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Abstract
Introduction

It is not uncommon for patients with persistent neck pain after trauma despite negative cervical imaging to
be discharged with a rigid collar. Protocols for these patients vary widely. Few studies have evaluated
clinical outcomes after discharge. No studies have evaluated the patient’s experience in a cervical collar
after discharge.

Methods

We evaluated adults with blunt trauma and negative cervical spine imaging who were discharged in a rigid
cervical collar. Over a 19-month period, 45 patients were available for analyses. The primary outcome was
any identified missed injuries after discharge. Secondary outcomes were the incidence of patients self-
clearing from their collars and complications related to wearing a collar.

Results

There were no missed traumatic injuries on follow-up imaging. Twenty of 45 patients cleared themselves
from the collar without a physician order. Twenty-four patients had their collars removed by a provider in
the clinic between 1-84 days after injury. One patient removed the collar after being advised by a
chiropractor. More than half of patients reported one or more complications from wearing the cervical collar
including pain, skin irritation, problems sleeping, difficulty talking or swallowing.

Conclusions

Collar complications are frequent. Follow-up imaging did not change outpatient management. Our data
suggests against the practice of discharging trauma patients home in a cervical collar with negative imaging
and no focal neurologic deficit.
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Introduction

It is not uncommon for patients with persistent traumatic neck pain despite negative initial imaging to be
discharged home with a rigid cervical collar. The indications for this practice are unclear and can vary
widely. Multiple validated decision rules exist to determine which patients require cervical imaging [1, 2];
however, these do not specify what treatment or follow-up should be performed in patients after negative
imaging. Theologis et al. evaluated cervical spine clearance protocols in level one trauma centers and found
that only half of the responding centers have established protocols [3]. For patients with persistent pain
after negative imaging, 30% of these protocols recommend flexion-extension films. The rest include options
such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), clinic follow-up, specialty consultation, collar maintenance, and
collar discontinuation. Pekmezci et al. found similar variability in cervical spine clearance protocols for
persistent neck pain among levels one, two, and three trauma centers in California [4].

There is morbidity associated with maintaining a cervical collar, with multiple studies demonstrating early
and late side effects. In a study of healthy participants, all patients developed cervical pain within 30
minutes of immobilization [5]. Early on, collars can cause indentation marks and pressure ulcers [6-8].
Collars worn for greater than 24 hours have been independently associated with acquired pneumonia in
patients older than 64 years [9]. There is also the question of whether the cervical collar can adequately
protect the cervical spine from further injury. Its efficacy has not yet been evaluated in vivo [10].

Few studies have evaluated the outcomes of patients discharged with a cervical collar, and most have
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focused on outpatient MRI results. Dorney et al. reviewed pediatric patients with persistent tenderness and
found that 2.1% had MRI findings related to injury on follow-up, but none required surgery [11]. Kongsted et
al. prospectively followed 173 adults with neck pain and negative MRI imaging and showed that 0.5% of
patients had traumatic cervical disc bulge or protrusion on repeat MRI imaging, but again, none required
operative intervention [12]. The purpose of this study was to identify the outcomes of patients discharged
home in a rigid cervical collar after negative imaging. The primary outcome was any identified missed
injuries after discharge. Secondary outcomes included incidence of patients self-clearing from their collars,
and self-reported complications related to wearing a collar.

Materials And Methods
Study setting and time period

We conducted a retrospective study of patients greater or equal to 18 years of age who presented to a level
one trauma center and met the criteria for trauma team activation and evaluation. The study period was
June 1, 2018 - December 31, 2019. This study was approved by the Loma Linda University Medical Center
Institutional Review Board, approval number 5190114.

Study population

Patients with blunt trauma and negative cervical spine imaging results with persistent neck pain and who
were discharged in a rigid cervical collar were included in the study. Negative cervical spine imaging results
were defined as computed tomography (CT) reviewed by an attending radiologist with a final report of no
fracture, dislocation, or major ligament tear. Patients with neurologic deficits, a Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS)
score less than 14, or positive acute injury on imaging results were excluded.

