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Management of Supracondylar Humeral Fracture in Children

Manejo da fratura supracondiliana do umero em criancas
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Abstract Supracondylar humeral fracture represents ~ 3 to 15% of all fractures in children. It is the
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fracture that most requires surgical treatment in the pediatric population. Advances in
treatment and care have contributed to a reduction in the most dramatic complication:
Volkmann ischemic contracture. Nevertheless, the risks inherent to the fracture remain.
Absence of palpable pulse in type-lll fractures is reported in up to 20% of the cases. Careful
sensory, motor, and vascular evaluation of the affected limb is crucial in determining the
urgency of treatment. Older children, male patients, floating elbow, and neurovascular injury
are risk factors for compartment syndrome. Medial comminution can lead to varus malunion,
even in apparently innocent cases. The recommended treatment of displaced fractures is
closed reduction and percutaneous pinning. Technical errors in pin placement are the main
cause of loss of reduction. There is enough evidence for the addition of a third lateral or
medial Kirschner wire in unstable fractures (types Ill and V). Medial comminution may lead to
cubitus varus even in mild displaced fractures. Based on current concepts, a flowchart for the
treatment of supracondylar humeral fracture in children is suggested by the authors.

A fratura supracondiliana do Gmero representa cerca de 3 a 15% de todas as fraturas na
crianga, sendo a que mais requer tratamento cirdrgico na populacao pediatrica. Apesar de os
avancos no tratamento e na assisténcia terem contribuido para uma reducdo drastica da
complicacdo mais temida, a contratura isquémica de Volkmann, os riscos inerentes a fratura
permanecem. Auséncia de pulso palpavel em fraturas tipo Ill é reportada em até 20% dos
casos. Uma cuidadosa avaliacao sensitiva, motora e vascular do membro acometido é
fundamental na determinacdo da urgéncia do tratamento. Criancas mais velhas, sexo
masculino, cotovelo flutuante e lesdo neurovascular sdo fatores de risco para a sindrome de
compartimento. A cominuicao medial pode levar a consolida¢do em varo, mesmo nos casos
aparentemente inocentes. O método de escolha para o tratamento da fratura desviada é a
reducdo fechada e fixagdo percutanea. Os erros na fixagdo e posicionamento inadequado
dos implantes sdo as principais causas de perda de reducao. Ja existem evidéncias suficientes
para a utilizacdo de um terceiro fio de Kirschner, lateral ou medial, nas fraturas instéveis (tipo
[l e 1IV). Baseado nos conceitos atuais, um fluxograma para o tratamento da fratura
supracondiliana do tmero na crianga é sugerido pelos autores.
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Management of Supracondylar Humeral Fracture in Children

Introduction

Among the traumatic injuries of the immature skeleton, supra-
condylar humeral fracture [SHF] stands out not only for its high
frequency, but also for the risks that accompany it. Advances in
treatment and care have contributed to better results and
drastically reduced the most feared complication: Volkmann
ischemic contracture.'™* But the risks inherent to the fracture
remain, as well as the justified apprehension of surgeons who
routinely deal with this injury.

Most common in patients between 3 and 10 years of age,
SHF has its peak incidence at 6 years of age."**~” It represents
about 3 to 15% of all fractures in children, reaching 70%
between those in the elbow. With an estimated incidence of
1.7 per 1,000 individuals, it is the fracture that most requires
surgical treatment in the pediatric population.*3-12

The most frequent trauma mechanism is falling on the
palm of the hand, causing the elbow hyperextension. Thus,
the olecranon acts as a posterior fulcrum in the humerus,
resulting in an extension-type fracture, responsible for 97 to
98% of cases.'** The rarest flexion-type fracture is caused by
posterior trauma to the flexed elbow, resulting in anterior
displacement of the distal fragment.*

Classification

Gartland divided the fractures into three types: no displace-
ment, moderate displacement, and severe displacement.>'3
Later, Wilkins modified the classification to include the
concept of posterior cortical contact.>'* It is the most used
classification, with high intraobserver and interobserver
agreement (~Figure 1).)3

Type I: nondisplaced or minimally displaced (< 2 mm). The
intact periosteum around its entire circumference maintains
stability.> The fracture line may not be visible on the initial
radiograph, with the fat pad sign being the only evidence of the
injury. In this case, the periosteal reaction that usually
appears after the second week confirms the clinical suspicion.

