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ABSTRACT
Objective: Atlas fractures are a common craniocervical injury, often resulting from trauma. However, diagnosis and management of atlas 
fractures continues to be the subject of controversy. We aimed to characterize the factors related to diagnosis of atlas fractures, delineate 
important considerations in selecting the optimal management for a patient with an atlas fracture, and compare outcomes of surgical and 
conservative management.

Methods: We performed a systematic review using PubMed, Embase, and Scopus to identify articles that analyzed diagnosis and management 
of isolated atlas fractures published between 2013 and 2020. Titles and abstracts were screened. Studies meeting prespecified inclusion criteria 
were reviewed in full.

Results: Of 305 resultant articles, 13 were included. C1:C2 ratio and lateral mass displacement (LMD) were used to predict transverse 
atlantal ligament (TAL) injury. Surgery promoted high fusion rates overall. Stable atlas fractures achieved high fusion rates with conservative 
management, while spinal fusion promoted greater fusion rates than halo vest immobilization management for unstable fractures. Visual Analog 
Scale scores, range of motion, and/or LMD improved after surgery. LMD increased for unilateral sagittal split fractures with TAL injury after 
conservative treatment.

Conclusion: Stable atlas fractures can be sufficiently treated conservatively. Unstable atlas fractures can be managed both conservatively 
and surgically, while surgery is associated with favorable outcomes for unstable isolated atlas fractures. Future studies are necessary to further 
guide risk stratification and treatment approaches in management of the patients with isolated atlas fractures.
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INTRODUCTION

Atlas fractures comprise 25% of craniocervical injuries, 10.6% 
of all cervical fractures, and 1%–3% of all spinal injuries.[1,2] 
The incidence of atlas fractures is rising, particularly in the 
elderly population.[1] Although motor vehicle accidents are 
responsible for 80%–85% of all atlas fractures, with injury 
resulting from axial loading, the type of atlas fracture depends 
on the speed of axial force impact.[2‑4] Approximately 19%–44% 
of all atlas fractures are associated with an additional axis 
fracture, while 7% are associated with an additional subaxial 
cervical fracture.[1,2]

Management of atlas fractures varies depending on factors 
such as cervical stability, physician preference, and type 

of fracture. The transverse atlantal ligament (TAL) is often 
torn in atlas fractures, rendering the upper cervical spine 
unstable.[2,5,6] The Rule of Spence stipulates that lateral mass 
displacement (LMD) >6.9 mm is associated with TAL tear.[5] 
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Dickman et al. instead recommended the use of magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI) to more accurately ascertain TAL 
injury, classifying atlas fractures depending on ligamentous 
or avulsion injury of TAL.[6] While stable atlas fractures have 
traditionally been managed with cervical collar or halo vest, 
unstable atlas fractures have been treated surgically or with 
halo vest.[2,7] However, diagnosis and management of atlas 
fractures continues to be the subject of controversy.

Given the lack of clear guidelines regarding diagnosis and 
management of isolated atlas fractures, we conducted a 
systematic review of recent literature to examine the scope 
of management of isolated atlas fractures. We aimed to:  (1) 
characterize the factors related to diagnosis of atlas fractures, (2) 
delineate important considerations in selecting the optimal 
management for a patient with an atlas fracture, and (3) compare 
outcomes of surgical and conservative management. Our 
findings may guide neurosurgeons and orthopedic surgeons in 
diagnosing and managing patients with atlas fractures.

METHODS

A systematic review was performed in accordance with 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta‑Analyses  (PRISMA) guidelines to investigate the 
diagnosis and management of atlas fractures.[8] PubMed and 
MEDLINE (National Library of Medicine), Embase (Elsevier), 
and Scopus (Elsevier) were searched in for articles using the 
keywords: “atlas fracture,” “atlas fractures,” “C1 fracture,” “C1 
fractures,” “Jefferson fracture,” and “Jefferson fractures.” The 
following restrictions were applied for the search: published 
in or translated into the English language, published between 
2013 and 2020, and with abstract and full text available. The 
search included only articles after 2013 because the focus of 
this systematic review was to identify developments in the 
diagnosis and management of atlas fractures since the last 
systematic review was published in that year.[9] The protocol 
for this systematic review was not registered, and no funding 
was received.