Outcome measures

The primary outcome was any identified missed injuries after discharge. Secondary outcomes were incidence
of patients self-clearing from their collars and self-reported complications related to wearing a collar.

Patient selection and follow-up

Patients were selected by querying our institution’s trauma database for patients that were discharged with a
rigid cervical collar. We reviewed the medical records of all patients and obtained demographic, historical,
and radiologic study information. We devised a standard questionnaire, which the research team developed
after reviewing the literature and identifying data that could not be answered from the chart review. Trained
volunteers made telephone calls to the patients to obtain follow-up information and data. After three
unanswered calls on separate days, the subject was considered lost to follow-up. Individuals with Spanish
listed as their primary language were contacted by a Spanish-speaking medical interpreter.

Results

A total of 317 patients were identified from our trauma database during the study period. Of these, 272
patients were excluded for the following reasons: 52 patients were not sent home in a collar, 113 patients
had abnormal initial imaging, 43 patients had a GCS <14, 10 patients had neurologic deficits, 11 patients
received initial imaging other than CT, and 43 patients were lost to follow-up or unable to be contacted
(Figure I). The remaining 45 patients were included in our analyses.
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FIGURE 1: Figure subject identification

GCS: Glasgow Coma Scale

The median age was 60 years (IQR 41-69). Seventeen patients were male, and 28 patients were female. The
mechanisms of injury included 25 patients in a motor vehicle crash, 17 patients with a fall, and three
patients with a direct blow. All patients had CT of the cervical spine as the initial imaging modality. All CT
results were negative for acute injury. There were 26 patients who were admitted to the acute care surgery
(ACS) service, and 19 patients were discharged from the emergency department after trauma evaluation. Of
the 26 patients admitted, 10 had an MRI of the cervical spine for persistent cervical pain. Two patients were
found to have significant chronic or congenital cervical abnormalities unrelated to trauma and were referred
to the spine clinic for future surgical evaluation.

Forty-three of 45 patients were referred for outpatient follow-up with ACS or spine clinic. The range of
scheduled follow-up visits was one to six weeks. Fourteen patients did not follow up, and two patients did
not have information available. Nine patients had outpatient follow-up imaging (Table I). None of these
patients had significant imaging findings that led to further intervention for traumatic injury.

2022 Randall et al. Cureus 14(4): €24170. DOI 10.7759/cureus.24170 3of 6


https://assets.cureus.com/uploads/figure/file/336219/lightbox_40769190959911ecb201bde7f4ae389f-CCollar-Figure-Subject-Identification-2-.png

Cureus

Age/

gender

48 ylo

32ylo

54 ylo

29 ylo

86 y/o

18 ylo

60 y/o

63 y/o

41ylo

Mechanism
of injury

Direct blow

Direct Blow
Jumped out
of car

MvC

MvC

Fall

MvC

MVC

MvC

Direct blow
Boxes fell
on her

Cervical inpatient imaging

CT: Mild multilevel DDD, mild
disc bulge C4-5

CT: reversal normal lordosis,
paraspinal muscle spasm

CT: possible chronic C6
spinous process fx MRI:
normal

CT: normal

CT: severe multilevel DDD
w/central spinal stenosis at
C3-4, C5-6, neuroforaminal
narrowing

CT: normal

CT: mild DDD w/spinal canal
stenosis at C2-3, C6-7; mild
neuroforaminal narrowing

CT: multilevel DDD
w/neuroforaminal narrowing

CT: multilevel mild posterior
disc protrusions MRI: normal

Cervical outpatient imaging

MRI negative

MRI: degenerative changes from likely prior trauma, no acute
injury

Flex/ex: normal

MRI “ligament tear” per patient, no report available

Flex/ex: 2 mm grade 1 anterolisthesis, possibly related to
ligamentous laxity or injury. No acute displaced fracture.
Moderate multilevel DDD. Neurosurgery diagnosed ligament
laxity