Type II: displaced fracture, maintaining posterior cortical
contact with a preserved hinge. In lateral radiography, the
anterior humeral line does not pass through the middle third
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of the capitellum. It is the type with the greatest disagreement
between the authors, with some considering that any devia-
tion from the coronal plane would be sufficient to classify it as
type II."* However, the integrity of the posterior cortical
hinge maintains some stability even in the presence of some
rotation or comminution. The alternative suggested by
Wilkins is the subdivision into II A (displacement only in
extension) and I B (anteroposterior radiography[AP] showing
rotational or angular deviation, but with posterior cortical
contact preserved in the lateral radiography). The differenti-
ation in subtypes II A and II B is valid because it helps to
identify stable fractures with displacement only in extension
and that could be subjected to an initial attempt at non-
surgical treatment. Fractures with rotational or angular devi-
ation tend to be more unstable and prone to loss of reduction
when not fixed (~Figure 2).”'>"'7 A potential pitfall is to
underestimate the fracture with mild displacement, but with
comminution of the medial column, as its collapse can lead to
varus malalignment, even in apparently innocent cases.'*

Type III: displaced fracture without meaningful cortical
contact, with a higher risk of neurovascular injuries and
interposition of soft tissues.>'" They are unstable fractures
and generally difficult to reduce. However, the partially
preserved posterior periosteum helps to reduce and stabi-
lize the fracture when the elbow is flexed, facilitating
fixation.*

Type IV: multidirectional instability, the periosteum ruptured
in all its circumference makes the fracture extremely unsta-
ble."-'® Described by Leitch et al,'® this injury can be confirmed
during the reduction attempt under fluoroscopy, when the
fracture is unstable both in flexion and in extension.>'°

Treatment

The treatment of type-I fracture is non-surgical: immobili-
zation of the elbow with posterior axillary-palmar splint in
flexion from 60 to 80° for 3 weeks.'® Radiographic control
around 7 days is essential for the early detection of any
displacement.*

Some studies suggest that stable fractures with displace-
ment only in extension (type Il A) can be treated initially with

Classification

Type | Nondisplaced or minimally displaced
Extension displacement, posterior cortical contact with intact posterior hinge
Type Il lI-A: no displacement in the coronal plane
II-B: rotational displacement or angulation in the coronal plane.
Type Il Complete displacement, no meaningful cortical contact.
Type IV Multidirectional instability, incompetent periosteal hinge circumferentially defined by

instability in both flexion and extension during the reduction attempt under fluoroscopy.

Fig. 1 Modified Gartland classification, including type-IV and type-Il B fractures.
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Fig.2 Examples of type-ll fractures. (A) Type-Il A fracture, displacement only in extension. (B) Fracture with extension, rotation and angulation,

type-lIB. (C) Fracture with medial comminution, type-lIB.

closed reduction, immobilization, and strict monitoring to
identify loss of reduction.' "7 However, according to the
American Academy of Orthopedic Surgeons guideline, the
method of choice for the treatment of displaced SHF is closed

reduction and percutaneous fixation.>'%2? Fracture in which
the anterior humeral line does not pass through the capitel-
lum, or any fracture with coronal translation, rotation or
angulation, must be reduced and fixed."*’

Rev Bras Ortop  Vol. 57 No. 1/2022 © 2020. Sociedade Brasileira de Ortopedia e Traumatologia. All rights reserved.
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Physical examination helps in determining the urgency of
surgical treatment.' 2122 It is essential that a careful senso-
ry, motor and vascular evaluation of the affected limb be
carried out."*” Marked edema, presence of volar ecchymo-
sis, and skin tension in the cubital region are signs of severity,
indicate greater soft tissue injury and increased risk of
associated neurovascular injury (~Figure 3).*"

The limb must be immobilized with a well-padded splint
in flexion between 30 and 40° until it can be subjected to
definitive treatment.”*’ In extreme cases, with gross devia-
tion or without a palpable pulse, a partial fracture reduction
with an elbow flexion maneuver up to 40° and light traction
can improve perfusion and relieve the tension in the soft
tissues.* The forced reduction attempt in the emergency
room, with immobilization of the elbow in flexion greater
than 80°, is contraindicated due to the risk of compartment
syndrome.* In case of severe displacement, the patient must
be kept under observation in the hospital until the surgical
treatment.’

