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Proximal tibial fractures are challeng-
ing to treat because of the frequency of
substantial soft-tissue injury, the
strong deforming forces involved, and

the need for accurate alignment. This
chapter will focus primarily on extra-
articular proximal tibial fractures and
those with minimally displaced intra-

articular extension that can be treated
with intramedullary (IM) nailing or
plate fixation.

Proximal tibial fractures make up
5% to 11% of all tibial injuries and
typically are caused by a high-energy
mechanism.1 Because of the location
of these fractures in the highly vascular
and muscular area of the lower extrem-
ity, there is a higher incidence of arte-
rial injury, muscle damage, and com-
partment syndrome than in diaphyseal
fractures.2,3 Burgess et al4 reported
that the most proximal tibial fractures
result from pedestrians being struck by
automobiles; the extent of the soft-
tissue injury is often grossly underesti-
mated.

The AO/Orthopaedic Trauma As-
sociation (OTA) system is the most
widely used system for classifying
proximal tibial fractures. Type A frac-
tures are extra-articular, type B frac-
tures are partially articular, and type C
fractures are articular with a metaphys-
eal component. Both IM nails and
plates are appropriate for treating
type A and simple intra-articular type
C1 fracture patterns5 (Figure 1).

Regardless of the fixation method
chosen, traditional fracture care princi-
ples should be followed. Open frac-
tures are treated with urgent irrigation
and débridement of the devitalized tis-
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Abstract
The surgical goals for treating proximal tibial fractures are to restore articular con-
gruity, the mechanical axis, and knee motion while avoiding soft-tissue complica-
tions. The fracture pattern should be correctly identified and understood. For frac-
tures with minimal intra-articular extension, fracture fixation with an
intramedullary nail can decrease the risk of infection because it uses a small inci-
sion that is not placed directly over the injured soft tissue, and it provides better ax-
ial load sharing than a plate. Using the semiextended technique, choosing the cor-
rect starting portal, incorporating blocking screws or stability screws into the
fixation construct, and using mini-open reduction and internal fixation of the
fracture will help achieve the goals of fracture fixation with an intramedullary
nail.

All proximal tibial fractures can be treated successfully with a plate or multiple
plates. When a plate is used, the surgical approach and technique should minimize
soft-tissue damage and account for future surgical procedures that may be needed.
Fractures with intra-articular involvement and/or comminution of the medial
metaphyseal region are appropriately treated with dual plating. Extra-articular
fractures without major medial comminution may be treated with a locked lateral
plate. Final union rates for patients treated with either intramedullary nail or
plate fixation are reported at 96% and 97%, respectively. A prospective, random-
ized, multicenter study is currently in progress to further clarify and advance the
treatment of proximal tibial fractures.
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sue. Temporary external fixation may
be used, particularly if initial definitive
soft-tissue coverage cannot be obtained
or if the surgeon chooses to perform
the definitive reduction and fixation
under more ideal conditions. These
fractures should be closely monitored
because of the substantial risk for com-
partment syndrome.

Imaging
The surgical goals for treating proxi-
mal tibial fractures are to restore artic-
ular congruity, the mechanical axis,
and knee motion while avoiding soft-
tissue complications. To accomplish
these goals, correct identification of
the fracture pattern is necessary. AP
and lateral radiographs may not pro-
vide adequate information on fracture

comminution, displacement, planes,
and, especially, intra-articular displace-
ment. A caudad plateau view, with the
x-ray beam directed 10° caudal on the
AP orientation, will provide a better
understanding of the articular exten-
sion. Oblique internal and external ro-
tation views may provide additional
information about the fracture. CT
will provide the best information
about intra-articular extension, if pres-
ent. This is particularly helpful in de-
termining if a fracture extends into the
area of portal placement for nailing
(Figure 2). This chapter’s authors typ-
ically obtain a CT scan if an intra-
articular fracture is seen on radio-
graphic studies.

Closed Treatment
Although closed treatment of proximal
tibial fractures is beyond the scope of
this chapter, it is an option that should
be considered. Sarmiento et al6 cham-
pioned the nonsurgical management

Figure 1 Illustration of the AO classification system of proximal tibial frac-
tures. Type A fractures are extra-articular, type B fractures are partially artic-
ular, and type C fractures are articular with a metaphyseal component. (Re-
produced from Hiesterman TG, Shafiq BX, Cole PA: Intramedullary nailing of
extra-articular proximal tibia fractures. J Am Acad Orthop Surg 2011;19(10):
690-700.)

