
special tests for orthopedic examination

Special tests for orthopedic examination are critical components in the diagnosis and management of
musculoskeletal disorders. These tests are designed to elicit specific responses from the body, helping clinicians
determine the presence of injuries, conditions, or diseases affecting bones, joints, muscles, and connective tissues.
By systematically applying these tests during a physical exam, healthcare practitioners can gather essential
information that guides treatment decisions and rehabilitation strategies. This article will delve into the
various types of special tests for orthopedic examination, their purposes, and how they are performed.

Understanding Special Tests in Orthopedic Examination

Special tests are specific maneuvers that target particular areas of the body, particularly the joints and
soft tissues. They are typically used in conjunction with a thorough medical history and physical examination.
The primary goals of these tests include:

Assessing the integrity of ligaments and tendons

Evaluating joint stability and mobility

Identifying the presence of inflammation or pain

Determining the severity of an injury

Guiding further diagnostic imaging if necessary

Categories of Special Tests

Special tests can be broadly categorized based on the area of the body they assess. Below are the main
categories along with examples of commonly used tests.

1. Shoulder Special Tests

The shoulder joint is frequently subjected to injuries and conditions such as rotator cuff tears, impingement
syndrome, and instability. Here are some common special tests for the shoulder:

Neer Impingement Test: This test assesses for shoulder impingement by raising the arm while stabilizing the
scapula. Pain indicates a positive test.

Hawkins-Kennedy Test: This test also evaluates for impingement by flexing the shoulder and elbow at 90
degrees and internally rotating the arm. Pain during this maneuver suggests impingement.

Apprehension Test: Used to assess shoulder instability, this test involves externally rotating the
shoulder while the patient is in a supine position. A feeling of apprehension or pain indicates a positive
result.



2. Knee Special Tests

Knee injuries, particularly ligamentous injuries, are common in sports and daily activities. Some notable knee
special tests include:

Anterior Drawer Test: This test evaluates the integrity of the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL). The
examiner pulls the tibia forward while stabilizing the femur. Excessive movement indicates an ACL injury.

Lachman Test: Considered more reliable than the anterior drawer test, this maneuver assesses ACL
stability by flexing the knee at 20-30 degrees and pulling the tibia forward.

McMurray Test: This test evaluates meniscal tears. The clinician rotates and extends the knee while
palpating the joint line. A click or pain may indicate a meniscus injury.

3. Hip Special Tests

Hip injuries can significantly affect mobility and quality of life. Key special tests for the hip include:

FABER Test (Patrick’s Test): This test assesses hip and sacroiliac joint pathology. The leg is placed in a
figure-four position, and pain in the groin or sacroiliac region indicates a positive result.

Trendelenburg Test: This test evaluates hip abductor strength. The patient stands on one leg, and if the
pelvis drops on the opposite side, it indicates weakness in the hip abductors.

Thomas Test: This test assesses hip flexor tightness. The patient lies supine and pulls one knee to the
chest; if the opposite leg rises off the table, it indicates tightness.

4. Ankle and Foot Special Tests

Injuries to the ankle and foot are prevalent among athletes and active individuals. Important special tests
include:

Anterior Drawer Test (Ankle): Similar to the knee version, this test evaluates the integrity of the
anterior talofibular ligament by pulling the heel forward while stabilizing the tibia.

Talar Tilt Test: This test assesses lateral ankle stability. The clinician tilts the heel inward and
outward, evaluating the ligaments' integrity based on pain or excessive movement.

Thompson Test: Used to assess the Achilles tendon, the patient lies prone while the examiner squeezes the
calf. Absence of plantar flexion indicates a rupture.

5. Spine Special Tests

Spinal injuries and conditions can have profound effects on a person’s overall health. Key special tests for the



spine include:

Straight Leg Raise Test: This test assesses for lumbar disc herniation. The clinician raises the patient’s
leg while it is straight, and pain radiating down the leg suggests nerve root involvement.

Slump Test: This test evaluates neural tension. The patient slumps forward while the clinician extends
the knee. Reproduction of symptoms indicates a positive test.

Bragard’s Test: A follow-up to the straight leg raise, this test involves dorsiflexing the foot while
the leg is lifted. Pain indicates nerve root irritation.

Importance of Special Tests in Orthopedic Diagnosis

Special tests for orthopedic examination play a vital role in the diagnostic process. Their importance can be
summarized as follows:

Early Diagnosis: Conducting special tests can lead to early identification of conditions, allowing for
timely intervention.

Non-Invasive: Most special tests are simple, non-invasive procedures that can be performed in a clinical
setting without the need for advanced imaging.

Guiding Treatment: Positive test results can help determine the most appropriate treatment plan, whether
conservative management, physical therapy, or surgical intervention.

Monitoring Progress: Repeating special tests can help monitor the effectiveness of treatment and
recovery over time.

Conclusion

In summary, special tests for orthopedic examination are essential tools that assist clinicians in diagnosing
musculoskeletal disorders effectively. With a variety of tests available for different parts of the body, these
assessments provide valuable insights into the integrity and function of joints, ligaments, and other
structures. Understanding and properly performing these tests can significantly enhance the diagnostic process,
leading to more effective treatment strategies and improved patient outcomes. By incorporating special tests
into their practice, healthcare providers can ensure that they are delivering the highest standard of care to
their patients.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are special tests in orthopedic examination?

Special tests are specific clinical assessments used by healthcare professionals to evaluate the integrity of
joints, ligaments, tendons, and other structures in the musculoskeletal system.



Why are special tests important in orthopedic examinations?

They help in diagnosing specific injuries or conditions, guide treatment plans, and assess the effectiveness of
interventions.

Can you name a common special test for shoulder injuries?

The Neer test is a common special test used to assess for shoulder impingement.

What is the McMurray test used for?

The McMurray test is used to evaluate meniscal tears in the knee.

How is the Lachman test performed?

The Lachman test is performed by stabilizing the femur with one hand and pulling the tibia forward with the
other hand to assess the integrity of the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL).

What does a positive Thompson test indicate?

A positive Thompson test indicates an Achilles tendon rupture, as the absence of plantarflexion occurs when
the calf is squeezed.

What special test can be used to assess for carpal tunnel syndrome?

The Phalen's test and Tinel's sign are commonly used to assess for carpal tunnel syndrome.

What is the significance of the Trendelenburg test?

The Trendelenburg test assesses the strength of the hip abductors and can indicate hip joint pathology or
weakness in the gluteus medius muscle.

How can special tests aid in treatment decisions?

Special tests provide objective evidence of specific injuries, allowing clinicians to tailor treatment strategies,
including rehabilitation protocols and surgical options.
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