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ARTICLE INFO ] ) ) ) ) ]
The coronoid process is key to concentric elbow alignment. Malalignment can contribute to post-

traumatic osteoarthritis. The aim of treatment is to keep the joint aligned while the collateral liga-

Keywords:
Ulnohumeral ments and fractures heal. The injury pattern is apparent in the shape and size of the coronoid fracture
Subluxation fragments: (1) coronoid tip fractures associated with terrible triad (TT) injuries; (2) anteromedial facet
Dislocation fractures with posteromedial varus rotational type injuries; and (3) large coronoid base fractures with
Treatment

anterior (trans-) or posterior olecranon fracture dislocations.

Each injury pattern is associated with specific ligamentous injuries and fracture characteristics useful
in planning treatment. The tip fractures associated with TT injuries are repaired with suture fixation or
screw fixation in addition to repair or replacement of the radial head fracture and reattachment of the
lateral collateral ligament origin. Anteromedial facet fractures are usually repaired with a medial buttress
plate. If the elbow is concentrically located on computed tomography and the patient can avoid varus
stress for a month, TT and anteromedial facet injuries can be treated nonoperatively. Base fractures are
associated with olecranon fractures and can usually be fixed with screws through the posterior plate or
with an additional medial plate. If the surgery makes elbow subluxation or dislocation unlikely, and the
fracture fixation is secure, elbow motion and stretching can commence within a week when the patient
is comfortable.

© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. on behalf of American Shoulder and Elbow Surgeons.
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-

nc-nd/4.0/).

Pattern of injury

Terrible triad

Posteromedial varus rotational type injury
Olecranon fracture dislocation

Level of evidence: Narrative Review

Fracture of the coronoid usually occurs in association with
elbow subluxation and dislocation.*” Because the coronoid fracture
characteristics correspond to specific patterns of injury, it is usually
possible to anticipate concomitant soft tissue injuries. The injury
pattern can, therefore, guide surgical decision-making. Optimal
outcomes are founded upon concentric reduction of the elbow. This
narrative review aims to outline the current research in the overall
management of coronoid fractures.

Anatomy

The coronoid process forms the distal/anterior aspect of the
trochlear notch of the ulna. It is a key part of the intricate
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interdependence of the elbow’s various stabilizing components
that maintain concentric alignment of the joint.

The coronoid process is pyramidal and protrudes anteriorly and
medially. The trochlear notch has a central ridge that interdigitates
with the groove of the trochlea of the distal humerus. This ridge
divides the coronoid articular surface into medial and lateral facets.
The lateral facet is relatively small and ends laterally as the sigmoid
notch, articulating with the radial head. The medial facet extends
medially beyond the surface of the ulna metaphysis.

The coronoid process resists varus and posteriorly directed
stress.”>> A notable portion of the anteromedial facet (AMF) of
the coronoid process is not supported by the metaphysis of the
ulna, making it relatively susceptible to fracture.””* Micro
computed tomography (CT) reveals trabecular bone arrangement
perpendicular to joint reaction forces,°® corresponding to
biomechanical studies identifying the coronoid as an important
osseous stabilizer serving as an anterior buttress for elbow
stability.
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Many ligaments and muscles insert into the coronoid process.
The anterior bundle of the medial collateral ligament inserts on the
sublime tubercle of the coronoid. The brachialis muscle, a dynamic
stabilizer of the elbow joint, inserts on the distal volar base of the
coronoid and the ulnar shaft.>' The elbow joint capsule attaches
about 2 mm to 6 mm from the coronoid tip and conforms to the
shape of the elbow’s articular surfaces, leaving the tip “free” of
tendinous insertion with an intra-articular appearance on
arthroscopy."”” In our experience, even the smallest coronoid tip
fragments include this capsular insertion. Finally, the lateral
collateral ligament (LCL) inserts on the supinator crest, an elon-
gated bony prominence on the lateral side of the ulna.