Figure 2 AP tibia (A), lateral tibia (B), and lateral knee (C) radiographs and CT scan (D) of a proximal tibial fracture
showing fracture extension into the nail portal (circle). Postoperative AP (E) and lateral (F) radiographs show joint reduc-
tion with two anterior-to-posterior screws after IM nailing.
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of proximal tibial fractures. The au-
thors reported on 68 patients with
nonarticular proximal tibial fractures
who were treated with a long leg cast.
In patients with proximal tibial and
fibular fractures, 84% had acceptable
outcomes (less than 5° of angulation in
any plane) at union. Based on these re-
sults, nonsurgical treatment can be
considered for patients with good
alignment in the initial cast or those

who present without fracture displace-
ment.

Treatment With an IM Nail
In early reports, proximal tibial frac-
ture treatment with IM nailing was as-
sociated with high rates of malalign-
ment and loss of proximal fragment
fixation. In 1995, Lang et al1 reported
that 84% of their patients treated with
IM nailing had sagittal malunion, and
25% had loss of reduction. Freedman
and Johnson7 reported that 58% of
proximal tibial fractures treated with
IM nailing resulted in malalignment,
and 83% of these fractures were seg-
mental or comminuted. It is important
to note that unlocked transverse screws
were used in these early series; these
screws provided only uniaxial stability
and may have contributed to the loss
of reduction.

Malreductions are mainly caused by
errant portal placement. The most
common error is a starting portal that
is too medial. When nailing a proximal
tibial fracture, the nail tends to lie
against the lateral portion of the proxi-
mal tibia. If the portal is medial, this
will result in a valgus deformity (Fig-
ure 3). A more lateral starting portal
will prevent a valgus deformity. Flex-
ion and posterior translation at the
fracture site is the second most com-
mon deformity. Early IM nail designs
exacerbated the posterior translational

deformity of the proximal tibial frac-
ture when the proximal bend of the
tibial nail was distal to the fracture
site.8

The relative contraindications for
using IM nailing for proximal tibial
fractures include a narrow IM canal,
inability to pass a nail because of an ex-
isting canal deformity, or the presence
of a tibial base plate in a total knee ar-
throplasty or knee fusion. IM nailing
for tibial fractures in pediatric patients
should be approached with caution.
Court-Brown et al9 reported on 52 ad-
olescent patients between the ages of
13 and 16 years who had a tibial frac-
ture treated with IM nailing. Partial
growth arrest of the proximal tibial
physis did not develop in any of the
patients.

Many techniques have been shown
to be helpful with complex proximal
tibial nailing (Table 1). In general, IM
nailing is an attractive method for
treating proximal tibial fractures. It
may decrease the risk of infection be-
cause it uses a small incision that is not
placed directly over the injured soft tis-
sue, and it provides better axial load
sharing than a plate. To achieve ade-
quate reduction with IM nailing, it is
necessary to understand the character-
istics of the fracture and the deforming
mechanical forces acting on the
proximal tibia.7 The patella tendon,

Figure 3 A, A medial starting
portal for nail placement will create a
valgus deformity at the fracture site.
The short arrow represents a starting
portal that is too medial. The dashed
line represents the nail trajectory if
the nail were to follow the original
trajectory. However, with a starting
portal that is too medial, the fracture
gaps medially, a valgus deformity re-
sults, and the nail’s final position is
different than originally planned
(large curved arrow). B, A more lat-
eral starting portal aids in proper an-
gulation. The short arrow represents
the correct starting portal. The nail is
introduced and follows the correct
trajectory without causing a varus or
a valgus deformity. (Reproduced
from Tornetta P III: Technical consid-
erations in the surgical management
of tibial fractures. Instr Course Lect
1997;46:271-280.)

Table 1
Tips for Treating Proximal Tibial Fractures With IM Nailing

Use the semiextended technique. The knee is flexed from 20° to 30°. A medial parapa-
tellar approach with lateral subluxation of the patella is used to establish the starting
portal. Special cannulas are used to protect the articular surface of the patella and
trochlea.

Locate the safe zone for nail entry. On the AP view, it is located just medial to the lat-
eral tibial spine. On the lateral view, it is located just at or behind the anterior articu-
lar surface.

Use blocking screws before nail placement to address malalignment.

Stability screws can be placed after the nail is inserted to provide additional support
for the nail.

