Original Research

Biomechanical Evaluation of Suture Tape
Internal Brace Reinforcement of Soft Tissue
Allografts for ACL Reconstruction
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Background: Internal bracing of anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) surgery is a newer concept gaining popularity.

Purpose/Hypothesis: To assess the biomechanical performance of soft tissue ACL reconstruction allografts reinforced with
suture tape. It was hypothesized that load to failure would increase and cyclic displacement would decrease at time zero in the
constructs reinforced with internal brace suture tape compared with those without suture tape augmentation.

Study Design: Controlled laboratory study.

Methods: We performed ACL reconstruction on porcine knees using bovine extensor tendon soft tissue allografts: 10 knees
without (control) and 10 knees with (reinforced) suture tape reinforcement. An all-inside reconstruction technique was utilized with
retrograde tunnel creation. An adjustable-loop device was used for femoral and tibial fixation of all grafts. The suture tape was
placed through the tension loop in the femoral fixation construct and independently fixed in the tibia with an interference screw
anchor. For each specimen, the authors recorded ultimate load, yield load, stiffness, cyclic displacement, and mode of failure.
Outcomes between groups were compared using the Student £ test.

Results: There was a 33% decrease in mean cyclic displacement in the specimens with reinforced grafts (reinforced vs control:
3.9+ 0.7 vs 5.8 £ 1.5 mm; P = .001). The reinforced grafts also had a 22% higher mean ultimate load (921 £ 180 vs 717 + 122 N;
P = .008) and a 25% higher mean yield load (808 = 201 vs 602 + 155 N; P = .020). There was no significant difference in stiffness
between the reinforced versus nonreinforced grafts (136 + 16 vs 132 £ 18 N/mm; P = .617). Three of the 10 control specimens failed
at the graft, compared with 1 of 10 reinforced grafts. All other constructs in both groups failed at the tibial fixation site.

Conclusion: Suture tape reinforcement of soft tissue grafts significantly decreased cyclic displacement while significantly
increasing ultimate and yield loads without increasing graft construct stiffness during biomechanical testing at time zero in a
porcine animal model.

Clinical Relevance: The improved biomechanical performance of suture tape-reinforced graft constructs could allow patients to
participate in earlier advancement of aggressive rehabilitation and potentially reduce failure rates as graft remodeling progresses.

Keywords: anterior cruciate ligament; ACL reconstruction; soft tissue; internal brace; biomechanics

Anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) reconstructions have
historically utilized autologous and allograft tissues as well
as synthetic materials.'*'®2639 Various techniques, graft
configurations, sizes, and composition have been used, but
failure rates have ranged from 8% to 17%.1%2% Currently,
all tendon soft tissue and middle-third patellar bone-
tendon-bone (BTB) grafts are most commonly used in ACL
reconstruction.*’
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Clinical and animal studies have revealed increased
incorporation and maturation times for soft tissue grafts
in comparison with BTB grafts.®” Longer revasculariza-
tion and remodeling maturation times of soft tissue
grafts present a challenge during rehabilitation.?3! An
increased interest in accelerated rehabilitation and
return to sporting activities provides a challenge of pro-
tecting the graft from elongation and overt failure until
maturity of the graft is achieved. Stemming from these
concerns is a renewed focus on the application of synthetic
graft augmentation with suture tape internal bracing
techniques. 333437
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ACL surgery reinforcement with suture bracing has
emerged as a newer technique. Repairs of ACL tears rein-
forced with suture tape have been previously described by
Mackay et al;*? internal bracing with suture of pediatric
ACL reconstructions was described by Smith et al.?2 Smith
et al>>3* have provided techniques for internal brace suture
reinforcement of soft tissue allograft ACL reconstructions
and biomechanical data for BTB reconstructions with inter-
nal brace augmentation. These techniques have provided
further methods and data, suggesting protection of the ACL
reconstruction graft from early elongation and failure. This
could allow early accelerated physical therapy and possibly
reinjury after return to higher-level activities.

The purpose of this study was to assess the biomechan-
ical performance of soft tissue allografts reinforced with
suture tape for ACL reconstruction. The hypothesis was
that load to failure would increase and that cyclic displace-
ment would decrease in the suture tape—reinforced con-
structs compared with the soft tissue constructs without
suture tape augmentation.