Classification

The classification suggested by Regan and Morrey was based on
coronoid height as assessed on a lateral radiograph: type 1 was
described as an avulsion at the tip of the coronoid process, the
fracture fragment of type 2 was described as more than an avulsion
but less than 50% of the coronoid height, and type 3 involved more
than 50% of the coronoid height. This classification brought atten-
tion to the coronoid, and newer classifications have tried to be more
specific than the somewhat vague and ambiguous distinctions such
as “avulsion” and the 50% height threshold.”!>>

The Mayo classification, also known as the O'Driscoll classifi-
cation, is based on the location, shape, and size of the coronoid
fracture fragments and is divided into: type 1: tip fracture, type 2:
AMF fracture, and type 3: base fracture (Fig. 1).4>4

The Mayo types are further subcategorized.*® Type 1 is sub-
categorized as <2 mm and >2 mm coronoid tip fractures. Type 2 is
subcategorized as fractures involving the anteromedial rim, ante-
romedial rim plus tip, and anteromedial rim plus sublime tubercle
with or without the involvement of the tip. Type 3 can be sub-
categorized as a coronoid base and body fracture (subtype 1) and a
transolecranon basal coronoid fracture (subtype 2).

Recently, Watts et al introduced the Wrightington classification,
based on the overall elbow injury pattern associated with specific
coronoid fracture morphology.®’ This classification specifies antic-
ipated, associated soft tissue injuries in addition to the recognized
bone injury patterns.

Patterns of injury

Three general injury patterns are associated with the 3 types of
coronoid fractures in the Mayo classification.'®*> Tip fractures of
the coronoid are associated with posterior dislocation of the elbow
and fracture of the radial head, the so-called TT fracture dislocation
of the elbow."* AMF fractures are associated with avulsion of the
LCL from the lateral epicondyle and subluxation rather than
dislocation of the elbow (the so-called posteromedial varus rota-
tional injury [PMVRI]).*® Fractures of the base of the coronoid are
associated with olecranon fracture dislocation, which can occur in
either an anterior or a posterior direction (Fig. 2).

The TT injury pattern was named for the many complications
that occur despite treatment. It is difficult to study the mechanism
of injury because detailed videos of the injuries and detailed
radiological studies are needed to correlate what happened to the
body and arm with the pathophysiology of the coronoid and elbow.

AMF coronoid fractures are associated with either avulsion of the
LCL and part or all of the common extensor origins from the lateral
epicondyle or fracture of the olecranon.'?>>#"“® The anterior band of
the MCL is generally intact unless the elbow dislocates. The injury
pattern is proposed as a fall back into the flexed arm with the
shoulder maximally, internally rotated, resulting in a varus force
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with a posteromedial rotation on the elbow.*® Collision between the
trochlea and coronoid process causes the AMF shearing fracture.

Olecranon fracture dislocations are associated with basilar
coronoid fractures.'®*> Posterior olecranon fracture dislocations are
characterized by a fracture of the olecranon and coronoid process,
posterior displacement of the radius with respect to the capitellum
(with an intact radioulnar relationship), and fracture of the radial
head.'® The ulnotrochlear articular surfaces remain apposed, the
MCL is usually intact on the fractured coronoid, and the LCL is
avulsed in a subset of injuries. The brachialis seems relatively un-
affected and is not a concern. The coronoid is often fragmented and
can be challenging to align and secure.”’ The pattern is thought to
be caused by a fall on an outstretched hand. Many patients with
posterior olecranon fracture dislocation are older and have
diminished bone quality.

Anterior olecranon fracture dislocations feature anterior dislo-
cation of the forearm with an intact radioulnar relationship. The
coronoid fracture is often a single fragment. In this type of injury,
the articular surfaces remain opposed, and the MCL and LCL are
usually still attached to the coronoid fragment. Anterior olecranon
fracture dislocations are thought to be caused by a direct blow to
the posterior aspect of the flexed elbow. During the moment of
impact on the back of the forearm, the humerus is driven through
the trochlear notch of the ulna.

Other aspects of pathophysiology

One key aspect of traumatic elbow instability is that the
collateral ligaments are usually avulsed from their epicondylar or-
igins (along with some degree of the common flexor and extensor
muscle origin) and that these normally heal well as long as the
elbow remains concentric for 2-3 weeks.*° This is true even if the
elbow is relocated months after injury.?® In our experience, tendon
graft reconstruction is not usually necessary or helpful in the
treatment of coronoid fractures and traumatic elbow instability.