Proximal locking in the nail should use at least two multiplanar interlocking screws.
Locking the screws to the nail is helpful.
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which is attached on the anterior tibial
tubercle, will pull the proximal frag-
ment into extension; this is a common
problem seen with traditional hyper-
flexion nailing techniques (Figure 4).
The strong muscular attachments on
the lateral aspect of the proximal tibia
restrict lateral gapping and may favor a
valgus deformity. With large forces act-
ing at the fracture gap, these forces
must be reduced either directly or in-
directly through the nailing approach
and before fixation to prevent defor-
mity.

Portal Placement
As with all nailing procedures, the
starting portal is paramount to achiev-
ing a good outcome. Various IM nail-

ing methods and techniques have been
reported for treating proximal tibial
fractures.10-17 Each method uses the
same overall approach: correct starting
portal, fracture reduction through di-
rect or indirect means, and guidance of
the nail down the tibial canal without
creating a deformity.

Technically, the correct starting
portal for nailing proximal fractures is
intra-articular and as in line with the
center of the canal distally as possible
without causing intra-articular dam-
age. This positioning makes nail pas-
sage easier and tends to prevent the
creation of a deformity. As described
by Tornetta et al,18 the safe zone for
the starting portal for IM nailing of
proximal tibial fractures is located
3 mm lateral to the center of the tibial
tubercle, 9 ± 5 mm lateral to the
midline of the tibial plateau, and
23 ± 9 mm in width (Figure 5). This
zone allows nail placement without
damaging the meniscal or articular car-
tilage of the knee. On an AP view of
the knee, the average position of the
safe zone is just medial to the lateral
tibial spine.19 On the lateral view, the
position is at the joint line (Figure 6).
The proximal tibia is triangular in
shape and has a large metaphyseal area.
Because of the geometry of the proxi-
mal tibia, the fit is not tight at the
metaphyseal bone-nail interface. The

medullary center of the tibia is just lat-
eral to the midline13 (Figure 7). A
more lateral starting portal is impor-
tant because it helps prevent a valgus
deformity and provides a greater pro-
pensity for the nail to be colinear with
the tibial axis.

Nailing in Relative Extension
In the semiextended approach to IM
nailing, the leg is positioned in approx-
imately 20° to 30° of flexion with a
small bolster under the thigh.14 A mid-
line skin incision approximately 5 cm
long is made from just above the upper
pole of the patella. The deep incision is
made medial to the patella and extends
slightly into the vastus proximally and
down as low as the upper portion of
the patella tendon distally. This allows
for lateral subluxation of the patella
during the procedure. The tibial por-
tal, which is located on the superior
surface of the tibia, is made accessible
using the trochlear groove as a conduit.
A straight awl may be used to start the
portal (Figure 8).

It is essential that the direction of
the awl or the starting guidewire and
reamer be checked with fluoroscopy as
they are driven into the tibia. They
must be directed as anteriorly as possi-
ble in the proximal tibia. In a recent
study, none of the 192 patients treated
with this method had greater than 5°
of apex anterior angulation.20 This ap-

Figure 4 Radiograph showing a
10° extension deformity at the
proximal tibial fracture site caused
by hyperflexion nailing of the frac-
ture. (Reproduced from Tornetta P
III: Technical considerations in the
surgical management of tibial frac-
tures. Instr Course Lect 1997;46:
271-280.)

Figure 5 AP (A) and lateral (B) views of the tibia showing the safe zone
(red circle) for IM nailing of a proximal tibial fracture as described by Tornetta
et al.18
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proach has the potential for decreased
postoperative anterior knee pain be-
cause the infrapatellar branch of the sa-
phenous nerve and patellar tendon are
avoided.21

A common criticism of the semiex-
tended technique is the potential for

patella or trochlear groove injury dur-
ing nailing. Since the original tech-
nique was described, special instru-
mentation has been developed to
protect the fragile articular surface of
the patella and the trochlear groove
during instrumentation and nailing of

the tibial canal. The current technique
uses only a 3-cm incision and cannulas
to protect the trochlea and undersur-
face of the patella. A recent study re-
ported that knee pain is the same in
patients treated with a semiextended
approach as those treated with stan-
dard hyperflexion nailing, despite a
higher percentage of fractures with
intra-articular extension.20

Other methods for nailing proximal
tibial fractures have recently been re-
ported. These methods describe nail-
ing in a fully or a partially extended
position. The suprapatellar portal, a
2-cm vertical incision in the quadri-
ceps mechanism directly superior to
the patella, is used for nailing in full
extension.13 Although this technique
is appealing, the starting portal in the
tibia is more distal and anterior than
the ideal starting portal, which is not
accessible until the knee is flexed
30°.13,22