After completing the search, duplicates were removed. The 
remaining articles were screened for relevance by title and 
abstract. Articles included for full‑text review were screened 
for final inclusion based on the following prespecified 
inclusion criteria: diagnosis of isolated atlas fracture and 
describing diagnostic considerations or outcomes of 
conservative or surgical management. A  second reviewer 
replicated the screening, and disagreements were reconciled.

After articles were selected for inclusion, a review was 
conducted of study characteristics including bibliographic 

data, aim, design, participants, diagnosis, management, 
and outcomes. Outcomes were prespecified. The primary 
outcomes of interest were fusion rate and clinical 
improvement. Secondary outcomes were Visual Analog 
Scale  (VAS) score, range of motion  (ROM), radiographic 
measurements, blood loss, operative time, neurologic 
improvement, disability, and complications. Critical appraisal 
of included studies was performed by adapting levels of 
evidence for prognostic studies previously described.[10] The 
Cochrane ROBINS‑I tool was used to assess the risk of bias 
for included studies.[11] A judgment on the overall risk of bias 
for this systematic review was determined based on the risk 
of bias for the included studies.

RESULTS

A total of 305 articles were returned in the database 
searches, of which 13 articles were included in this systematic 
review.[12‑24] Figure 1 demonstrates the PRISMA flow diagram 
for this study. Study design included 10 (73.3%) case series and 
2 (20.0%) retrospective cohort studies and 1 (6.7%) prospective 
cohort study. There were 10 (80.0%) single‑country studies 
and 3 (20.0%) collaborations. Of the single‑country studies, 
the greatest number of studies originated from China with 3 
articles and Korea and the United States with 2 articles each. 
All three collaborations were between China and the United 
States. Given the case series‑provided level IV evidence, this 
study provides level IV evidence. There was a high risk of 
bias overall.

Diagnosis
Three articles reviewed various diagnostic factors relevant to 
the management of isolated atlas fractures  [Table 1].[19,20,23] 
All three studies examined TAL injury in patients with atlas 
fractures. Lin et  al. determined that a C1:C2 ratio  >1.10 
on radiographs had a sensitivity of 80% in predicting TAL 
injury, while a C1:C2 ratio >1.12 had a 100% specificity. All 
patients with ratio ≥1.15 had rupture confirmed by MRI or 
computed tomography  (CT).[19] Park et al. determined that 
total LMD  >5.9  mm and unilateral LMD  >4.3  mm were 
associated with TAL injury in patients with unilateral sagittal 
split fracture of the lateral mass of C1.[23] Liu et al. reported that 
LMD <6.9 mm was inaccurate in either excluding TAL injury 
or predicting clinical outcomes in nonoperatively treated atlas 
fractures, while LMD >6.9 mm accurately determined TAL 
injury but not atlantoaxial stability.[20] Dickman’s classification 
of TAL injury was more accurate in predicting atlantoaxial 
stability for nonoperatively treated atlas fractures.[20]

Fusion rates
Ten articles reviewed treatment of patients presenting with 
isolated atlas fractures  [Table  2].[12‑18,21,22,24] Three studies 
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utilized the Rule of Spence in the classification of TAL injury 
and subsequent management.[16,18,21] All six studies examining 
outcomes of unstable atlas fractures found favorable fusion 
rates with any form of surgery,[12‑14,18,22,24] while one study 
examining stable atlas fractures found favorable fusion rates 
with conservative management.[15]

All five studies examining surgical management of atlas 
fractures alone found high rates of fusion after surgery.[12‑14,22,24] 
Both studies examining C1 anterior transoral osteosynthesis 
for unstable atlas fractures found 100% fusion rates and 
preserved or improved ROM.[14,22] Studies with patients 
receiving surgery involving C1 posterior polyaxial lateral 
mass screw‑plate fixation or C1 posterior limited construct 
for unstable atlas fractures reported postoperative fusion in 
all patients.[12,13] Shatsky et al. found that 100% of patients 
undergoing posterior open reduction and internal fixation for 
C1 ring fractures attained fusion and the mean LMD decreased 

from 7.1 mm to 2.4 mm.[24] Both studies reporting fusion rate 
for surgically and conservatively managed patients found 
qualitatively superior fusion rates for surgically managed 
patients, one in patients with unstable atlas fractures and 
another for all atlas fractures.[18,21] However, poor fusion 
rates were noted for patients with atlas fracture of the lateral 
masses managed with surgery secondarily.[21]

