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Background

For many years, there was a (mis)belief among trauma surgeons that the nonunion rate of

nonoperatively treated clavicular fractures was extremely rare, with a frequency of 1-3% (1).

Treatment and patient counseling were based on the motto: “A clavicle fracture heals with,

without or instead of medical treatment.” However, many studies have shown that the

nonunion rate of the clavicle in adults undergoing nonoperative treatment is significantly

higher, around 5-15%, than previously assumed (2). The treatment of clavicular nonunion is

technically demanding and a socioeconomically burdensome factor.
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Aim of the Review

The aim of this review article is to summarize the current causes associated with an increased

risk of nonunion of midshaft clavicle fractures and to provide a clear overview of the

currently available treatment options.

Definition

The conditions under which a non-healing clavicular fracture is termed nonunion are not

consistently defined in the literature. Traditionally, periods ranging from 16 weeks to 6

months have been defined. Robinson (3) defined radiological evidence of bridging callus in

X-rays, as well as pain relief and stability at the fracture gap under load, as definite signs of

bone consolidation in his epidemiological study. If these defined clinical and radiological

signs were not present after a period of 24 weeks, it was considered a sign of nonunion (3).

Recently, a much more pragmatic definition has been established, which considers nonunion

to be present when the treating trauma surgeon determines that the fracture has no potential

for healing without further intervention (4). This definition accounts for the individual and

sometimes therapy-dependent time span in which bone healing can be expected.

Under nonoperative treatment of a clavicular fracture, a lack of healing can be reliably

predicted both clinically and radiologically after just a few weeks, while after stable

osteosynthesis without radiological signs of implant loosening, bony consolidation can take

12 to 18 months (5, 6).

Epidemiology

Nonunion after Nonoperative Treatment

Rowe (1) reported in 1968 a nonunion rate of less than 1% under conservative treatment. The

majority of patients in this case series were children, in whom clavicular nonunion is an

absolute rarity (7). Hill (8) found nonunion after midclavicular fracture in 15% of his patients

and described a significant correlation with an initial shortening of more than 2 cm. In a

detailed prospective study from January 1997 to March 2001 on 868 adult patients, a

cumulative nonunion rate of 62% was found after a period of 24 months (3). In two more
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recent systematic reviews (9, 10), nonunion rates of 15-24% were found for the central

clavicle after conservative treatment.

Nonunion after Surgical Treatment

Nonunion after surgical treatment occurs significantly less frequently than under nonoperative

therapy. In a recent meta-analysis, 497 surgically treated and 457 conservatively treated

fractures from 11 prospective randomized studies were included. The operated cases showed a

nonunion rate of 1.4%, while a nonunion rate of 14% was found in the non-operatively treated

group (9). The nonunion rate under conservative therapy is 10 times higher than after surgical

treatment.

Risk Factors (Tab. 1)

Table 1: Risk Factors for Clavicle Nonunion

Fracture Morphology

Displacement

Age

Sex

High-Energy-Trauma

Refracture

Smoking

Risk Factor Displacement

Studies by various groups have shown that the degree of primary displacement affects the

development of nonunion. In Jupiter’s patient cohort (11), the degree of displacement was the

only significant prognostic factor. Wick (12) showed that over 90% of patients with delayed

healing or nonunion had an initial shortening of more than 2 cm.

Risk Factor Fracture Morphology

Several studies have shown that multifragmentary fractures of the clavicle are associated with

a significantly higher risk of nonunion than simple fractures (2, 3, 5, 13).
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Risk Factor Sex

Women have a relatively higher risk of developing nonunion after a clavicular fracture than

men (2, 3, 13, 14). In absolute numbers, nonunion is more frequently observed in men, as they

also suffer fractures more often.

The “Brinker´s Table” (Tab. 2)

Table 2: Nonunion Rate under nonoperative Treatment

Age
(years)

Fracture Morpholpgy

simple
non-displaced

simple
displaced

comminuted
non-displaced

comminuted
displaced

♀︎ ♂︎ ♀︎ ♂︎ ♀︎ ♂︎ ♀︎ ♂︎

25 3 % < 1 % 19 % 8 % 7 % 3 % 33 % 20 %

35 4 % < 1 % 20 % 11 % 8 % 4 % 35 % 21 %

45 5 % 1 % 25 % 14 % 10 % 5 % 37 % 25 %

55 6 % 2 % 28 % 18 % 12 % 6 % 42 % 29 %

65 7 % 3 % 33 % 20 % 18 % 7 % 47 % 33 %

In a prospective study by Robinson (3), fractures were further differentiated to identify risk

factors for the development of nonunion. These data were further analyzed by the Brinker

group (15), resulting in the so-called “Brinker Table,” where the risk of nonunion under

conservative treatment is differentiated by fracture displacement, fracture form

(simple/multifragmentary), age, and gender of the patients. A clavicular fracture is considered

displaced when the two main fragments no longer have cortical contact in both X-ray planes

or the axis has an angulation of more than 30° (15). The results are presented in Table 2.