METHODS

Six-month-old porcine femurs and tibias with all soft tissue
removed (Advanced Tissue Concepts) were potted in fiber-
glass resin (Bondo; 3M). Twenty (16 right, 4 left) total por-
cine knees were split into 2 groups of 10. Each group had an
equal number of right- and left-sided specimens. The num-
ber of specimens and initial preparation were guided by
research from Walsh et al®® and equaled those of Smith
et al.3*

A sample size of 20 knees was used to obtain significance
given the differences in the means for the biomechanical
study. This was verified using a sample-size calculator.'®
The number of samples coincides with similar biomechan-
ical studies involving ligament repair and reconstruction
with augmentation.*%1%13:34

Graft Preparation

Quadrupled bovine extensor tendon allografts were utilized
as the ACL reconstruction grafts. The graft sizes used had
diameters of 10 mm (n = 6), 10.5 mm (n = 12), and 11 mm
(n = 2). The larger grafts were used in larger knees. The
grafts were prepared by whipstitching the free ends with a
looped suture. Each graft was quadrupled and sutured with
2-0 polyblend high-strength suture at 10 and 20 mm from
the graft ends to secure all the graft limbs together.
Adjustable-loop suspensory-fixation devices (TightRope
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Figure 1. Suture tape internal brace (white arrows) placed
through the femoral suspensory-fixation suture loop (black
arrows). Shown without the graft to illustrate the loop-to-
loop configuration (A) in a graft preparation station and
(B) freestanding.

RT and ABS; Arthrex) were positioned at each end of the
graft before the cerclage suture placement at 10 and 20 mm
from the graft ends. The femoral adjustable-loop device
construct incorporated a suspensory button, and the tibial
side allowed for a suspensory button attachment.

A 2-mm suture tape was looped through the suspensory-
loop suture portion of the femur-sided fixation, providing a
loop-to-loop configuration (Figure 1). This configuration
was chosen by the surgeon because it allows easier passage
of the femoral button through the cortex and less potential
to interfere with suspensory-loop tightening. The suture
tape was then passed deep to the graft cerclage sutures
with a Keith needle. This arrangement allows for less
suture between the graft and bone socket interface in an
attempt to have less interference of graft-to-bone healing.
The suture tape internal brace was kept independent of the
graft and was passed freely under all cerclage sutures, exit-
ing the tibial side of the graft (Figure 2). Tensioning of the
graft with 20 N of longitudinal force using a spring-loaded
tensioning device was applied to reduce creep from the
tissue.

The cured resin ends of the tibial and femoral shafts were
then secured in a custom rig with an intra-articular dis-
tance of 30 mm between the ACL femoral and tibial foot-
prints at 90° of knee flexion.
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ACL Reconstruction

The knee specimens were split into 2 groups of 10. The
2 largest specimens were prepared with 11-mm grafts.
Twelve knees were reconstructed by 10.5-mm grafts, and
a 10-mm graft was utilized in the 6 smallest specimens.
Retrograde femoral and tibial tunnels were created using
a pin with a deployable blade. Femoral and tibial ACL aim-
ing guides were placed at the center of the ACL footprints.
The guide angles were set to allow for 20- to 25-mm tunnels
with a cortical bridge of 7 mm. Tunnel diameters were
reamed according to the allograft diameter of 10 mm,
10.5 mm, or 11 mm of the graft chosen for the specimen.
After the retrograde cutting device was removed, a passing
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Figure 2. Quadrupled soft tissue graft showing the passage
of the suture tape augmentation (white arrows) deep to the
cerclage stitches and out through the tibial end of the graft
separated to each side of the graft. The femoral suspensory-
fixation suture loop (black arrows) and the tibial suspensory
loop (yellow arrows) are shown exiting the graft and secured
in the prep station.
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suture was introduced through the guide, delivering a loop
into the joint for later graft passage.

An all-inside technique described by Lubowitz et al2° was
used for the reconstructions. The prepared graft was first
drawn into the femoral tunnel by the passing suture loop
and then the suspensory button was flipped on the lateral
cortex. The sutures passing through the adjustable-loop
device button were alternately tensioned until the graft
construct was fully seated in the femoral socket.

The sutures of the tibial side of the graft were delivered
through the tibial tunnel by the loop of the passing suture.
The ends of the graft sutures were placed through a sus-
pensory button. The knee was then placed at full extension,
and the graft suture ends were alternately tensioned and
tightened on the tibial and femoral sides to remove slack
from the graft with at least 20 mm of graft in each socket.
The femoral-side sutures were tied over the button with a
surgeon’s knot and 4 alternating half hitches in all speci-
mens. The tibial sutures of all specimens were tied over the
button in the same fashion. This technique was chosen in
an attempt to avoid any elongation of the initial adjustable-
loop construct, as found by Noonan et al?® (Figure 3).