There is no consensus on the time limit that a closed fracture
with a palpable pulse could wait.>> Several studies show that

Poggiali et al.

postponing surgical treatment for up to 24 hours, in some
series, does not imply a higher incidence of complications, the
need for open reduction, or unsatisfactory results.!#7-24-26
However, these clinical studies are subject to selection bias,
since the most severe cases tend to be addressed early.*»® The
decision must be individualized and treatment carried out as
early as possible, with special attention to signs of severity and
neurovascular status.*1"21-26

Fixation Methods

Percutaneous pin fixation can be done with two or three pins,
lateral or crossed."?%?7 The lateral entry pins must be diver-
gent, seeking maximum spacing in the fracture site and
fixation of both the lateral and medial columns.*?8 They can
be parallel, but never convergent, they must not cross at the
fracture site, and bicortical fixation with two pins or more is
fundamental."®727 In general, two lateral Kirschner wires are
sufficient for type-II fractures; however, there is already
sufficient evidence to indicate three wires for type-IIl
fractures.*®-27-29-32 The addition of a third Kirschner wire is
related to a lower risk of fixation failure and the need for

Fig. 3 Examples of type-lll fractures and signs of severity, indicating greater soft-tissue injury and increased risk of associated neurovascular
injuries. (A) Type-lll fracture fixed with 3 diverging lateral pins. (B) Fracture with major displacement, severe edema, and gross deformity. (C) The
proximal fragment penetrates the brachialis muscle and the anterior fascia of the elbow puckering the skin (pucker sign). (D) Kirmisson signal,

transverse volar ecchymosis in the elbow flexion crease.
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surgical revision.®3'32 More stability is ensured by 2.0-mm
wires, which should be considered for larger patients.*7-3033

Although some biomechanical studies suggest that cross
fixation may be more stable than just two lateral pins,
clinical studies show that fixation only by lateral entry
pins is sufficient in most cases, and that the routine use of
the medial pin should be avoided due to the risk of iatrogenic
injury to the ulnar nerve.7-20:2334-40 ¢ 5 estimated that
ulnar neurapraxia occurs in 1 out of 28 patients, about 4% of
cases, when cross fixation is performed.*?%4142 However,
some more unstable fractures, with an oblique or commi-
nuted characteristic, may require a medial entry pin to
achieve adequate stabilization after fixation with two or
three lateral pins.30-323%43.44 |n this case, some precautions
reduce the risk of injury: extend the elbow up to at least 80°
to relax the ulnar nerve, which may subluxate anteriorly
during flexion, or perform small access for direct visualiza-
tion of the medial entry point.*313444

Open Reduction

Open reduction is indicated in cases of failed closed reduc-
tion, open fractures or when there is a decrease in perfusion
after reduction.”* The anterior approach allows the release
of interposed structures, usually volar, with direct visualiza-
tion of the brachial artery and median nerve, being the most
recommended approach.*”# Lateral approach is also de-
scribed with good results.* The posterior approach presents
the following disadvantages: risk of avascular necrosis of the
trochlea; increased instability with the opening of the pos-
terior periosteum; and higher incidence of stiffness.*

Type-IV Fracture

The fracture with multidirectional instability offers greater
difficulty in reduction, but does not necessarily require an open
reduction.'®*3 The joystick technique described by Novais
et al'® consists of manipulation with insertion of a 2.0-mm
lateral Kirschner wire only in the distal fragment, through the
capitellum and pointing to the center of the fracture site. The
fluoroscopy unit must be positioned parallel to the operating
table to allow rotation of the C-arm and alternate between the
AP and lateral views without interfering with the elbow
position. The assistant corrects the rotation of the proximal
fragment until obtaining a true lateral image of the humerus
and maintains this position throughout the procedure. Then,
the surgeon manipulates the distal fragment with the aid of an
already inserted pin to correct rotation, translation, and angu-
lation. After obtaining the proper alignment, the pin is
progressed to the proximal fragment and the fracture is stabi-
lized with two more lateral Kirschner wires diverging from the
first. Despite the technical difficulty, prolonged surgical time,
greater incidence of open reduction and greater need for
medial pin for adequate stabilization, satisfactory results can
be obtained in type-IV fractures. (~Figure 4).'%1943

Flexion Fracture

Although the Gartland classification has been described for
extension fractures, it is also applied for flexion fractures.?°
The treatment follows the logic described above: fracture
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without displacement must be treated conservatively and
displaced fracture must be reduced and fixed* Some
authors suggest an attempt to reduce type-Il fractures
with immobilization in elbow extension.'* However, the
tolerance for displacements should be low. The surgeon
must be aware of the greater incidence of nerve damage and
the need for open reduction in these fractures.'241:46:47
Irreducible fractures can be addressed anteromedially, me-
dially, or posteriorly, preserving the intact anterior perios-
teum and allowing direct visualization of the ulnar
nerve.*46