Risk Factor Impact of Trauma

Many studies have found that nonunion rate is higher in high-energy accidents than in simple

falls (16) . This observation can be explained by the fact that high-energy accidents more
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frequently cause displaced and multifragmentary fractures, which then have an increased risk

of nonunion.

Risk Factor Refracture

In some patient cohorts, refracture after a previously healed clavicular fracture was identified

as a risk factor. Wilkins (17) found seven patients with clavicular nonunion among 31

patients who had previously sustained a clavicular fracture between 3 months and 11 years

before the current fracture. Clavicle refractures are mainly observed after plate removal (18,

19). The frequency is reported in the literature as 5-6% (18, 19).

Other Risk Factors

Other general risk factors for the development of nonunion include nicotine abuse and obesity,

typical age-related comorbidities such as diabetes mellitus, or the use of NSAIDs (5, 14, 20,

21). Premature mechanical loading, a lateral clavicle fragment larger than 3 centimeters, and a

delay before surgery can also increase the risk of fracture healing failure (21).

Diagnostics

The diagnosis of clavicular nonunion is based on the patient’s history, clinical examination,

and imaging diagnostics.

Leading Symptom Pain

The leading symptom is pain, which is reported by approximately 75% of patients with

clavicular nonunion (4). Typically, patients complain of pain when moving the arm in the

shoulder joint, radiating into the arm, hand, or/and neck. Some patients describe audible and

palpable “crackling” and “rubbing phenomena” or persistent instability over the fracture (4).

Clinical Findings

Malposition and Instability

In clinical examination, typical malposition can often be observed in atrophic nonunion of the

clavicular shaft: the contours of the shoulder girdle appear asymmetrical. The affected

shoulder is lower and rotated medially. The medial main fragment is prominently palpable

under the skin. Palpably, the instability of the main fragments during shoulder movements is

noticeable.
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In hypertrophic nonunion, the malposition appears generally more discreet. Here, pain is the

main symptom, and instability and malposition are less pronounced. At the level of the

nonunion, there is a visible and often tender callus bulge under the skin.

Neurological Deficits and Vascular Damage

Neurological symptoms are found in about 6%-52% of patients with clavicular nonunion (22-

24). Excessive connective tissue callus masses at the lower edge of the clavicle seem

responsible for this, narrowing the space under the clavicle and the first rib, possibly

provoking a “thoracic outlet syndrome.” Secondary vascular problems, primarily in the form

of thrombosis of the subclavian vein, can also be caused by hypertrophic connective tissue

masses (25).

Restricted Mobility

In some patients with clavicular nonunion, painful restriction of movement in the affected

shoulder girdle can be detected. Usually, abduction and anteversion, as well as external

rotation of the arm, are affected (26).

X-ray Findings

To confirm the diagnosis, an initial X-ray of the clavicle in standard planes is performed. In

the classic case of atrophic nonunion, the displaced main fragments show no callus formation.

Hypertrophic nonunion is characterized by an excessive callus bulge. In individual cases, it

can be challenging to recognize nonunion as such in conventional X-rays. Especially in

hypertrophic nonunion, the nonunion gap can be irregular, so it is overlaid by callus masses.

In these cases, a CT scan of the clavicle should be ordered to confirm the diagnosis (16).

Classification of Clavicle Nonunion (Tab. 3)

Table 3: Classification

vital avital

X-Ray hypertrophic oligotrophic atrophic

Problem mechanical biological



- 89 -

Causes

instability at the fracture gap decreased vascularization

implant too weak infection

implant loosening congenital

Descriptive Classification

In the clavicle, as in any other bone, nonunion is distinguished based on the

radiomorphological appearance as hypotrophic, oligotrophic, and hypertrophic nonunion (16).

