EDITOR’S CHOICE

Scaphoid Healing Required for
Unrestricted Activity: A Biomechanical
Cadaver Model
Michael S. Guss, MD,* Joshua T. Mitgang, MD,* Anthony Sapienza, MD*
Purpose To determine if scaphoid fractures with bridging bone of 50% of their width treated with a
centrally placed screw will restore biomechanical integrity equivalent to that of the intact scaphoid.
Methods Twenty-four fresh cadaver scaphoids were used. Six were left intact to serve as the
control group. Six were osteotomized 50% of their width and made up the osteotomy without
screw group. Six were included in the 50% osteotomy plus compression screw group. The
remaining 6 were to be treated with an osteotomy of 25% or 75% with a screw, based upon
the results of the 50% osteotomy with screw group. Biomechanical testing was performed
using an Instron testing machine, with a load applied to the scaphoid’s distal pole. Load to
failure and stiffness were measured.
Results Intact scaphoids had an average load to failure of 610.0 N. The average load to failure
of the 50% osteotomy group without a screw was 272.0 N and with a screw was 666.3 N.
There was no signiﬁcant difference in load to failure between the 50% osteotomy plus screw
and the intact scaphoid. The 75% osteotomy plus screw was found to have a load to failure of
174.0 N, signiﬁcantly lower than the intact scaphoid. The 50% osteotomy plus screw had a
signiﬁcantly higher stiffness than the intact scaphoid control.
Conclusions A 50% intact scaphoid with a centrally placed screw showed similar load to failure
and signiﬁcantly higher stiffness than the intact scaphoid when tested in cantilever bending.
Clinical relevance This study demonstrates that patients with scaphoid waist fractures who
undergo surgery with a compression screw may be able to return to unrestricted activity with
50% partial healing. (J Hand Surg Am. 2018;43(2):134e138. Copyright Ó 2018 by the
American Society for Surgery of the Hand. All rights reserved.)
Key words Scaphoid fracture, scaphoid nonunion, screw, partial.

T

HE SCAPHOID IS THE MOST COMMONLY FRACTURED

carpal bone, yet treatment remains problematic.1 The scaphoid heals more slowly than
other bones owing to its limited blood supply and
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lack of periosteum. In the United States, it has been
estimated that 345,000 scaphoid fractures occur
annually and that, even with appropriate treatment, at
least 5% fail to unite.2e4 Complications of scaphoid
fractures are frequent including delayed union,
nonunion, arthritis, reduced wrist motion, and loss of
strength.4e6
Surgery to address scaphoid fracture nonunion is
not a guaranteed success. Surgical repair of a
scaphoid nonunion has reported success rates ranging
from 50% to 95%.1,6e9 Successfully repaired
scaphoid nonunions require, on average, an additional 6 months to heal.1,6e9 Clinically, there is a
subset of scaphoid fractures that heal with partial
union. Serial computed tomography (CT) imaging

SCAPHOID HEALING NEEDED FOR UNRESTRICTED USE

demonstrates partial union across the fracture site,
and it is questionable whether these fractures will
progress toward further union.10,11
The degree of partial healing sufﬁcient to allow
unrestricted use of the wrist remains unclear. To
date, there have been no biomechanical or clinical
studies deﬁning how much bridging bone across a
fracture site would be necessary to mimic the
native, uninjured scaphoid. The use of headless
compression screws adds to scaphoid stability and
strength in the healing fracture.12e15 We hypothesized that bridging bone of 50% of the scaphoid
width with a centrally placed screw would restore
scaphoid biomechanical integrity. Clinically, this
would allow a treating physician to be conﬁdent
that a partially united scaphoid fracture with a
centrally placed headless compression screw is as
strong as the uninjured bone, thus allowing patients
to return to unrestricted activity without further
treatment.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Twenty-four fresh cadaver scaphoid specimens
were obtained and cleaned of all soft tissue. The
density of the scaphoids was calculated using
Archimedes principle (mass/volume by displacement).16 Six scaphoids were left intact to serve as
the control group. The remaining scaphoids were
osteotomized to varying degrees on the dorsal side
of the anatomical waist, transverse to the longitudinal axis of the bone, to simulate a scaphoid waist
fracture. The osteotomy was made with a scroll saw
and measured with digital calipers. After osteotomy, there was a small dorsal gap of less than 2
mm, corresponding to the width of the saw blade,
in the partial osteotomy specimens. Six scaphoids
were osteotomized 50% of the scaphoid width to
simulate a 50% healed scaphoid waist fracture.
These made up the osteotomy without screw group.
Six scaphoids were osteotomized 50% of the
scaphoid waist and a titanium headless compression screw, with a modulus of elasticity similar to
cortical bone, was placed down the central axis of
the scaphoid according to the manufacturer’s recommendations. These made up the 50% osteotomy
plus compression screw group. The remaining 6
scaphoids were planned to be treated similarly with
an osteotomy of 25% or 75% based upon the results
of the 50% osteotomy group. If the 50% osteotomy
with a scaphoid screw group had similar load to
failure of the intact scaphoid group, a second round
of testing with 25% of the scaphoid intact was to be
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FIGURE 1: Photograph of experimental setup. This photograph
demonstrates testing of a scaphoid with a 50% osteotomy without
screw. The scaphoid was oriented at a 45 angle to the horizontal
plane and the load was applied in a dorsal-to-volar orientation.
The plunger loaded the scaphoid at a rate of 0.014 mm/s. The
load was increased until catastrophic failure (fracture or loss of
reduction) occurred.

