
R a d i o l o g y  C a s e  R e p o r t s  1 7  ( 2 0 2 2 )  3 2 2 8 – 3 2 3 2  

Available online at www.sciencedirect.com 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/radcr 

Case Report 

Aseptic osteonecrosis of the maxilla after severe 

COVID-19 infection and its treatment 

� 

N. Slavkova, MD 

∗, M. Nedevska, MD, PhD 

Department of diagnostic imaging, University Hospital “St. Ekaterina”, Medical University, Pencho Slaveikov 52A, 
143, Sofia, Bulgaria 

a r t i c l e i n f o 

Article history: 

Received 16 April 2022 

Revised 31 May 2022 

Accepted 4 June 2022 

Keywords: 

COVID-19 

Complications 

Osteonecrosis 

Maxilla 

a b s t r a c t 

The course of the new SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) is unpredictable and is still being investi- 

gated. Although the majority of complications are expected to affect the respiratory sys- 

tem, there have been reports in literature concerning the adverse effects of the infection on 

bone and joint tissue. Several complications have been observed in the maxillofacial area 

in people who suffered from the infection, including osteonecrosis and osteomyelitis of the 

jaw. These complications have been subject to various hypotheses. They may result either 

from the disease pathogenetic mechanism or from a response to the therapeutic modalities 

used to treat the underlying disease, and overuse of particular medications – glucocorti- 

coids, antirheumatics, interleukin-6 inhibitors, and antibiotics. This article presents a case 

of osteonecrosis of the maxilla after severe COVID-19 infection. 

© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. on behalf of University of Washington. 

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 

( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

A lot of questions regarding the consequences of a COVID-19
infection still remain unanswered. Even though the virus falls
in the category of respiratory viruses, it can adversely affect
multiple tissues and organs. The adverse effects on the pul-
monary system include development of severe acute respira-
tory syndrome and pneumonia. The severe course of the infec-
tion can often lead to complications in other organs, including
heart damage, renal failure, and gastrointestinal disorders [1] .
SARS CoV-2 infection is known to affect the vascular system
and coagulation properties of the blood, injuring vessel walls
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and causing blood clots to form in both large and microscopic
blood vessels [ 2 ,3 ]. Very little is known about the complica-
tions in the facial area including osteonecrosis of the maxilla,
which can a result from impaired microcirculation in this area
[ 4 ,5 ]. 

The diagnosis of osteonecrosis of the jaw (ONJ) is primar-
ily clinical. The most common reason why maxillofacial sur-
geons are using imaging modalities like CT or MRT is for jaw
assessment prior to performing orofacial procedures. Imaging
may play a role in determining the extent of the disease, di-
agnosing early stages of osteonecrosis, excluding other dis-
eases of the jaws. CT and MR imaging appearance of ONJ are
variable and nonspecific [6] . CT imaging appearance of bone
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alterations is variable – it can include predominantly lytic or
sclerotic lesions, periosteal reaction, and pathologic fractures.
Persistent alveolar sockets after recent tooth extraction are a
common finding in patients with ONJ [ 7 ,8 ]. 

Case report 

A 70-year-old male patient with no known comorbidities was
admitted to the maxillofacial surgery department with com-
plaints of swelling and pulsating feeling on the right side of
the face in the maxillo-zygomatic area, accompanied by a sen-
sation that some of his facial bones are “moving and about to
fall off”, especially when chewing and talking. 

The patient suffered from a severe COVID-19 infection 2
months before coming to the clinic. His symptoms during the
infection were fatigue, high temperature, coughing, and diffi-
culty breathing. He was admitted to a hospital because he de-
veloped pneumonia with low oxygen saturation levels. He has
been hospitalized for one month, stating he had a very hard
time and barely survived the hospitalization. He had been on
mechanical ventilation and treated with large amounts of cor-
ticosteroids and antibiotics. 