Hypotrophic nonunion always indicates a biological problem. The bone is unable to form

callus (16). The hypertrophic and oligotrophic nonunion within the first year after the accident

is an expression of a purely mechanical problem: instability at the fracture gap. Within this

period, it is usually entirely sufficient to solve the mechanical problem in the form of stable

osteosynthesis. After this period, a combination form is present: continued instability with a

lack of new bone formation.

Classification of Cause

Classifying the cause of a lack of bone healing in the clavicle is useful for taking appropriate

therapeutic measures. The causes of nonunion can be mechanical problems, biological

problems, or a combination of mechanical and biological problems (4).

The development of nonunion after nonoperative therapy is often attributed to a mechanical

problem (instability at the fracture gap), while clavicle nonunion after osteosynthesis with an

intact implant reflects a biological problem (circulatory disorder of the fragments) (4). Special

forms of a biological problem include infectious nonunion (27, 28) and congenital nonunion

(29).

Therapy

The general principle applies to the therapy of clavicular nonunion: Only symptomatic

nonunion requires (surgical) treatment (6). Asymptomatic nonunion, for example, incidentally,

discovered radiologically, does not require any further specific measures.
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Nonoperative Treatment

The literature describes several non-surgical measures for treating clavicular nonunion. These

include the local application of pulsed electromagnetic fields (magnetic field therapy), local

ultrasound treatment, or focused shock wave therapy (16). Reports that fractures have healed

under such treatment are rare. However, many patients initially choose one of these non-

surgical measures in the hope of avoiding surgery, despite the low success rates (16).

Indications for Surgical Treatment and Timing

Indications for surgical therapy of clavicular nonunion exist in cases of pain, painful

movement restrictions, severe malposition, or neurovascular problems that can be attributed to

the nonunion (6, 16).

Making the indication requires a thorough clinical examination that allows differential

diagnosis of the presented symptoms. Besides qualitatively assessing the symptomatology,

attempts should be made to quantify the symptoms and assess the patient’s suffering and

expectations. In individual cases, a patient may objectively have only minor functional

deficits but be very unhappy with the malposition or large callus bulge and have significant

suffering. On the other hand, some patients objectively have a considerable functional deficit

but can manage well in daily life and work. Under stable osteosynthesis and vital conditions, a

healing rate of over 90% can be expected (30). However, regarding indication, it must also be

considered that surgical treatment of clavicular nonunion is associated with a double risk of

infection compared to osteosynthesis of a fresh clavicular fracture (31). Regarding the timing

of surgery, it was found that a surgical intervention for a noticeably delayed healing under

conservative primary therapy up to the third month after the accident has about the same risk

profile as the osteosynthesis of a fresh fracture (32).

These data support an early indication for surgical therapy if, under nonoperatively initiated

treatment, clinically persistent symptoms and radiologically absent callus formation, the

development of nonunion is foreseeable.

Goal of the Operation

The aim of the operation is to create vital conditions, restore the length of the clavicle, and

achieve a stable osteosynthesis. The basic principles of surgical treatment for clavicular

nonunion are independent of the location and type of nonunion.
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Vitality

To ensure vital conditions, the fibrous pannus of the nonunion and non-viable bone fragments

must be removed, regardless of the size of the resulting bone defect. A sparing decortication

of the main fragments follows. The principle applies: the older the nonunion and the more

non-viable the fragments, the larger the bone defect that needs to be bridged.

Stability and Implant Choice

Various implants are described in the current literature that can be used to achieve adequate

stability in the case of a primary intervention for clavicular nonunion. Besides various

intramedullary implants (6) or external fixators (33), different plate designs are mainly used

(10, 34). From a biomechanical point of view, plate osteosynthesis seems to have advantages

over intramedullary procedures (35), so this procedure is preferred by many authors (10, 34).

Anatomically preformed angle-stable implants offer more stability in the case of nonunion

than non-angle-stable plates. Reconstruction plates that can be adapted to the clavicle’s

anatomy are generally too weak and prone to implant fatigue (34). Thus, anatomically

preformed angle-stable plates offer significant advantages and sufficient stability (36). Under

stable osteosynthesis and vital conditions, a healing rate of over 90% can be expected (37).

