years to come.

When to see someone

See your GP if you notice a lump on your hand that does not go away. Giant cell tumour of tendon sheath is a

common benign growth. Ask for a specialist review if the swelling lasts a long time, even if you had an injury

CQ HAND + UPPER LIMB
Dr Kieran Hirpara — Specialist Orthopaedic Surgeon
Suite 2, Level 1, Mater Private Hospital Rockhampton, 31 Ward Street, The Range, QLD 4700
Phone 07 4863 6556  ·  office@cqupperlimb.com.au  ·  cqupperlimb.com.au 

Page 3 of 4



before. This could signal something more serious. Watch for pain that keeps you awake or stops you from

working. Your surgeon may check for weakness or instability. If you have had surgery, be aware that the tumour

can come back in the scar. Most recurrences happen within the first two years. However, some patients remain

at risk for nineteen to thirty years after treatment. Do not ignore new or worsening symptoms.
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