Three studies examining conservative management found 
high fusion rates. A study examining fusion rates for patients 
managed with a halo vest found a fusion rate of 81.8%.[15] 
Kim et al. examined a cohort of patients with atlas fractures, 
of which 25 of 65  patients were unstable.[16] A total of 
43 patients were treated with rigid collar, 18 with halo vest, 
and 4 surgically, and 54 of 65 patients demonstrated fusion.[16] 
Gehweiler Type  3 fractures, involving the posterior and 
anterior arches, were associated with instability and halo vest 
immobilization management.[16] Another study found that 

Figure 1: (Original source) PRISMA flowchart. PRISMA: Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta‑Analyses
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conservative treatment, via Philadelphia Minerva brace or 
soft collar, of atlas fractures resulted in an 80% fusion rate.[21]

Clinical outcomes
All four studies examining clinical improvement after surgery 
for unstable atlas fractures reported clinical improvement 
in all patients.[12‑14,22] Five studies examined VAS pain 
scores.[12,17,18,22,24] Two studies reported improvement in VAS 
pain score in all patients after surgery.[12,22] Another study 
determined that the mean VAS pain score improved from 
6.92 + 0.76 preoperatively to 2.08 ± 0.64 postoperatively 
in surgically managed patients and from 7.18  ±  0.75 to 
2.91 ± 1.70 in patients managed with halo vest, with no 
difference between the groups.[18] One study determined that 
neck VAS pain score significantly decreased in patients with 
unilateral sagittal split fracture managed conservatively with 
the TAL intact but not those with TAL injury.[17] Shatsky et al. 
reported a VAS score of 0.7 at last follow‑up.[24] Three studies 
reported improvement in ROM to physiologic levels after 
surgery for unstable atlas fractures,[12‑14] while one reported 
improved ROM at 12 months with halo vest immobilization 
relative to posterior cervical fixation for unstable fractures.[18]

Radiographic outcomes
Four studies measured various radiographic values 
including LMD.[14,17,18,24] Kim and Shin determined that 
LMD significantly decreased after posterior C1 lateral 
mass screw–C2 pedicle screw fixation relative to halo 
vest immobilization.[18] Two studies utilizing surgical 
approaches of transoral osteosynthesis and posterior 
osteosynthesis determined that LMD decreased after 
surgery.[14,24] Kim et  al. determined that LMD increased 
in patients with unilateral sagittal split fracture and TAL 
injury but did not change in those with TAL intact after 

conservative management.[17] Figure 2 represents a case 
example of an atlas fracture.

Complications
Four studies discussing complication rates reported common 
complications of venous plexus injury, screw displacement, 
errant screw placement, pseudoarthrosis, pneumopathy, 
thrombosis, cerebellar infarction, delirium, and additional 
neurologic complications in patients managed surgically and 
pin loosening or site infection, pseudoarthrosis, or death in 
patients managed conservatively.[13,18,21,24]

DISCUSSION

Isolated atlas fractures make up a considerable portion of upper 
cervical injuries, but presentation and management of such cases 
vary. We conducted a systematic review to characterize the 
literature describing the diagnosis and management of isolated 
atlas fractures. While previous literature reviews have been 
conducted,[2,9,25,26] the most recent systematic review on isolated 
atlas fractures was published in 2013. Since then, a number of 
new studies have been published. Of note, we would also like 
to recognize and further build on the recent recommendations 
published by the Spine Section of the German Society for 
Orthopaedics and Trauma in 2018.[25] We describe the role of 
diagnostic tools, such as the Rule of Spence, to underscore the 
importance of fracture characteristics including stability and 
type when determining the treatment strategy. Consideration 
of these factors will enable spine surgeons to care for patients 
with isolated atlas fractures more comprehensively.

Classification and diagnosis
Location of fracture and atlantoaxial stability are commonly 
used to classify atlas fractures and dictate management 

Table 1: Studies examining diagnosis of isolated atlas fractures  (original source)

Study Authors, 
year

Study 
design

Level of 
evidence

Risk 
of bias

Country Age, mean 
(range)

Sex, 
male  (%)

Total 
n

Key findings

C1:C2 ratio is a potential 
tool assessing atlas 
fracture displacement and 
transverse ligament injury

Lin 
et al., 
2019

Case 
series

IV High New Zealand 59.1 14 (58.3) 24 C1:C2 ratio >1.10 on radiograph 
had 80% sensitivity in predicting 
TAL injury

“Rule of Spence” and 
Dickman’s Classification 
of TAL Injury Revisited: 
Discrepancy of Prediction 
on Atlantoaxial Stability 
Based on Clinical Outcome 
of Nonoperative Treatment 
for Atlas Fractures