In the care of patients, there is not a direct relationship between
the amount of coronoid involved in the fracture and subluxation or
dislocation of the elbow, perhaps because other injury factors are
also important.>“®>3 In cadaveric studies, there is some correlation
between coronoid fracture fragment size and resistance to various
types of articular stresses. In the clinical setting, some of the most
troublesome injuries involve relatively small coronoid fractures,
which are likely markers of greater soft tissue injury. According to a
study by Mathew et al, depending on the associated bony and soft
tissue injuries, even as little as 10% missing coronoid can be asso-
ciated with recurrent dislocation.® In other words, mechanical
properties do not always tell the whole story. In our experience,
most basilar and AMF fractures are associated with subluxation
rather than dislocation, with the anterior band of the MCL typically
intact. Securing the coronoid fracture can, therefore, restore liga-
ment function and elbow alignment.

Imaging

Specific patterns of traumatic elbow instability can be diagnosed
with moderate interobserver reliability and reasonable accuracy
using radiographs alone.'* When characteristics of the coronoid or
radial head fractures are difficult to assess on radiographs, three-
dimensional (3D) reconstructions of CT scans with subtraction of
the distal humerus can be helpful compared with 2D images.>’

Magnetic resonance imaging is not recommended since signal
abnormalities of the ligaments may not correspond with ligament
functional status and may not guide treatment. Examination ma-
neuvers described for diagnosis of persistent ligament
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Tip Fracture

Anteromedial Fracture

Basal Fracture

Figure 1 Mayo classification of coronoid process fractures. Used with permission of The Bone & Joint Journal, from de Klerk HH, Oosterhoff JHF, Schoolmeesters B, Nieboer P,
Eygendaal D, Jaarsma RL, [Jpma FFA, van den Bekerom MPJ, Doornberg JN; Traumaplatform 3D Consortium. Recognition of the pattern of complex fractures of the elbow using 3D-
printed models. Bone Joint J. 2023 Jan;105-B(1):56-63.>'; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.

Anterior Olecranon

Ternible Triad Fracture Dislocation

Posteromedial Varus
Rotational Injury

Posterior Olecranon
Fracture Dislocation

Figure 2 Elbow fracture patterns with coronoid involvement (Top row = X-ray, Middle row = 2D-CT, Bottom row = 3D-CT).

insufficiency, such as the lateral pivot shift test, posterolateral
rotatory drawer, or moving valgus stress test, are not useful in
awake patients with acute coronoid fractures.®°>%6052 The pattern
of the injury can be used to anticipate ligament insufficiency, which
can be verified during an examination while the patient is under
anesthesia and assessed upon operative exposure.

Treatment
The goal of the treatment of coronoid fractures is a concentric

reduction of the ulnohumeral articulation. Residual malalignment
can contribute to post-traumatic osteoarthritis.* Some small
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coronoid tip fractures, selected TT injuries, and PMVRIs (AMF
fractures) with no joint subluxation can be treated nonoperatively
with avoidance of varus stress for 1 month and active, self-assisted
stretching exercises, and including overhead gravity-assisted ex-
ercises.>> Most other coronoid fractures, including all base frac-
tures, are considered for operative treatment.

If surgery is preferred, the Hotchkiss “Over-the-Top” approach
using the plane between the flexor-pronator mass and the flexor
carpi ulnaris (FCU) exposes the coronoid tip well.?> Although tip
fractures of the coronoid are usually treated through the lateral
exposure started by the injury. The FCU-Splitting approach, where
the ulnar nerve runs, provides direct exposure to the AMF.*>*8 The
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Taylor—Scham approach, in which the complete FCU-pronator teres
mass is elevated, provides good access to the base of the coronoid.®*
Finally, although less commonly utilized, an anterior approach,
where the biceps is retracted radially and the brachialis is split
along its midline to the level of the elbow"”s anterior capsule, can be
used for direct visualization and access to the coronoid tip and
trochlea, although it can be a relatively deep hole.?®>>

Tip fractures

Tip fractures are associated with TT injuries and are often
considered for repair. Repair or replacement of the radial head
fracture and reattachment of the LCL origin to the lateral epicondyle
can be sufficient for many TT injuries. If the elbow remains aligned
under gravity stress after repair or replacement of the radial head
fracture and reattachment of the LCL origin to the lateral epi-
condyle, then it may be reasonable to leave the coronoid un-
treated.””2%°2> On the other hand, in the absence of reliable
identification of injuries at risk for subluxation and dislocation,
repair of the coronoid tip fracture or temporary support of ulno-
humeral joint alignment with an internal or external fixator is
considered.