Flex/ex: mild neural foraminal narrowing C3-4

MRI: spinal canal narrowing, neuroforaminal narrowing,
muscle strain

AP/Lat X-rays: neuroforaminal narrowing, no fracture

Patient had unknown negative study, no report available

TABLE 1: Patients with known outpatient cervical imaging

Cervical collar

Physician
removed after 7
days

Physician
removed after
42 days

Physician
removed after
13 days

Chiropractor
removed after
14 days

Self-cleared
after 7 days, no
reported
complications

Physician
removed after
14 days

Physician
removed after
14 days

Physician
removed after
14 days

Self-cleared
after 7 days, had
arash

ylo = years old; M = male; F = female; w/ = with; mm = millimeter; Fx = fracture; CT = computed tomography; DDD = degenerative disc disease; MRI =
magnetic resonance imaging; MVC = motor vehicle crash; Flex/Ext = flexion / extension; AP/Lat = anterior posterior / lateral.

Twenty-four patients had their collars removed by a physician in the clinic. For these patients, the time for
wearing a collar ranged from one to 84 days (median 24 days, IQR 11-39.5). Twenty patients self-cleared
from their collar without a physician's order. For this group, the time wearing a collar ranged from two to 40
days (median 14 days, IQR 7-21). One patient’s chiropractor recommended collar removal after 14 days.

More than half of the patients reported one or more complications from wearing the cervical collar. Twenty-
two percent of patients reported collar pain, 20% of patients reported rash or skin irritation, 18% of patients
reported problems sleeping due to the collar, and 16% of patients reported difficulty talking or swallowing.

Discussion

This is the first study to focus on the patient experience of outpatient cervical collar compliance and
complications after discharge. In our study, almost half of the patients removed their own cervical collars
without consulting a physician. No patients in the study had significant traumatic findings on follow-up
visits or imaging, and no patients underwent spinal surgery for missed or progressive traumatic injury. The
incidence of reported collar-related complications was high.

Patients with persistent cervical pain incur a significant increase in healthcare costs including follow-up
visits and further imaging [13]. In this study, only nine patients had follow-up outpatient imaging, none of
which revealed any significant missed traumatic injury. There are numerous studies evaluating the utility of
cervical MRI after a negative CT scan. These studies have wide variations in the incidence of significant MRI
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findings, from 0.5% to 44%; however, the incidence of MRI findings that require intervention is much
smaller at 0% to 6% [12, 14-18]. While Malhotra et al. reported a high incidence of unstable findings on MRI,
this was significantly more common in obtunded patients who were included in their study [18]. The most
common findings on MRI were degenerative disc disease and spinal canal stenosis [14, 19]. The most
common reason for surgical intervention in these patients is for advanced cervical spondylosis unrelated to
the recent trauma.

Some studies have advocated for clearance of the cervical spine without MRI in awake and alert patients
with persistent midline neck pain. This is proposed given the very low number of clinically significant
findings on MRI if the CT is negative [15, 17, 19-21]. The Eastern Association for the Surgery of Trauma
(EAST) guidelines state that there are several treatment options, but that data is limited [22]. Per the EAST
guidelines, the cervical collar can be continued or removed after a negative MRI or removed after negative
and adequate flexion-extension films.

Limitations of this study include its retrospective nature and loss of patients to follow-up. Further studies
should consider prospective evaluation of the utility of maintaining a cervical collar at hospital discharge
despite negative imaging. Our study suggests this practice is unnecessary.

Conclusions

Our data suggests against the practice of discharging trauma patients home in a cervical collar with negative
imaging and no focal neurologic deficit. Patients frequently experience collar side effects and often self-
clear from their collars without a physician's order. Cervical imaging after discharge in patients with
persistent neck pain and no significant initial traumatic findings does not appear to change management.
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