Patient’s first onset of facial-area symptoms started while
he was still in the hospital. He developed a sensation of “peel-
ing” in his mouth as well as high number of mouth ulcers.
Before being discharged from the hospital he started feeling
pulsations below the right eyeball and swelling of the right fa-
cial area. 

A few days after the patient was discharged from the hos-
pital, the swelling worsened, and he visited a dentist’s office.
The dentist believed the swelling was caused by teeth prob-
lems and performed several teeth extractions, followed by a
course of antibiotics. During the last visit, the dentist diag-
nosed a pathologic communication connecting the maxillary
sinus and the oral cavity of the patient and referred him to the
maxillofacial surgery department. 

Before admission to the surgical department, a contrast CT
of the head (viscerocranium), neck, and upper mediastinum
was performed. Multiplanar 3D reconstructions were made.
CT showed pathological rearrangement of the structure of the
right maxillary and zygomatic bone. 

Impairments were found on the body of the maxilla with
the wall of the maxillary sinus, the alveolar process, zygomatic
process, and the palatine process. Only the frontal process was
intact. 

Bone alterations included ill-defined osteolytic areas, the
bone had the typical moth-eaten appearance with a fine line
of osteosclerosis on the periphery and a thin, linear periosteal
reaction around the bone ( Fig. 1 ). Pathological fractures were
present. One irregular fracture line was seen on the alveolar
process, above juga alveolaria and the palatine process, divid-
ing almost completely the alveolar process from the other part
of the bone like a bony fragment. Other pathologic fracture
lines were seen in the zygomaticomaxillary suture area and in
the area of the temporal and frontal process of the zygomatic
bone which completely separated the bone from the viscero-
cranium. The masseter muscle and the insert point of tempo-
ralis muscle appeared bigger, swollen. Fat stranding was ob-
served in the area around the affected bone. The empty alve-
olar sockets of the recently extracted canine teeth, the pre-
molars and first molar were seen, filled with gas bubbles and
liquid. Gas and liquid were also present in the periodontal
space. 

Based on these findings the patient was diagnosed with
aseptic necrosis of the maxilla. He was referred to the maxillo-
facial clinic where maxillary sequestrectomy was performed.
The pathological specimen obtained from the necrotic bone
sample showed acellular necrotic bone, osteolysis, and mas-
sive inflammatory infiltrate. There were signs of bone and soft
tissue necrosis with underlying acute purulent inflammation.
Areas with granulation tissue formation were present. 

Microbiological testing isolated Finegoldia magna, Strpto-
coccus anginosus, and Enterococcus faecalis, and a course
of antibiotics was prescribed in accordance with the antibi-
ogram: Augmentin 1000 mg, 2 × 1 tablet. 

The patient was discharged in improved condition with a
recommendation of clinical follow-up care. After the surgery,
he is still complaining of swelling below the right orbit. Cur-
rently, the patient is still receiving follow-up care and is con-
sidering maxillary reconstruction. 

Discussion 

Osteonecrosis of the maxilla is a rare condition. In most of the
cases, it can occur after a traumatic fracture or surgical os-
teotomy [ 9 ,10 ]. Other reasons may include infection, tumor, or
radiation [ 11 , 12 ]. Bisphosphonate osteonecrosis has been re-
ported to be a complication in patients who underwent treat-
ment for some types of bone cancer [13] . 

In general, osteonecrosis of the maxilla can occur in cases
of vascular compromise. In the course of COVID-19 disease,
microcirculation is disrupted – the occurring coagulopathies
and microthrombi formation can cause local ischemia, which
is likely to be the cause of osteonecrosis of the jaw [3] . One of
the theories related to the origin of osteonecrosis is the sys-
tematic inflammation, the production of large amounts of cy-
tokines – interleukin-1 (IL-1-b), gamma interferon (IFN-b), al-
pha tumor necrosis factor (TNF- α), which can cause a hyper-
coagulability state, vasculitis, and thrombosis, whereas helper
and killer T-cells induce B cell migration, increased degrada-
tion processes and bone necrosis [14] . Increased levels of in-
flammatory cytokines reduce the proliferation and differenti-
ation of osteoblasts [15] . 