Plate Position

Regarding the question of plate position, there are no clear recommendations in the current

literature. In principle, the classic superior plate position is recommended for primary

interventions in clavicular nonunion (37). For revision interventions after previous surgical

treatment, the antero-inferior plate position can have advantages, as significantly longer screw

lengths can be used (38) (See example 2, Figures 3 and 4). However, the effort to place a plate

in the antero-inferior position is considerably greater, as the ventral muscle attachments must

be detached, and the plate must be significantly pre-bent laterally if no anatomically

preformed implant is used.
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Fig. 1: 16-year-old patient. Nonunion and implant failure 5 months after primary treatment of

a central clavicle fracture with and titanium elastic nail.

Figs. 2 and 3: Surgical revision with implant removal, open reduction, decortication, and

stable fixation with a preshaped 3.5/2.7 mm angle-stable plate.
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Fig. 4 Atrophic nonunion after removal of a fixed angle plate in a 56-year-old female patient,

10 months after the primary osteosynthesis.

Fig. 5

Surgical revision with nonunion resection, decortication, open reduction, and stable

osteosynthesis with a 3.5 mm angle-stable plate pre-bent with a bending press. Note the

significantly longer screws. Additionally, autologous cancellous bone and a resorbable

ceramic bone substitute material were applied around the main fragments.
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Double Plating

A double plate osteosynthesis of the clavicle is understood as placing both an antero-inferior

and a superior plate (39) . This is a salvage maneuver that can be used in revision

interventions after clavicular nonunion with already significantly reduced bone quality or in

the case of long bone defects to ensure sufficient stability (39) (See example 3, Figures 5 and

6).

Bone Replacement and Defect Filling

Autologous Bone Graft from the Iliac Crest

Autologous bone grafts from the iliac crest are considered the gold standard in treating avital

nonunion or bone defects that are used in addition to stable osteosynthesis to treat clavicular

nonunion (16), (40). The autologous iliac bone has good osteoconductivity and excellent

osteoinductive properties. Even larger defects of 3 to 6 cm in length on the clavicle could be

successfully bridged with tricortical iliac crest grafts (41). The disadvantages associated with

harvesting autologous bone grafts include frequent postoperative complaints and problems at

the harvest site, longer operating times, an increased risk of bleeding, and the limited amount

of bone material that can be obtained.

Allogeneic Bone Substitute Material

Allogeneic bone substitute materials, such as demineralized bone matrix or ceramics, can

generally be used for smaller defects and gaps between the main fragments created after

decortication (42). The osteoconductive properties of these materials are sufficient to ensure

bridging of the nonunion after stable osteosynthesis.

Vascularized Grafts

For larger defects or revision interventions, using a vascularized microvascular graft should

be considered (43). This includes the fibula graft, with which defects up to 10 cm in length

can be bridged. An alternative is a vascularized graft from the medial femoral condyle or a

vascularized rib graft. Typically, the vessels are connected to the thyrocervical artery and the

external jugular vein.

Induced Membranes (Masquelet Technique)

The innovative Masquelet technique has proven effective in recent years for treating nonunion

of long bones (16) and could also be successfully used on the clavicle (44) (45). It is a two-

stage procedure that utilizes a foreign body reaction induced by a PMMA spacer, which is
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shaped and inserted into the defect after initial debridement (16). After 4-8 weeks, the cement

spacer is removed, leaving a chamber and a well-vascularized membrane that can

accommodate the osteoconductive bone material (16).

Results of Surgical Treatment

What Can the Patient Expect?

Current literature shows that bone healing of clavicular nonunion after surgical treatment,

considering the principles mentioned above, can be reliably achieved. Satisfactory functional

results and a good healing rate can be achieved with the superior and antero-inferior plate

position and double plate osteosynthesis. Nevertheless, it has been shown that shoulder

function in some cases only recovers very slowly and not entirely (31). With adequate

indication, a good functional result and reliable bone healing can also be achieved with an

elastic titanium nail (6).

Conclusions

Successful treatment of symptomatic clavicular nonunion requires precise diagnostics and

preoperative differentiation regarding tissue vitality. Unstable vital hypertrophic nonunion can

be successfully treated with stable osteosynthesis and the addition of allogeneic bone

substitute material. If there is a vitality problem in the form of hypotrophic nonunion, it is

usually necessary to add autologous bone material alongside decortication and stable

osteosynthesis. Bone defects can be bridged with iliac crest grafts or vascularized bone

transplants. An alternative is the Masquelet technique. After previous surgeries, the possibility

of infection should also be considered. The antero-inferior plate position offers a good

alternative to the superior plate position after previous interventions. In some cases, a double

plate osteosynthesis may be useful after multiple interventions to ensure sufficient stability.
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