Tip fracture fragments are small and often best secured with a
suture engaging the capsular insertion.'® Access to the tip fracture
is through the lateral exposure with elevation of the origin of the
radial wrist extensors of the lateral condylar ridge and the bra-
chialis of the anterior humerus. The supinator can be split distally.
The radial head fragments are moved out of the way or the radial
head is resected. When the fracture fragment is large enough, the
suture can be passed through drill holes in the fragment. A Keith
needle or suture passer can be used to pass the suture through the
drill holes in the ulna metaphysis (Fig. 3). It can be helpful to use a
wire guide such as that in the anterior cruciate ligament recon-
struction set to make the drill holes. It can be helpful to cross the
drill holes to avoid skiving off the posterior surface of the ulna.
Since concomitant injuries are common, the suture should not be
tied until other injuries are addressed so that the elbow can be
subluxated in order to place a radial head prosthesis.”’

If treatment is delayed and the tip fracture cannot be realigned
and secured, a bone graft can be considered to enhance stability.
The olecranon tip, radial head remnant, iliac crest, navicular bone,
and costal grafts are described as options.>'®2%%%9 During the
reconstruction, the contralateral coronoid process can be used as a
guide since it is similar in shape and size.”’

AMF fractures

Nonoperative treatment may be considered if there is a
concentric alignment of the ulnohumeral joint and the patient can
be trusted to avoid varus stress.>>® It is important to monitor
radiographic alignment for the first month during nonoperative
treatment.

Subtype 1 (anteromedial rim) fractures are often associated
with a complete dislocation and—among elbow dislocations with
no or only very small fractures—might be a marker for a higher
potential for repeat dislocation. If there seems to be a tendency to
subluxation or repeat dislocation, it is advised to consider operative
treatment consisting of suturing this fragment (either open or
arthroscopic) and reattaching the medial and LCL complexes and
common flexor and extensor muscle origins to the epicondyles or,
alternatively, using temporary fixation to keep the ulnohumeral
joint aligned.

For single-fragment subtype 2 (anteromedial rim + tip) frac-
tures, several studies have reported successful nonoperative
treatment when there is a concentric reduction on 3D CT scans and
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the patient can be trusted to avoid varus stress (shoulder abduc-
tion) for 1 month.'%334563 For 2-fragment fractures associated with
ulnohumeral joint subluxation, it is recommended to secure the
main anteromedial fragment with a buttress plate with less
importance placed on the second, usually smaller, tip fragment.>*>°
Arthroscopic-assisted fixation is an option for some small coronoid
fractures that may not benefit from a buttress plate.'>>° There is an
appeal to more limited soft-tissue dissection compared to open
surgery.”?

For subtype 3 (anteromedial rim + sublime tubercle) fractures,
it is best to use a medial buttress plate (Fig. 4).34

Base fractures

Base fractures are usually fixed with screws through a posterior
plate, with or without an additional medial plate.*’ For single-
fragment fractures, a posterior plate that wraps around the olec-
ranon is sufficient. Most basilar coronoid fractures are large enough
to secure with more than one screw.> Sometimes, a coronoid base
fracture is so fragmented that solid internal fixation is not possible.
In that setting, an external fixator or internal joint stabilizer (IJS)
may be considered to support elbow alignment. If this is not suf-
ficient, one can always consider cross-pinning the joint with buried
Steinman pins protected by a cast for one month and then remove
the pins.