Liu 
et al., 
2019

Case 
series

IV High China 47.5 (21-69) 8 (61.5) 13 LMD >6.9 mm accurate in 
determining TAL injury but could 
not predict outcome of atlantoaxial 
stability after nonoperative 
treatment. Dickman’s classification 
was more accurate in predicting 
outcome of atlantoaxial stability 
after nonoperative treatment

Radiologic criteria to 
predict injury of the 
TAL in unilateral sagittal 
split fractures of the C1 
lateral mass

Park 
et  al., 
2019

Case 
series

IV High Korea 52  (32-69) 16  (61.5) 26 Total LMD >5.9 mm and 
unilateral LMD >4.3 mm could 
be associated with TAL injury in 
cases of unilateral sagittal split 
fractures

LMD: Lateral mass displacement, TAL: Transverse atlantal ligament
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approach. Several classification systems are used to 
categorize atlas fractures based on location. The Jefferson 
classification divides atlas fractures into those of the posterior 
arch, anterior arch, anterior and posterior arches, and lateral 
masses.[27] The Gehweiler classification groups fracture 
into those of the posterior arch, anterior arch, anterior 
and posterior arches  (distinguishing between stable and 
unstable), lateral masses, and transverse processes.[28] The 
Landells classification categorizes fractures based on those 
involving a single arch, both arches, and lateral masses.[7] In 
this review, studies most commonly utilized the Landells or 
Gehweiler classifications systems if stated.

Diagnostic rules such as the Rule of Spence and Dickman’s 
classification are commonly utilized to predict atlantoaxial 
stability via determining the status of the TAL, a major 
stabilizer of the upper cervical spine. In particular, 
Dickman’s classification recommends the use of MRI, which 
can evaluate for ligamentous injury via the presence of 
high‑intensity signal, for identifying TAL disruption.[6,29] Of 
note, a further study in 2013 reinforced the utility of MRI 
over bony displacement measured on CT for detecting TAL 
injury (while we thought that these results were pertinent 
to mention, this particular study was not included in this 
review due to a majority of its patients presenting with 
combined C1 and C2 fractures).[30] Ultimately, evidence‑based 
application of these diagnostic rules is unclear. The Rule of 
Spence was not universally used to guide the management 
of isolated atlas fractures in the studies included in this 
review. Meanwhile, Dickman’s classification may be superior 
to the Rule of Spence in identifying TAL injury and predicting 
posttreatment stability after conservative management of 
atlas fractures.[20] Other heuristics have arisen, including a 
C1:C2 maximal width >1.10 as predictive of TAL injury[19] 
and a novel diagnostic rule for predicting TAL instability in 
unilateral sagittal split fractures.[23] Clearly, while Dickman’s 
classification seems to be increasingly favored for identifying 
TAL disruption, the optimal classification system for isolated 
atlas fractures remains to be determined.

Stable atlas fractures
Stable atlas fractures, commonly those of the anterior arch or 
posterior arch, occur primarily as a result of axial compression 
in combination with flexion/extension forces.[27,31] Traumatic 
axial load, such as from motor vehicle accidents and falls on 
the head, is translated in the transverse plane towards the 
lateral masses.[27,31] The attachment points of the anterior 
and posterior arches to the lateral masses are weak points 
prone to fracture, thereby explaining the propensity of atlas 
fractures in these locations.[27,31] In contrast with unstable 
atlas fractures, stable fractures present with intact transverse Ta
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e 
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ligaments and cervical stability is preserved. Therefore, 
conservative techniques such as rigid or soft collars or halo 
immobilization have traditionally been sufficient to heal 
fractures and treat stable atlas fractures. Our systematic 
review indicates that high fusion rates can be attained with 
conservative management.[15,16,21]

Unstable atlas fractures
Jefferson burst fractures accompanied by injured transverse 
ligaments may require surgical approaches to ensure 
stability. Although halo vest management may sufficiently 
treat unstable atlas fractures,[16] spinal fusion is increasingly 
utilized and reported in studies due to possibly poorer 
functional and neurologic outcomes and greater complication 
rates with halo vest immobilization.[18] A recent study 
suggested that patients undergoing C1–C2 fusion have 
more favorable fusion rates, time‑to‑fusion, Neck Disability 
Index scores, and radiographical reduction in LMD than 
halo vest immobilization, possibly because of the greater 
control conferred by surgical techniques.[18] A variety of 
other surgical procedures have been proposed for unstable 
atlas fractures to contend with issues of stability and ROM. 
Atlas osteosynthesis may be applicable in cases of Jefferson 
burst fractures when ligament recovery is possible, with 
the possible benefit of preserving cervical ROM.[14,22,24] 
Other studies have proposed novel surgical techniques with 
favorable outcomes but remain limited by sample size and 
study numbers.[12,13]

