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Pre-Patella Bursitis (Housemaid’s Knee) 
 

Bursae are naturally occurring blisters that occur under the skin where bones are 

prominent (e.g. tip of elbow, front of knee, etc.). They usually contain a small 

amount of fluid. If something irritates the lining of the bursae then it produces 

extra fluid and the bursae swells up (this is called bursitis). 

 

Pre-patella bursitis is extra fluid in the bursae in front of the knee. This fluid 

may be due to infection or repeated irritation of the bursae lining. 

 

Infection occurs when you kneel on something sharp. The sharp object pierces 

the skin and enters the bursae. The sharp object takes with it some of the 

organisms that live on the skin. These organisms grow within the bursae. The 

bursae become big, red, hot and tender. There may be some spreading redness 

(cellulitis) around the knee.  

 

This requires attendance at Accident & 

Emergency where they will start you on 

a course of antibiotics. This may require 

you to be admitted to hospital. Very 

rarely do you require an operation to get 

rid of the infection. 

 

Irritation can also cause the bursae to 

fill with fluid especially in people who 

do a lot of kneeling. The knee develops an egg like swelling on the front of the 

knee that is soft and not tender.  

 

Treatment requires the removal of or avoidance of things that cause the 

irritation (e.g. kneeling). R.I.C.E. (Rest, Ice, Compression & Elevation) along 

with anti-inflammatory medication are used in the initial stages. Most swellings 

settle within the first 6 months and go away.  

 

Persistent swellings can be treated by removing the fluid with a needle and 

injecting steroid. This has only a 50% success rate.  

 

Surgery is best avoided as it often results in problems that are worse than the 

swelling. 
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