Test specimens with augmentation had the suture tape
internal brace ends passed through the tibial socket inde-
pendent of the suspensory button sutures. These suture
ends were placed through the tibial button but peripherally
to the suspensory sutures in an attempt to not trap the
sutures between the button and the tibia. The suture tape
ends and the suspensory button sutures were passed
through a 4.75-mm biocomposite anchor (SwiveLock;
Arthrex). An awl was used 15 mm distal to the tibial exit
of the sutures to create a pilot hole that was then tapped for
delivery of the anchor. The suture tape was tensioned inde-
pendently of the suspensory button system sutures with a
hemostat under the suture tape ends during the delivery of
the anchor into the tibia to avoid overtightening to allow for
a small amount of slack compared with the graft tension
(Figure 4).

Figure 3. (A and B) Left knee specimen demonstrating anterior cruciate ligament reconstruction soft tissue graft with tibial
suspensory-fixation button (blue triangles) and tibial suspensory-fixation loop suture (yellow arrows) without suture tape augmen-
tation. (C) Femoral suspensory-fixation button (blue arrow) and femoral suspensory-fixation loop suture (black arrow).
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Figure 4. (A and B) Left knee specimen demonstrating anterior cruciate ligament reconstruction soft tissue graft with tibial
suspensory-fixation button (blue triangle) and tibial suspensory-fixation loop suture (yellow arrows) with suture tape augmentation
(white arrows) and suspensory-loop sutures independently secured to the tibia with biocomposite suture anchor (asterisk).
(C) Femoral suspensory-fixation button (blue arrow) and femoral suspensory-fixation loop suture (black arrow).

Figure 5. Testing rig setup with suture tape—augmented left
knee specimen shown.

Biomechanical Testing

Tensile mechanical testing was performed using an E10000
Instron ElectroPuls Testing Machine (Instron), with a
10-kN load cell attached to the crosshead. The specimens
were positioned in the testing machine with 30° of knee
flexion, with an initial preload of 5 N applied by the

actuator to avoid initiating mechanical testing in a slack
condition (Figure 5). The testing protocols were performed
as previously demonstrated by Walsh et al.®® Specimens
were preconditioned for 10 sinusoidal cycles at 1 Hz,
between 10 and 50 N. Preconditioning was followed by a
single-cycle loading to 250 N. Sinusoidal cyclic loading of
the specimens was then conducted for 500 cycles, between
50 and 250 N, at 1 Hz. This was followed by a single-cycle
final load to failure at 20 mm/min. The full testing protocols
were modeled after Smith et al®® and Chang et al.®

Cyclic displacement, yield, and ultimate loads were
measured directly from the load-displacement curves gen-
erated using OriginPro Version 9.1 software (OriginLab).
Cyclic displacement was measured as the change in posi-
tion from the end of the precycling at 50 N to the valley of
the 500th cycle at 250 N. The 500 cycles are more than
adequate to test the specimens, as Ahmad et al® and later
Kleweno et al'” showed that the largest displacement of
grafts is found within the first 100 cycles. Stiffness was
measured from the slope of the linear portion of the load-
displacement curve immediately after cyclic loading. The
mode of graft failure was also recorded for each specimen.

Statistical Analysis

Suture tape reinforcement was noted to be the independent
variable. The Shapiro-Wilk test was utilized to demonstrate
that the data were normally distributed. Equal variance of
the groups was determined by the Brown-Forsythe test. Dif-
ferences in the means of the outcome measures were the
dependent variables of the 2 study groups and were compared
using the Student ¢ test, with a significance level of P < .05.