Proximal Fixation
To increase the stability of a proximal
tibial fracture treated with IM nailing,
multiplanar proximal locking is of-
fered by various nailing systems and
increases the stability of fixation.23,24

At least two proximal interlocking
screws in different planes are recom-
mended for proximal tibial fractures;
three or more screws offer greater sta-
bility.23,24 The development of angu-
lar, stable interlocking screws placed
through an IM nail decreases fragmen-
tary motion and increases the stiffness
of the construct.25 In most systems,
some method is used to lock at least
the most proximal screw to the nail us-
ing an end cap. Different nailing sys-
tems offer proximal locking screw lo-
cations closer to or further from the
most proximal portion of the nail.

Blocking Screws
Blocking screws essentially tighten the
canal and force the nail to take a par-

Figure 6 Illustrations of the correct nail starting point for IM nailing from
AP (A) and lateral (B) views. Radiographs show the location of the correct
starting portal for IM nailing. C, AP radiograph of the guidewire placed just
medial to the lateral tibial spine. D, Lateral radiograph of the guidewire placed
just anterior to the joint line.
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ticular path to avoid malalignment in
the sagittal and coronal planes. The
screws are placed before nail insertion
and reaming. Krettek et al15 and
Cole26 described their techniques for
blocking screw placement to address
malreduction. To prevent apex ante-
rior angulation, a coronal blocking
screw can be placed in the posterior
half of the proximal fragment (Fig-
ure 9). Valgus malalignment can be re-
lated to a medial entry point and a lat-
erally directed nailing insertion angle
in the proximal fragment. To correct
this, a blocking screw can be placed on
the lateral side of the proximal frac-
ture. If the portal is too medial, then it
must be widened, even when using a
lateral blocking screw. Both coronal
and sagittal blocking screws can be
used simultaneously to reduce multidi-

rectional forces. Krettek et al15 re-
ported a mean loss of reduction be-
tween placement of the initial
blocking screw and follow-up as 0.5°
in the frontal plane and 0.4° in the sag-
ittal plane. No complications were re-
lated to the use of blocking screws.
When blocking screws are used appro-
priately, reproducible results can be ex-
pected for acceptable alignment, and
the biomechanical stability of the
bone-implant construct is increased
25%.12,27 If blocking screws are placed
after IM nailing to add stability to the
construct, they are called stability
screws rather than blocking screws.12

Mini-Open Reduction and
Internal Fixation
The treatment of a proximal tibial
fracture with an IM nail can be aided

by using percutaneous clamps or small
plates, which can be placed to obtain
and maintain the reduction before nail
or lag screw placement. Percutaneous
reduction clamps do not increase the
rate of infection.28 If clamp fixation is
not sufficient, unicortical plating is an
option.29,30 A small, four- or six-hole
plate is placed over the fracture or frac-
ture fragment and is held in place with
at least two unicortical screws. The
plate can be placed percutaneously or
via a mini-open approach. If possible,
the plate should lie anteriorly to avoid
the canal. Potential complications
from this method include an addi-
tional incision and dissection. How-
ever, the plate may provide excellent
stability for fracture reduction, and the
unicortical screws can be replaced by
bicortical screws after IM nailing to
improve overall stability17 (Figure 10).
This technique is not needed for all
proximal tibial fractures, but it offers
another method of providing stability.
This is particularly helpful in open in-
juries in which further soft-tissue dis-
section is not necessary and can be det-
rimental.

Outcomes
Most complications seen with IM nail-
ing of proximal tibial fractures involve
malreduction (greater than 5° in any
plane). The advent of the semiex-
tended technique; angular, stable in-
terlocking screws; and improved im-
plant designs have resulted in average
malreduction rates between 0% and
8.2%.20,31 Nork et al17 evaluated
456 patients with a tibial shaft frac-
ture; 37 had a tibial fracture in the
proximal quarter that was treated with
IM nailing. Postoperative angulation
was less than 5° in any plane for 34 of
the 37 fractures (92%). Two infections
were reported in the 37 patients
treated with IM nailing, with both in-
fections involving open fractures. The
authors concluded that satisfactory ra-

Figure 7 A, Photograph of the proximal tibia. Sectioning demonstrates the
wide metaphyseal region that narrows distally to a well-defined cortical tube.
B, Enface view of the tibial sections arranged in order from proximal to distal
shows the more lateral trajectory a nail will take within the medullary canal of
the tibia. (Reproduced with permission from Buehler KC, Green J, Woll TS,
Duwelius PJ: A technique for intramedullary nailing of proximal third tibia frac-
tures. J Orthop Trauma 1997;11:218-223.)
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diographic alignment and union rates
can be achieved; however, it is neces-
sary to obtain the reduction before in-
serting the nail.