performed. If the 50% osteotomy with a scaphoid
screw group was not as mechanically sound as the
intact scaphoid group, a second round of testing
with 75% of the scaphoid intact was to be performed. Scaphoids were randomly assigned to the 4
study groups.
The Medartis 3.0-mm headless compression screw
was utilized (Medartis, Basel, Switzerland). The
diameter was kept the same for all specimens. The
length of the screw was determined by the length of
the scaphoid, which was measured with digital
calipers. Screws with a length 4 mm less than the
scaphoid length were chosen to keep the screw
subchondral.
The mechanical testing protocol has been validated
by several studies.12,15 For biomechanical testing, the
scaphoids were potted in a holder with a polyurethane
epoxy. A Kirschner wire was inserted in the proximal
aspect of the scaphoid to provide additional
anchoring stability. The scaphoid was oriented at a
45 angle to mimic the normal position of the
scaphoid in the wrist. This enabled a dorsal to volar
cantilever bending load, which represents the mode
of failure of scaphoid nonunions with a screw in
place. The scaphoid was then placed in an Instron
testing machine where a pneumatically driven
plunger applied the load to the distal pole at a rate of
0.014 mm/s until failure (Fig. 1). The load was
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increased for all specimens until the ﬁxation failed by
fracture or catastrophic loss of reduction. The load at
failure was recorded and was determined at the ﬁrst
failure peak graphically, which corresponded to
catastrophic loss of reduction or fracture of the bone.
Stiffness was calculated from the slope of the force/
displacement curve.
The number of scaphoids studied represented a
sample of convenience and a power analysis was not
performed. Statistical analysis was performed using
analysis of variance to compare the mean values of
the various groups regarding load to failure, stiffness,
and densities. We then performed post hoc pairwise
comparisons using Tukey-Kramer honest signiﬁcant
difference test.
RESULTS
Density was calculated using the Archimedes principle on all specimens. Scaphoid specimen densities
averaged 1.22 g/cm3 (SD  0.17 g/cm3), similar to a
prior report.17 The average densities and ranges for
each group were as follows—intact scaphoid: 1.25 g/
cm3 (range, 1.04e1.45 g/cm3); 50% osteotomy: 1.12
g/cm3 (range, 0.92e1.28 g/cm3); 50% osteotomy
with screw: 1.25 g/cm3 (range, 1.02e1.42 g/cm3);
and 75% osteotomy with screw: 1.22 g/cm3 (range,
0.81e1.45 g/cm3). Load to failure was calculated for
all specimens. The intact scaphoids had an average
load to failure of 610.1 N (range, 554.8e674.2 N; SD
 52.4). The 50% osteotomy group without a screw
had an average load to failure of 272.1 N (range,
208.9e341.1 N; SD  54.4). When a headless
compression screw was placed down the center of the
scaphoid, the average load to failure was 666.3 N
(range, 530.6e837.8 N; SD  121.5) (Fig. 2).
A greater load to failure was found for the intact
scaphoid group than the 50% osteotomized scaphoid
group (P < .05). When the intact scaphoid was
compared with the 50% osteotomized scaphoid plus
compression screw, a similar load to failure was
found. Based upon this ﬁnding, the remaining 6
scaphoid specimens were osteotomized 75% of the
width of the scaphoid waist, and a headless
compression screw was placed as described previously. The 75% osteotomy plus screw group was
found to have a load to failure of 174.0 N (range,
75.6e267.3 N; SD  77.9). This group was then
compared with the intact scaphoid group. The 75%
osteotomy group was found to have a lower load to
failure (P < .05).
In addition, stiffness among the 4 groups of
scaphoids were compared (Fig. 3). The 50%
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r

FIGURE 2: Load to failure of the various tested scaphoid study
groups measured in N. Intact ¼ intact scaphoid; Osteotomy ¼
50% osteotomized scaphoid without screw; 50% þ screw ¼ 50%
osteotomized scaphoid with screw; 75% þ screw ¼ 75%
osteotomized scaphoid with screw. The central point is the group
mean and the vertical lines represent the SD of each group.