RESULTS

All results are summarized in Table 1. The testing showed a
statistically significant increase in ultimate load by 22% in
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TABLE 1
Results of Biomechanical Graft Testing®
Graft Size, Ultimate Yield Stiffness, Cyclic
Specimen Side mm Load, N Load, N N/mm Disp, mm Mode of Failure
Graft Alone
1 R 10.5 907 830 132 5.1 Suture failure at tibial button
2 R 11.0 597 534 122 5.3 Button pulled through tibia
3 R 10.0 520 520 125 7.8 Graft tore at cerclage sutures
4 L 10.0 721 314 146 5.1 Suture failure at tibial button
5 R 10.0 653 653 137 7.3 Button pulled through tibia
6 R 10.5 752 752 86 7.9 Graft tore at cerclage sutures
7 R 10.5 844 781 148 3.9 Graft tore at cerclage sutures
8 R 10.5 806 531 139 4.1 Suture failure at tibial button
9 R 10.5 761 600 144 5.1 Button pulled through tibia
10 L 10.5 604 507 144 6.3 Button pulled through tibia
Mean + SD — 104 +0.3 717 + 122 602 £ 155 132 + 18 58+15
Graft With Suture Tape Internal Brace Augmentation
1 R 10.5 572 572 134 4.6 Button pulled through tibia
2 R 11.0 870 643 156 3.3 Button pulled through tibia
3 R 10.0 1124 1103 150 3.4 Button broke at tibia
4 L 10.0 890 835 133 3.8 Button pulled through tibia
5 R 10.0 1042 1022 143 4.8 Graft tore at cerclage sutures
6 R 10.5 788 495 123 3.6 Button pulled through tibia
7 R 10.5 1134 744 121 4.0 Button broke at tibia
8 R 10.5 1105 1015 110 4.9 Button broke at tibia
9 R 10.5 860 860 134 3.1 Button pulled through tibia
10 L 10.5 822 789 158 3.4 Button pulled through tibia
Mean + SD — 104 +0.3 921 + 180 808 £ 201 136 + 16 3.9+0.7
P value, ¢ test — — .008 .020 617 .001

“Bolding indicates statistically significant difference between graft alone and graft with suture tape augmentation (P < .05).
Disp, displacement; L, left; R, right. Dashes indicate no numerical value relevant for the outcome measurement.

the reinforced specimens (P = .008). The mean *+ SD ulti- stiffness was 136 + 16 N/mm, compared with 132+ 18 N/mm
mate loads were 921 + 180 N for augmented specimens and for the group with only graft reconstruction (P = .617).

717 £ 122 N for those without suture tape. The largest
ultimate load in an augmented specimen was 1134 N in a
10.5-mm augmented graft. The largest ultimate load in

Graft Failure

a nonaugmented specimen was 907 N, also in a 10.5-mm While not measured as significant, there were 3 midsub-
graft. stance graft failures in the group without augmentation

Yield loads were significantly increased by 25% in the and only 1in the suture tape augmentation group. All other
augmented internal brace group (P = .020). The mean yield grafts failed at the tibia, and breakage of the suspensory
load was 808 + 201 N for augmented grafts and 602 + 155 N button on the tibia was only seen in the augmented group.
for those without suture tape augmentation. The largest This type of failure was seen in 3 of the 9 remaining grafts.
yield load of 1103 N was recorded in a 10-mm augmented Tibia-sided graft construct failures also were noted by the
graft. The largest yield load in a standard graft was found button pulling through the cortex and into the tibial tunnel
in a 10-mm graft specimen at 830 N. (6/10 augmented, 4/10 nonaugmented) or the sutures cut-

Testing revealed a 33% decrease in cyclic displacement in ting through and tearing at the tibial button, resulting in a
the suture tape internal brace group compared with the loss of fixation (0/10 augmented, 3/10 nonaugmented).

group without suture tape. The mean = SD elongation was
3.9 £ 0.7 mm with suture tape and 5.8 + 1.5 mm without

augmentation, providing a P = .001 value of significance. DISCUSSION

The 10.5-mm grafts experienced the least and most dis-

placement, with a range of 3.9 to 7.9 mm in the control The major findings from this study showed a significant

specimens versus 3.1 to 4.9 mm in the reinforced group. increase in yield (25%; P = .020) and ultimate failure
There was no statistically significant difference in stiff- (22%; P = .008) loads in augmented ligament reconstruc-

ness between the 2 groups. The mean + SD augmented graft tions compared with those without. Cyclic displacement
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significantly decreased by 33% (P = .001) in the group with
suture tape compared with the group without suture
tape. Similar results of significantly increased ultimate
failure loads and decreased elongation of soft tissue and
patellar BTB grafts with independent suture tape rein-
forcement have been demonstrated in other biomechanical
studies.*?434

A concern when using a synthetic suture tape augmen-
tation technique with ACL reconstruction is the risk of
overconstraining the joint and stress shielding the graft.
This could lead to loss of knee motion or catastrophic failure
if the graft does not experience loads to facilitate revascu-
larization and remodeling under stresses the knee would
normally experience. The graft was secured with the
knee in full extension, and suture tape was secured to the
tibia separately from the primary graft fixation to avoid
these potential complications. The suture tape was also
secured with the tip of a hemostat under it, allowing for a
small amount of slack compared with the final graft
tension.3334