In studies of patients with anterior
knee pain, 78% had sensory deficits in

the distribution area of the infrapatel-
lar nerve.32-34 Even after nail removal,
pain persisted in 7 of 12 patients
(58%). The authors concluded that
the incidence of iatrogenic damage to
the infrapatellar nerve after tibial nail-

ing is high and lasting. In one study,
67% of the patients treated with trans-
tendinous nailing reported anterior
knee pain at the final evaluation,
whereas 71% of the patients treated
with paratendinous nailing reported
anterior knee pain.34 Katsoulis et al21

reported a 56% incidence of anterior
knee pain. Tornetta et al20 compared
postoperative pain in patients treated
with IM nailing in extension and in
hyperflexion. Of the 192 patients
studied, the same number of patients
in each nailing group experienced knee
pain (Table 2). None of these patients
had greater than 5° of angulation in
any plane.

Treatment With a Plate
Proximal tibial fractures can be suc-
cessfully treated with one or multiple
plates. Plates may be locked, unlocked,
placed in an open fashion with clear
reduction of the fracture, or placed us-
ing minimally invasive techniques and
fluoroscopy. Regardless of the type of
plate used or the surgical technique,
the goal is to accurately restore align-
ment and achieve stable fracture fixa-
tion with minimal soft-tissue damage.

Anatomy of the Fracture
Most proximal tibial fractures are
caused by a direct blow to the tibia.
For extra-articular fractures (type A),
the length of the plate used and the
orientation of the fixation will depend
on the amount of comminution at the
fracture site and whether the fracture is
purely metaphyseal or has diaphyseal
extension. The two most common
extra-articular patterns are oblique in
nature, going from anteroinferior to
posterosuperior or inferomedial to su-
perolateral. For the simple articular
(type C1) fracture pattern, intra-
articular involvement is minimal, al-
though all of the proximal tibial con-
dyle is fractured from the remaining
tibia. Bicondylar fractures with greater

Figure 8 A, Intraoperative photograph showing protective cannula place-
ment for semiextended nailing via a small surgical incision. AP (B) and lateral
(C) fluoroscopic images showing the correct starting portal with the semiex-
tended technique. On the lateral view, the knee is flexed 20° to allow proper
access to the correct nail entry site.
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displacement at the level of the joint
(C2 and C3 fractures), as well as
fracture-dislocations, are beyond the
scope of this chapter but are typically
best treated with plating or fine wire
external fixation (Figure 11).

The fracture anatomy and stability
required to maintain fracture align-
ment will dictate the type of plate used
and the location of the plate(s). A lat-
erally based plate is frequently used for
extra-articular fractures and lateral
condyle fractures. Dual plating with a
lateral plate combined with a medial or
a posteromedial plate is more appro-
priate for proximal tibial fractures with
greater intra-articular involvement
and/or comminution of the medial
metaphyseal region. The morphologic
features of the medial condyle play a
critical role in deciding on the type of
plate(s). Laterally based, thick, locking
plates are well suited for stabilizing the
proximal tibia if the medial fracture is
a basic transverse pattern or believed to
be axially stable. The axial stability of
the medial side will take pressure off

the lateral plate. The greater the meta-
physeal comminution is medially, the
more one may lean toward using a me-
dial plate to help support the medial
side. In such cases, a thinner locked or
unlocked plate laterally will diminish
soft-tissue concerns and provide ade-
quate lateral stability unless the frac-
ture has a long diaphyseal extension.
In contrast, if the medial fracture is not
complete, as in the typical fracture-
dislocation pattern with a coronal
plane fracture, a posteromedial plate is
obligatory (Figure 12). This type of
medial injury is observed in almost
one third of bicondylar plateau frac-
tures.35

Surgical Approaches
The approach used for fracture fixa-
tion is equally as important as stabiliz-
ing the fracture itself. A lateral proxi-
mal tibial fracture can be approached
with a vertical incision or an incision
shaped like a lazy S or a hockey stick to
allow appropriate treatment using a
buttress plating technique (Figure 13).