Outcomes

The TT injury is notorious for poor outcomes. Studies of patients
treated in the 1970s and 1980s identified the presence of a coronoid
fracture as associated with subluxation, dislocation, and
arthrosis.®?> A series published in 2002°° described treatment
without repair of the coronoid, varied treatment of the radial head,
and no reattachment of the LCL to the lateral epicondyle, reporting
a mean Broberg-Morrey score of 76 (categorically fair), 5 redis-
locations after surgery, and degenerative changes in 10 of the
11 patients (91%), most related to residual subluxation. The study
by Pugh et al*>® described a standard protocol involving fixation of
the coronoid for Regan—Morrey type 2 and 3 or anterior capsule
repair for type 1, repair or replacement of the radial head, reat-
tachment of the LCL to the lateral epicondyle, and reattachment of
the MCL when residual subluxation or dislocation occurred intra-
operatively during extension after the other interventions. A
hinged external fixator was recommended when stability could not
be restored by the aforementioned steps. Eight of 36 (22%) had an
unplanned second surgery: 4 for implant removal and elbow
stiffness, 2 for heterotopic bone causing proximal radioulnar syn-
ostosis, 1 for a deep wound infection, and one for hinged external
fixator to address unspecified loss of alignment. A systematic re-
view in 2014'" documented the mean Mayo Elbow Performance
Score (MEPS) ranging from 78 to 95 (categorically good to excel-
lent) and DASH (Disabilities of the Arm, Shoulder, and Hand) score
ranging from 9 to 31. Subluxation or dislocation leading to another
surgery was reported in 11 of the 16 studies, with a wide range from
3% to 45%. Three studies followed patients for a mean of 14 months,
27 months, and 35 months and reported ulnar neuropathy in 11%,
8%, and 25%, respectively.”7°"%° Degenerative changes were
reported in 7 of the 16 studies, with most reporting rates lower
than 38% after a mean of 1-5 years. In a study of buttress plate
fixation of subtype 2 (46%) and 3 (54%) AMF fractures,>* 3 of 24
patients (13%) had degenerative changes and there was a mean
MEPS of 98, a mean of 1 year after surgery.

One study'? of arthroscopic-assisted reduction and cannulated
screw, suture, or K-wire fixation (ARIF) of subtype 2 AMF coronoid
fractures along with LCL reattachment to the epicondyle tear
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Figure 3 Guiding the suture for fixation.

Figure 4 Buttress plate for anteromedial facet fracture.

(usually done open) reported a mean MEPS of 98 with a mean
flexion of 135 degrees and a mean flexion contracture (extension)
of 9 degrees an average of 28 months after surgery. A non-
randomized study”® that compared ARIF with ORIF for Regan-
Morrey type 2 and 3 coronoid fractures in posteromedial varus
rotational pattern injuries documented no differences in pain
intensity, MEPS, and Disabilities of the Arm, Shoulder, and Hand
(DASH) scores a mean of 2 years after surgery. Two of 10 (20%)
patients undergoing ORIF had ulnar neuropathy. In the ARIF group,
an unspecified tingling discomfort was present for a week in 1 of
the 15 (7%) patients.

Postoperative recovery

When the fixation is secure, the patient can begin active, self-
assisted stretching exercises for the forearm and elbow within a
week. Doing the exercises in an overhead position adds gravity
assistance of concentric alignment and elbow flexion.?” In the first
month, while the LCL origin is healing back to the epicondyle,
shoulder abduction is avoided during exercises.*®

Future perspectives
There are several areas for future investigation to improve the

treatment of coronoid fractures. First, we need more evidence
regarding which fractures can be safely treated nonoperatively. In
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our experience, if the elbow can stay concentrically reduced and the
radial head fracture creates little or no block to forearm rotation,
nonoperative treatment is an option. This is possible for many TT
and AMF injuries.

For TT injuries with a tendency toward subluxation or disloca-
tion; what are the indications for fixing a small tip fracture? Is there
arole for screws, or is suture sufficient? What is the role of ignoring
the coronoid fracture and using a temporary IJS to maintain
alignment?

For smaller AMF fractures, is suture fixation an option, and can
this be achieved arthroscopically? Or is it reasonable to apply an IJS
without coronoid fixation? For subtype 2 AMF fractures, when
should a tip fragment be secured and when is it sufficient to secure
the large AMF fragment alone?

For coronoid base fractures, what are the best techniques
to maintain a concentric reduction if the coronoid fracture is
too fragmented for secure fixation? Is an IJS or external fix-
ator sufficient, or is cross pinning for about a month
important?

When planning surgery, is virtual reduction of CT images of
coronoid fracture fragments helpful?** What about the printing of
3D models, which is more readily available and may help surgeons
recognize the elbow fracture pattern and plan the surgery?'®?!
Could 3D printing may be used to produce intraoperative tools as
patient-specific plates combined with drilling guides, and would
that be an advantage??*
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