FIGURE 3: Stiffness of the various tested scaphoid study groups.
Stiffness is measured in N/m. The central mark is the mean and
the vertical lines represent the range. Intact ¼ intact scaphoid;
Osteotomy ¼ 50% osteotomized scaphoid without screw; 50% þ
screw ¼ 50% osteotomized scaphoid with screw; 75% þ
screw ¼ 75% osteotomized scaphoid with screw. The central
point is the group mean and the vertical lines represent the SD of
each group.

osteotomy plus screw group had the highest measured
stiffness (263.4 N/m) and the 75% osteotomy plus
screw group the lowest stiffness (34.3 N/m). The
intact scaphoid was less stiff than the 50% osteotomy
plus screw (158.6 N/m; P < .05), but was stiffer than
the 50% osteotomy and 75% osteotomy plus screw
groups (P < .05).
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to estimate the percentage of bridging bone necessary to provide a
Vol. 43, February 2018
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scaphoid fracture treated with a headless compression
screw equivalent biomechanical stability to that of an
intact scaphoid. Our hypothesis was that 50%
bridging bone plus a headless compression screw
would restore the scaphoid’s native biomechanical
integrity.
According to this study, a 50% intact scaphoid
waist combined with a headless compression screw
resulted in comparable biomechanical stability with
that of an intact scaphoid. However, when the intact
waist was reduced to 25% and combined with a
screw, there was signiﬁcantly decreased stability
and the scaphoids failed at much lower loads. These
results suggest that a scaphoid fracture treated with
a headless compression screw and less than 50%
bony healing on imaging are at higher risk for
fracture ﬁxation failure and should be kept protected with restricted activity, limited weight
bearing and immobilization. In addition, scaphoid
fractures that show healing of 50% or greater
treated with a screw should be allowed unrestricted
activity. Scaphoids with 50% of the waist intact
without a screw in place showed signiﬁcantly less
stability than the intact scaphoid suggesting that
patients being treated nonsurgically with only 50%
bony healing should continue to be treated and
protected.
Authors have anecdotally stated that return to
unrestricted activity is predicated on 50% healing on
CT scan; however, we are not aware of any studies
conﬁrming the accuracy of this value.5,18 For this
reason, we designed the current cadaver study. Dias19
described the “clinical union,” a state in which
function can be resumed with “little risk of adversely
inﬂuencing healing.” Clinical union can be obtained
faster with the use of an implant to share the transmission of load as seen in the scaphoid fracture with
compression screw.19 Based upon our results, it can
be inferred that clinical union is obtained in scaphoid
fractures treated with compression screws and 50%
partial union.
There are limitations to this study. The fact that
this is a biomechanical study using scaphoids with all
soft tissue removed, calls into question the generalizability of these results to in vivo behavior of the
scaphoid. In addition, our testing protocol simpliﬁed
the forces mimicking physiological loads into a single
vector, which may not accurately simulate the forces
experienced by the scaphoid in vivo. We also did not
perform cyclic loading, which may have led to
weakening of the ﬁxation over time. In addition, the
densities of the specimens were measured using
Archimedes principle. Density may have been better
J Hand Surg Am.
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measured using CT scanning to provide a more accurate measurement of scaphoid density. Also, the
50% osteotomy group had a smaller density than
the other 3 groups, and this may have inﬂuenced the
decreased load to failure we found in this group. In
addition, the linear osteotomy used to simulate a
scaphoid waist fracture does not mimic the interdigitating and unique pattern of fracture healing of an
in vivo scaphoid fracture. Finally, the fact that our
study size was a sample of convenience, and not
adequately powered, limits the validity of some of the
statistical comparisons we made between groups, and
a larger study with a proper power analysis should be
performed in the future.
According to the results of this cadaver model,
scaphoids that are 50% intact with a centrally placed
screw show similar load to failure as an intact
scaphoid when tested in cantilever bending. The
results in this study provide the hand surgeon useful
information regarding when to stop immobilization
and when to allow a return to unrestricted activity in
patients with scaphoid fractures with 50% bony
healing treated with headless compression screws.
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