These approaches can be extended dis-
tally to treat diaphyseal extension if a
percutaneous reduction cannot be
achieved. A direct posterior medial ap-
proach between the gastrocnemius and
semimembranous muscles will allow
access to the posterior aspect of the tib-
ial plateau and posterior metaphyseal
area36 (Figure 14). With this ap-
proach, placement of a buttress plate
on the posterior medial cortex will al-
low treatment of the fracture, with
fragment-specific reduction through
placement of a plate at the apex of the
fracture. With any surgical approach
chosen, the need for future surgical in-
cisions over the knee, such as for a total
knee arthroplasty, should be consid-
ered. Vertical incisions are generally
preferred for complex intra-articular
fractures (Figure 15). For extra-
articular fractures, the joint does not
have to be opened, and the incision
should be large enough only to elevate
the anterior compartment sufficiently
to fit the head of the plate.

Figure 9 A, Lateral radiograph of a proximal tibial fracture. The red arrow shows the trajectory of the posterior nail.
The dotted yellow lines show where the shaft will end if the nail trajectory is not changed. B, With the placement of a
blocking screw (black circle) the nail trajectory changes, and the fracture is aligned (dotted yellow lines). C, Lateral radio-
graph of a posteriorly placed blocking screw in the proximal fragment. Note the fracture gap (yellow lines). D, After
placement of the IM nail, the fracture has been reduced (yellow lines).
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Locking Plates
Locked plating offers improved fixa-
tion of fractures prone to collapse on
the opposite side of the plate, as seen
on the medial side of proximal tibial
fractures. The locked screws placed in
the proximal fragment from the lateral
side provide support to the medial side
to aid in preventing varus collapse. In a
retrospective review of 54 patients
treated with locked plating for periar-
ticular fractures of the knee, 94% of
the fractures united, and no varus col-
lapse or screw fixation failure oc-
curred.37

To improve fracture fixation, spe-
cific techniques and tips are helpful
(Table 3). This chapter’s authors rec-
ommend that metaphyseal fixation for

locked plates should use as many large
diameter screws (for example, 5.7 mm)
as the system allows. Using a larger
screw diameter and a large number of

Figure 10 Preoperative AP radiograph (A) and CT scans (B and C) of an interarticular proximal tibial fracture with
diaphyseal extension. Immediate postoperative AP (D) and lateral (E) radiographs after treatment with IM nailing and
mini-open reduction and internal fixation. AP (F) and lateral (G) radiographs taken at the 5-year follow-up examination.

Table 2
Postoperative Knee Pain: Intramedullary Nailing (Semiextended
Technique) Versus Standard Nailing (Hyperflexion)

Pain (0 = none,
3 = severe) Extension Nailing Standard Nailing

0 79% 78%

1 19% 10%

2 2% 8%

3 0% 4%
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screws in the metaphysis provides a
larger area of metaphyseal bone sup-
port. When adding locking screws to a
plate construct in the diaphysis, bicor-
tical screws will increase the construct’s
rigidity.38 The mechanical strength of
the plate-fracture construct with uni-
cortical diaphyseal locking screws is in-
ferior to bicortical fixation, especially
in torsion.37,39,40 However, it is un-
clear how many fixation points are
needed in the diaphysis. Although sta-
ble fixation is needed, a construct that
is too stiff can diminish callus forma-
tion. The working length must be op-
timized for each fracture. If an ana-
tomic reduction is achieved, a stiff
construct may be beneficial. In con-
trast, if a bridge plate technique is
used, leaving several holes open near
the fracture may benefit healing. The
surgeon must determine the goals of
fixation and choose a construct that
meets those criteria.

After metaphyseal reduction has
been obtained, provisional fixation
and a formal radiographic check of the
alignment should be done. Extramed-
ullary guides can be used to confirm
alignment from the knee to the ankle
in proximal tibial fractures. An align-

ment board, a radiopaque board with a
single vertical line down the tibial shaft
and multiple horizontal lines at 90°
angles to the single vertical line, can be
placed on top of the leg to assess
the plateau-to-shaft alignment and
the plateau-to-ankle alignment (Fig-
ure 16). Using the board, starting at
the level of the knee joint down to the
ankle, locking plate fixation can be
performed with confidence that the
alignment of the knee to the ankle is
correct. Although no studies have been
performed comparing final alignment
with and without the use of an align-
ment board, additional intraoperative
tools to verify alignment may provide
the surgeon with more information to
aid in fracture reduction and align-
ment. If such a board is not available,
this chapter’s authors suggest provi-
sional fixation of the plate and obtain-
ing full-length AP and lateral tibial ra-
diographs to confirm alignment.