A rare type of atlas fracture  –  a unilateral sagittal split 
fracture  –  presents unique management considerations 

including cervical instability. The initial case series reporting 
this condition described patients recovering from unilateral 
sagittal split fracture experiencing cock‑robin deformity 
and requiring surgical fusion.[32] Therefore, unilateral 
sagittal split fractures may be classified as unstable. A study 
in this review further clarified that unilateral sagittal 
split fractures accompanied by TAL injury are associated 
with worse radiographical outcomes and non‑significant 
VAS improvements than those without TAL injury after 
conservative management.[17] Early surgical treatment may, 
therefore, be considered in patients with unilateral sagittal 
split fracture with TAL injury to mitigate clinical deterioration.

Future directions
Larger scale prospective and retrospective studies are 
necessary to further guide management. Future studies 
should seek to develop more comprehensive, precise, and 
accurate classification systems and/or diagnostic rules for 
isolated atlas fractures by considering location, instability, 
and associated TAL injury in tandem. Studies should 
determine the optimal conservative management strategy 
for stable fractures. Future studies should also rigorously 
compare outcomes and complications between surgery 
and conservative management for unstable atlas fractures. 
Additional studies should examine patient‑specific factors 
to allow for development of concrete management 
algorithms for patients with unstable isolated atlas 
fractures. These studies should report uniform outcomes 
including fusion rate, clinical outcomes such as VAS scores 
and ROM, and radiographic outcomes such as LMD in the 
same manner.

Figure 2: (Original source) A 68‑year‑old female who suffered a motor vehicle accident. She presented with neck pain and her neurological examination 
was normal. Axial CT scan showed a type 3 C1 fracture (arrows, a). Note the 6 mm “overhang” of C1 lateral mass over C2 facet on the coronal CT (arrow, 
b). Magnetic resonance imaging STIR sequence demonstrated transverse atlantal ligamentous disruption (arrow, c). The patient was treated with a rigid 
collar for 3 months. One‑year follow‑up CT shows partial healing of the fracture (d). A 2‑year follow‑up CT showed total healing of the fracture (e) with a 
stable lateral overhang (f). CT: Computer tomography
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Limitations
There are several limitations in this study. Only published 
results with full‑text manuscripts were included, placing 
results at risk for publication bias. Studies reporting low 
fusion rates for surgical management of atlas fractures may be 
underrepresented in the literature, leading us to overestimate 
the efficacy of the surgery for atlas fractures. In addition, the 
level of evidence was low, as most included studies were 
case series. No randomized trials were identified, although 
it is unlikely that a randomized trial could be conducted for 
this topic. The included studies were at high risk of bias 
due to retrospective nature and study design. Only studies 
written in or translated into the English language were 
included, perhaps excluding interventions well received in 
other regions. In addition, a variety of surgical approaches 
were utilized in the included studies, preventing us from 
determining which surgical approach may be associated with 
the greatest rates of VAS pain score or clinical improvement 
and under which circumstances different surgical approaches 
should be utilized. Heterogeneous outcomes were reported, 
preventing us from comparing a variety of outcomes across 
studies. Finally, no meta‑analysis was conducted as part of 
this systematic review due to heterogeneity in reported 
outcomes and limitations in strength of data and sample 
size. Accordingly, although we could make assumptions 
from our analysis, we could not draw statistically significant 
conclusions. However, we present a robust review of the 
recent literature on isolated atlas fractures.

CONCLUSION

We present a systematic review of the diagnosis and 
management for isolated atlas fractures, highlighting the 
importance of instability and fracture type. Existing literature 
indicates that stable isolated atlas fractures may be treated 
conservatively with reasonable fusion rates and clinical and 
radiographic outcomes, while surgery is associated with high 
fusion rates and improved clinical and radiographic outcomes 
for unstable isolated atlas fractures. Future studies are 
necessary to further guide risk stratification and treatment 
approaches in management of the patients with isolated 
atlas fractures.
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