Cyclic displacement was significantly decreased in the
suture tape-reinforced grafts in this study. It was noted
that the mean + SD displacement was 3.9 + 0.7 mm with
suture tape, compared with 5.8 £ 1.5 mm without suture
tape. This is greater than the 3.0-mm displacement
accepted as the limit for graft failure based on KT-1000
testing.'® It should be noted that KT-1000 testing is per-
formed on knees with intact soft tissues, ligaments, ten-
dons, and menisci, which can provide secondary restraint
to displacement. The adjustable-loop devices were not
retightened after the preconditioning of 10 sinusoidal
cycles at 1 Hz, between 10 and 50 N. These preconditioning
cycles simulate cycling of the knee during surgery. Multiple
authors have shown initial loosening of adjustable-loop sus-
pensory devices occurring in the stresses and cycling of the
knee. This can be combatted by retightening of the devices
after the initial cycling.%2%3%3¢ This may have been the
cause for the displacement above 3.0 mm for all graft con-
structs. Since all the graft constructs were treated the
same, the amount of displacement can still be analyzed for
any significance between the 2 groups. Cyclic displacement
was significantly decreased by 33% in the suture tape
group. Smith et al®* revealed similar findings of 31%
decreased cyclic displacement when adding suture tape as
an independent reinforcement of patellar BTB grafts. The
tibia- and femur-sided fixation was the same in all of their
specimens. The only variable was the addition of the suture
tape to the construct and resulted in the 31% decreased
elongation. 3*

Suture tape reinforcement is proposed for accelerated
rehabilitative programs to facilitate earlier return to activ-
ity by protecting the ligament reconstruction during the
maturation period.?® Surgical techniques are now well
described for suture tape augmentation of acromioclavicu-
lar joint ligament reconstruction,'® ulnar collateral liga-
ment repairs,'® and spring ligament' as well as modified
Brostrém ankle ligament repair procedures.?%23*% Suture
tape augmentation of extra-articular knee ligaments has
been employed and met with clinical success. Such rein-
forcement of posteromedial corner,?! medial collateral
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ligamen medial patellofemoral ligamen and
ACL?%32 repairs and reconstructions has been presented
in the literature. Suture tape reinforcement has shown
promising results in early return to activity in Brostrom
ankle ligament repair procedures.*!

Bachmaier et al* provided biomechanical data of soft tis-
sue ACL reconstruction grafts with independent suture
tape reinforcement. A comparison was made between
8-mm and 9-mm grafts with suture tape reinforcement
showing a synergistic load-sharing configuration. The
suture tape acts as a secondary stabilizer to protect the soft
tissue graft during elongation without overconstraining the
graft construct. Smith et al®* provided biomechanical evi-
dence of maintained stiffness of ACL patellar BTB recon-
structions. The results of the current study also did not show
a statistically significant difference in stiffness (P = .617)
between the augmented specimens and those without suture
tape augmentation.

Limitations

This study has limitations common to biomechanical stud-
ies on cadaveric tissue. This was a time-zero biomechanical
study performed using longitudinal force tension loads,
which do not completely represent in vivo loads with rota-
tional forces on grafts used for ACL reconstruction. Human
tissues were not utilized, but porcine knees provided a bone
density similar to human bone for the study.®2” Bovine
extensor tendons were used instead of human semitendin-
osus tissue, but stiffness and failure loads have not shown
statistically significant differences compared with the
human tendons.!' Some of the graft sizes utilized in this
study may be larger than those most commonly used in soft
tissue ACL reconstruction.

The specimens were also devoid of other soft tissues,
such as joint capsule, ligaments, menisci, muscles, and
tendons. This did not permit the simulation of specimens
to react as they would with in vivo tissue, although it did
remove structures that may have acted as secondary
restraints, allowing us to provide testing data on only the
reconstructive tissue, fixation, and augmentation when
present.

The cyclic loading applied may have been nonphysiolo-
gic, as it was in a single direction without rotational forces,
which may also lead to graft failure. The grafts were tested
in a nonbiological milieu, which also does not have the abil-
ity to simulate ACL graft-to-bone healing. The adjustable-
loop suspensory device may also perform differently than
other graft fixation constructs.

CONCLUSION

The study results demonstrated that suture tape re-
inforcement of soft tissue grafts for ACL reconstruction
significantly decreased cyclic displacement by 33%
(1.9 mm; P = .001) while significantly increasing ultimate
and yield loads by 22% (204 N; P = .008) and 25% (206 N;
P = .020), respectively, without increasing graft construct
stiffness during biomechanical testing.
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