After alignment is confirmed, an
unlocked screw or large clamp typi-
cally is used to compress the proximal
portion of the plate to the metaphyseal
region, creating friction before the fix-
ation is locked. In younger patients
with good bone quality, the diaphyseal

portion of the fracture can be fixed
with all unlocked screws. In revision
cases or in patients with osteoporotic
bone, a hybrid technique is used. Non-
locking screws are placed within the
locking plate to reduce the fracture/
bone to the plate. The nonlocking
screws can then be replaced by locking
screws. The hybrid system offers the
benefits of using nonlocking screws for
fracture compression and locking
screws for fracture stability. The ex-
pense of locked constructs is substan-
tially higher than for nonlocked con-
structs, with most of the cost
attributed to the price of the locked
screws.41,42

A limitation of locking plates is that
reduction must be maintained before
placing any locked screws. Capturing
smaller fractures or portions of the ar-
ticular surface, especially the posterior
medial proximal tibial fracture frag-
ment, is not predictable with laterally
placed locking plate systems.41,43-45

Nonlocking Plates
Nonlocking plates rely on friction gen-
erated by the compression force be-
tween the head of the screw and plate
for fracture fixation. These types of

Figure 11 This chapter’s authors treatment algorithm for the fixation of proximal tibial fractures. ORIF = open reduc-
tion and internal fixation.
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Figure 12 Example of bicondylar tibial plateau fracture treated with dual plating. AP radiograph (A) and CT scans
(B and C) of a bicondylar tibial plateau fracture treated initially with a spanning external fixator. AP (D) and lateral (E)
postoperative radiographs after the fracture was treated with condylar plate fixation

Figure 13 Clinical photographs of the leg after healing of a proximal tibial fracture treated with a mini-open approach
(A) and the lazy S approach (B).
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constructs fail because of the loss of
force at the screw-plate interface and
have limited ability to provide axial
stability (the bone fracture fragment
and screw move as a single unit and be-
come displaced). Because of their de-
sign, fracture fixation using only non-
locking plates has limited use in extra-
articular proximal tibial fractures. For
unstable proximal tibial fractures, both
medial and lateral column plates

should be used because a single lateral
plate will lead to varus collapse. In rare
instances of a very stable medial exten-
sion, a single unlocked lateral plate will
suffice.

Nonlocking fixation can be aug-
mented with external fixation. The ad-
dition of an external fixator can help
prevent fracture malalignment and
provide time for soft-tissue healing. A
low malunion rate and a 5% deep in-

fection rate have been reported in
treating medial and lateral proximal
tibial fractures with a medial external
fixator and a 4.5-mm, contoured, dy-
namic compression plate placed later-
ally.46,47

Percutaneous Plating
The fracture pattern, the need for sta-
bility, the condition of the soft-tissue
sleeve, and the judgment of the treat-

Figure 14 A, Intraoperative photograph of the location of the posterior medial plate on completion of the posterior
proximal approach to the medial fracture. Wire and a provisional fixation pin are used to temporarily hold the plate in
place. Intraoperative fluoroscopic images of the location of the clamp before (B) and after (C) reduction. D, AP view of
the periarticular reduction clamp.
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ing surgeon regarding his or her ability
to reduce the fracture percutaneously
should be considered when choosing
percutaneous fixation versus an open
approach.48 Percutaneous placement
and locked fixation are not synony-
mous. Any plate may be placed with
minimally invasive techniques. The
decision to open the fracture is based
on the ability to reduce it closed or
with percutaneous clamps, external
distractors, and plating as well as the
desired type of fixation (anatomic with
compression versus bridge plating).