Complications

Postoperative loss of reduction

Loss of reduction occurs in about 4% of cases and its main
cause is inadequate fixation.*®27-?8 pins too close together,
converging or crossing at the fracture site, make osteosyn-
thesis unstable.?® Another potential error is not being able
to fix with at least two bicortical pins. This usually occurs
when one of the pins is intramedullary in the proximal
fragment or passing through the fracture site.%?” If there is
doubt about the proper positioning of the implants or the
stability of the fixation, the insertion of a third or even a
fourth pin increases the chance of success.*?7-2°3? One
factor to be considered is the inadequate reduction: the
rotation decreases the support of the lateral and medial
columns in the distal fragment and predisposes the angular
displacement.*?°3! Radiographic control around 7 days is
essential to identify possible loss of reduction.*® In the first
2 weeks, manipulation with closed reduction may be
possible.4

Neurological Injury

Neurological deficit is found in about 11% of displaced
fractures.*’*° Documenting preoperative sensory and motor
status is essential: the presence of the deficit indicates
greater severity and risk of associated vascular injury, and
helps to differentiate the traumatic preoperative injury from
the iatrogenic one.'’->0

Historically, radial nerve deficit has been described as the
most common.”' However, studies show that isolated
neurapraxia of the anterior interosseous nerve (AIN) is the
most frequent type of injury in extension fractures, with an
occurrence rate of about 34%."7 144! As it is an exclusively
motor branch of the median nerve, the diagnosis is less
evident. Together, complete or isolated AIN lesions of the
median nerve account for about 60% of neurapraxias.*® In
flexion fractures, however, the ulnar nerve is the most affected
one, representing more than 90% of neurapraxies.”*’

The prognosis of nerve injury associated with SHF is
generally good, with complete recovery in most patients.”’
The average time to resolve the deficit is just over 2
months, with 60% of the cases showing improvement by
the 3™ month, and more than 90% with full restoration of
the function.’*®>2 Thus, surgical exploration is not rou-
tinely recommended in cases of isolated neurapraxic
lesion,’#49
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Fig.4 (A) Type-IV fracture, multidirectional instability confirmed during the reduction attempt under fluoroscopy. (B) Type-IV fracture reduced

and fixed using the joystick technique.

Vascular Injury
Absence of a palpable pulse in the initial presentation is
reported in 1 to 15% of cases, reaching 20% in displaced
fractures in some series.'**#-2 There is a risk of incarceration
of the neurovascular bundle between the fracture fragments,
injury of the intima with the formation of a late thrombus,
partial laceration, pseudoaneurysm or even full brachial artery
transection and compartment syndrome.® However, a non-
palpable radial pulse, despite indicating the urgency of treat-
ment, does not necessarily means tissue ischemia. The vessels
may be compressed by the edema of the adjacent soft tissues,
showing spasm or even incarcerated at the site of the fracture,
but with an adequate collateral flow and enough distal perfu-
sion. Vascular reconstruction is rarely necessary.*®

Two situations need to be differentiated: absence of a
palpable radial pulse with a perfused, pink and warm hand;
absence of radial pulse with decreased distal perfusion, pale
and cold hand."®%? The first is an urgency, requires special
attention and priority in treatment. The second is an emer-
gency that requires an immediate approach.* Under no
circumstances we should wait for a vascular study to be

Rev Bras Ortop

performed with angiography or doppler. Closed reduction
with percutaneous fixation is the first approach.®>>0 If the
patient remains without a pulse after anatomical reduction
and fracture stabilization, but with a well-perfused, pink and
warm hand, the patient is kept under strict observation until
the pulse is palpable.?? Arterial flow assessment with dopp-
ler is indicated and hospital discharge postponed for at least
24 hours. Vascular exploration should be performed if per-
fusion worsens during this period.?

If the hand presents with decreased perfusion, pale and cold
after closed reduction and fixation, pin removal, open reduc-
tion and vascular exploration are indicated.*? Due to the
possibility of arterial spasm, a tolerance of 10 to 15 minutes
is allowed with the limb heated and the elbow partially
extended before starting vascular exploration.* In the absence
of reperfusion, the approach must be immediate. In this case, it
is prudent to request the presence of a vascular surgeon or
microsurgeon for possible arterial reconstruction.®

Anterior transverse approach is recommended; it can be
extended to distal or proximal, and it allows direct explora-
tion of the neurovascular bundle and reconstruction of the