Development of osteonecrosis can be also induced by cer-
tain drugs. Medication-related osteonecrosis of the jaw (MROJ)
is described in the literature as related to the administra-
tion of some drugs used in the treatment and rehabilita-
tion of COVID-19 – some antirheumatic drugs; monoclonal
antibodies (interleukin-6-inhibitors) and corticosteroids. Jaw-
bones are more sensitive to drugs than other bones due to
the higher vascularization and metabolism in the maxillofa-
cial area (especially alveolar growth and periodontium) and
the constant mechanical impact. The adverse effect of the
administered drugs occurs due to angiogenesis inhibition,
and weakened innate or acquired immunity, which is ac-
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Fig. 1 – CT with bony reconstruction of the facial skeleton (a–c) Axial, sagittal and coronal planes show complete 
reorganization of the bone structure with moth-eaten appearance, (c) shows the empty alveolar sockets of the extracted 

teeth (d, e) Multiplanar 3-D reconstructions showing the complete expansion of the process and the pathological fractures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

companied by the existing effects of the infectious process
[16] . 

The adverse effects of glucocorticoids on the skeletal bones
are primarily due to their direct effect on osteoblasts and os-
teoclasts, increasing the apoptosis of osteoblasts while pro-
longing the lifespan of osteoclasts. Increased osteocyte apop-
tosis also occurs and is associated with vascular endothelial
growth factor decrease, skeletal angiogenesis, bone intersti-
tial fluid, and bone strength. In addition, high doses of corti-
costeroids increase Willebrand factor levels in plasma. Wille-
brand factor is produced and stored in endothelial cells, so an
increase in its concentration results in endothelial cell dam-
age. Vascular glucocorticoid injuries induce platelet adhesion
and aggregation, leading to thrombosis and avascular necrosis
[17] . 

There have been some reports about the relation of
interleukin-6-inhibitors Tocilizumab and Denosumab to the
MROJ, but their exact mechanism of action is not yet well
known [18] . 

It is noted that minor injuries in patients who were treated
with that kind of medications (glucocorticoids or interleukin-
6-inhibitors), particularly tooth extraction, may contribute to
the development of osteonecrosis. Patients with periodon-
titis were at higher risk of developing osteonecrosis, too
[19] . 

There is not a generally accepted gold standard of treat-
ment of ONJ. In some cases, patients are treated with only a
conservative approach including chlorhexidine mouthwash,
long-term antibiotics treatment, periodic minor debridement
of sequesters, and wound irrigation to control pain, infection,
and progress of exposed bone. However, conservative treat-
ment has a low success rate. More aggressive methods, such
as complete resection of the affected bone and primary wound
closure show a higher success rate [ 20 ,21 ]. 
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Nowadays, a new method using cell-based bone regener-
ation utilizing bone marrow mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs)
has received increased attention. MSCs are known to promote
wound healing and induce new bone formation in compro-
mised tissue. A prospective study by Voss et al. [22] shows that
surgical management in combination with MSCs transplanta-
tion seems to be a promising treatment modality in the ther-
apy of MROJ. 

Conclusion 

Serious complications have been observed in the facial area
due to Covid-19 disease and/or its treatment, from minor
changes in the oral cavity to osteonecrosis of the jaw. Even
though imaging findings of osteonecrosis of the jaw are non-
specific, it is important for the radiologist to be aware of this
formation and to include osteonecrosis of the jaw in the dif-
ferential diagnosis in patients with a history of COVID-19 in-
fection and its treatment and current complaints in the facial
area, and to point the attention of the referring physician at
that direction, so as to avoid unwarranted biopsies with po-
tentially hazardous outcomes. 

Patient consent statement 

I declare that written informed consent for the case to be pub-
lished (including images, case history, and data) was obtained
from the patient for publication of this case report, including
accompanying images. 
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