The Less Invasive Stabilization Sys-
tem (LISS; Synthes, Paoli, PA) was the
first implant used in percutaneous
treatment of proximal tibial fractures.
It is a precontoured lateral implant
placed in a submuscular manner. The
reported advantages of the LISS sys-
tem, and percutaneous plating in gen-
eral, are a smaller incision and less
muscle dissection.49,50

Studies of percutaneous plating
have reported that malalignment oc-
curs in 10% of patients, submuscular
fixation of the tibia does not cause a
substantial rise in leg compartment

pressures, and the incidence of com-
partment syndrome is not in-
creased.50,51 Ricci et al52 confirmed
that percutaneous plating can be used
to successfully treat complex proximal
tibial fractures without the need for
additional medial stabilization. How-
ever, because the plate is placed with-
out direct surgical visualization of its
entire length, the superficial peroneal
nerve is at substantial risk for injury
during lateral percutaneous screw
placement.53 When the plate is in the
region of the neurovascular structures,
a small 1- to 2-cm incision should be
made, and the anterior compartment
should be retracted posteriorly to ex-
pose the plate for safe screw place-
ment.

Complications
Infection, malunion, nonunion, and
painful hardware necessitating removal
are possible complications of plating.
Postoperative infection rates range
from 1.6% with lateral fixation only to
8.4% with dual plating.54 The infec-
tion rate for percutaneous plating
ranges from 0% to 6%.51,53-57 Even

with open visualization and reduction
of a proximal tibial fracture, malreduc-
tion can occur. The rate of initial loss
of fracture reduction using percutane-
ous plating ranges from 0% to
4%.51,53-57 Phisitkul et al58 reported
on 37 proximal tibial fractures treated
with plate fixation. Complications in-
cluded eight deep wound infections
(22%), eight fracture malalignments
(22%), and three fractures with loss of
reduction (8%). Fractures treated ini-
tially with an external fixator followed
by plating had a 5% deep wound in-
fection rate and 4% nonunion rate.56

Cole et al49 reported a 5% incidence of
hardware removal after plate fixation.

Outcomes
Lindvall et al59 reported on 29 patients
with proximal tibial fractures treated
with IM nailing and 42 treated with
plating. There was no statistical differ-
ence in the final union rate after any
additional procedures, with 96%
union in the IM nailing group and
97% in the plate group. Apex anterior
malreduction was the most prevent-
able form of malreduction in both

Figure 14 (continued) E, Lateral view of the periarticular reduction clamp. F, Lateral radiograph showing the final
location of the plate on the posterior medial aspect of the tibia.
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groups (36% in the IM nailing group
and 15% in the plate group). The rate
of implant removal was three times
greater in the plating group, and addi-
tional surgical techniques were used
during reduction in the IM nailing
group. The interval change from im-
mediate postoperative radiographs to
healed radiographs was substantially
different between the groups.

Treatment choice also influences
the time to weight bearing. Studies of
IM nailing reported commencement

of full weight bearing 0 to 16 weeks af-
ter surgery. For fractures treated with
plating, full weight bearing began 6 to
13 weeks after surgery.15,49,60

Future Directions
A prospective multicenter study is cur-
rently in progress to evaluate plating or
nailing of proximal tibial fractures.
The Intramedullary Nails Versus
Plate Fixation Re-Evaluation study
(IMPRESS) is a randomized con-
trolled trial in which patients with a

fracture of the proximal metaphysis of
the tibia will be surgically managed
with one of two strategies. The first
strategy involves fracture fixation with
a reamed, interlocking IM nail. The
second strategy involves open reduc-
tion and internal fixation of the frac-
ture with a locking periarticular plate.
The hypothesis of the study is that
there will be no difference in the two
groups with respect to primary and
secondary outcome measures. It is
hoped that the results from this study

Figure 15 AP (A) and lateral (B) radiographs of a proximal tibial intra-articular fracture with diaphyseal extension.
C, Intraoperative fluoroscopic view of the temporary reduction of the proximal fracture using wires and clamps. The frac-
ture was approached via a single middle incision. Postoperative AP (D) and lateral (E) radiographs. Note the staple line
going down the midline of the knee and the limited extent of the incision that stops just distal to the proximal portion of
the plate. The distal end of the plate is placed with elevation of the anterior compartment.
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will further clarify and advance the
treatment of proximal tibial fractures.

Summary
Plates provide excellent fixation of
intra-articular extension fractures and
are most useful when the soft-tissue
environment is amenable to dissection
in the area of the proximal tibia. IM
nailing provides added stability
through diaphyseal extension, but it
requires special techniques and an un-
derstanding of the nail’s relationship to
medullary canal mechanics. Direct in-

cisions in the area of the proximal tibia
are avoided, and the soft-tissue sleeve is
respected. Hybrid constructs of both
minimal plating and IM nailing are vi-
able options. The optimal method of
treating a proximal tibial fracture is the
method that best balances soft-tissue
management and fracture reduction
and alignment.
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