Vol. 57 No. 1/2022 © 2020. Sociedade Brasileira de Ortopedia e Traumatologia. All rights reserved.
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brachial artery when necessary.* In the absence of lacera-
tion or transection, warming the limb and applying papav-
erine or topical lidocaine can help to decrease the arterial
spasm.* Strict monitoring, due to the risk of compartment
syndrome, is mandatory.” Although there is no consensus on
the indication of prophylactic decompressive fasciotomy of
the forearm, this should be considered if the ischemia time
exceeds 6 hours.*

Compartment Syndrome

Compartment syndrome, although increasingly rare, with
an incidence of around 0.1 to 0.5%, is the most devastating
complication of SHF."**?? The improvement of assistance,
with greater attention to immobilization techniques and
surgical treatment of displaced fractures, contributes to
the reduction of this complication;>* however, the risk
remains. High index of suspicion and early approach are

Poggiali et al.

mandatory and can contribute to satisfactory results
even in the most severe cases. Immobilization should
never be flexed above 80°, and cylindrical casts should
be avoided, giving preference to well-padded posterior
splints.? Risk factors are: older children, male, ipsilateral
fracture of the forearm (floating elbow) and neurovascular
injury.2°? Deficit of the median nerve requires even more
attention, as the change in painful sensitivity can mask the
condition.!*14

Articular Stiffness

Limitation of range of motion (ROM) in the recent postoper-
ative period is common; however, most patients evolve with
complete improvement.?’ Kirschner wires must be removed
between 3 and 4 weeks, enough time for consolidation,
avoiding immobilization beyond this period. Active exercises
are recommended to ROM gain, and physical therapy is rarely

( Supracondylar Humeral Fracture in Children )
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Fig. 5 Flowchart for the treatment of supracondylar fracture of the humerus in children.
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indicated.® The main factors associated with joint stiffness
are significant soft tissue injury, open reduction (especially
when posterior access is used), prolonged immobilization
and older patients.>*>°

Malunion

Physeal injury (secondary to trauma or surgery) is an un-
likely cause of late deformity. Malunion is a consequence of
poorly reduced fracture or failure of fixation. In general,
fracture with posteromedial displacement generates varus
deformity and fracture with posterolateral displacement
leads to valgus deformity. Cubitus varus is described as a
more frequent complication than cubitus valgus.'>>® This
can be explained not only by the higher incidence of fracture
with posteromedial displacement, but also by the fact that
varus deformity is more evident, while an increase in valgus
can be neglected.

The radiographic measurement of the angle between the
capitellum physeal line and the axis of the humeral diaphy-
sis, as described by Baumann, helps to identify angular
displacement and prevent malunion.*>’ The evaluation
must be comparative with the contralateral elbow, but, in
general, avalue above 80° suggests varus malalignment.4 The
criteria described by Flynn58 for outcome assessment are
based on the elbow ROM (flexion-extension) and the carry-
ing angle. The author defined as a poor outcome a loss greater
than 15° in any of these two factors when compared to the
contralateral elbow.>®

In a study with a mean follow-up of 6.6 years, Moraleda
et al°® found 36.9% of unsatisfactory outcome in 46 patients
with type-II fracture, who were treated conservatively with
immobilization only. Although a good functional result was
reported in most cases, non-reduced type-Il fractures
evolved with hyperextension deformity, flexion limitation,
and cubitus varus in a significant number of patients.>®

Although cubitus varus has been considered a mainly
aesthetic complication, other consequences of malunion
are described: increased risk of lateral condyle fracture,
posterolateral rotatory instability, pain and tardy ulnar nerve
palsy.*7°%60 varus deformity medially displaces the me-
chanical axis, the olecranon and the triceps traction vector.
Repetitive torque in the elbow leads to chronic stretching and
consequent insufficiency of the lateral collateral ligament,
resulting in posterolateral rotatory instability.”® Dislocation
of the medial portion of the triceps during elbow flexion
pulls the ulnar nerve anteromedially and can lead to fric-
tional ulnar neuropathy or dynamic compression of the
triceps against the epicondyle.*%° Correcting cubitus varus
in children can prevent long-term sequelae, and the belief
that it is only a cosmetic deformity should be reconsidered.

Final Considerations

Careful physical examination is essential in the initial evalua-
tion, with special attention to signs of severity and risk factors
for compartment syndrome. The absence of a palpable radial
pulse requires urgency and strict observation, whereas de-
creased perfusion requires an immediate approach. Anatomi-
cal reduction and maximum spacing between the pins at the

Rev Bras Ortop
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fracture site should be sought to avoid fixation failure, with the
use of three pins being recommended for types Il and IV
fractures. According to the concepts presented, we suggest a
flow chart for the treatment of supracondylar fracture of the
humerus in children (~Figure 5).
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