
varus stress test elbow
varus stress test elbow is a clinical examination technique used to assess the integrity of the
lateral collateral ligament complex of the elbow joint. This test plays a crucial role in diagnosing
lateral elbow instability often caused by trauma or repetitive stress injuries. Understanding the
methodology, interpretation, and clinical relevance of the varus stress test elbow is essential for
healthcare professionals, especially orthopedic surgeons, physical therapists, and sports medicine
specialists. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the varus stress test elbow, including
its anatomical basis, procedure, indications, interpretation of results, and potential limitations.
Additionally, it discusses related diagnostic tools and rehabilitation considerations for patients with
lateral elbow injuries. The detailed explanation will enhance the knowledge needed for accurate
assessment and effective management of elbow ligamentous injuries.
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Anatomy Related to the Varus Stress Test Elbow
The varus stress test elbow primarily evaluates the lateral collateral ligament (LCL) complex of the
elbow, which provides stability against varus forces. The elbow joint is formed by the articulation of
the humerus, radius, and ulna, stabilized by multiple ligaments and muscular attachments. The LCL
complex includes the radial collateral ligament, the lateral ulnar collateral ligament, and the annular
ligament, all contributing to lateral stability.

Understanding the anatomy of these structures is vital for performing the varus stress test elbow
accurately and interpreting the results correctly. The lateral ulnar collateral ligament is considered
the primary stabilizer against varus stress, preventing excessive medial opening of the lateral joint
line. Injury to this ligament complex can lead to posterolateral rotatory instability, which the varus
stress test elbow helps to detect.

Lateral Collateral Ligament Complex
The lateral collateral ligament complex consists of several components that work synergistically to
stabilize the elbow laterally.



Radial Collateral Ligament (RCL): Originates from the lateral epicondyle of the humerus and
inserts on the annular ligament.

Lateral Ulnar Collateral Ligament (LUCL): Runs from the lateral epicondyle to the supinator
crest of the ulna, critical for varus stability.

Annular Ligament: Encircles the radial head and secures it against the ulna.

Procedure for Performing the Varus Stress Test Elbow
The varus stress test elbow is conducted with the patient either sitting or supine, allowing for optimal
access and assessment of the joint. The examiner applies a varus force to the elbow to assess the
stability of the lateral ligament complex and detect any abnormal laxity or pain.

Step-by-Step Technique

Positioning: The patient’s arm is positioned with the elbow flexed to approximately 20-301.
degrees to slightly loosen the joint capsule, allowing for better assessment.

Stabilization: The examiner stabilizes the patient’s distal humerus firmly with one hand.2.

Application of Varus Force: The examiner applies a varus force by pushing the forearm3.
medially relative to the humerus, stressing the lateral collateral ligament.

Observation and Palpation: The examiner observes for joint gapping, abnormal movement,4.
and elicits patient response such as pain or discomfort.

Comparison: The test should be performed bilaterally to compare the injured elbow with the5.
unaffected side for asymmetry.

Patient Instructions and Considerations
During the test, the patient should remain relaxed to avoid muscle guarding, which can mask
ligamentous laxity. Clear communication about sensations such as pain or instability aids in
diagnostic accuracy.

Indications and Clinical Applications
The varus stress test elbow is indicated for patients presenting with lateral elbow pain, suspected
ligamentous injury, or instability following trauma or repetitive overuse. It assists in diagnosing
conditions such as lateral collateral ligament sprain, elbow dislocations, and chronic lateral instability.



Common Clinical Scenarios

Trauma: Following elbow dislocation or direct lateral trauma, the varus stress test elbow helps
detect ligament disruption.

Repetitive Strain Injuries: Overhead athletes or individuals performing repetitive arm
motions may develop lateral instability.

Chronic Instability: Patients with recurrent elbow subluxations benefit from this test to
identify the extent of ligamentous laxity.

Interpretation of Test Results
Accurate interpretation of the varus stress test elbow requires understanding of normal and
pathological findings. The test is positive if there is increased lateral joint opening, pain, or a sense of
instability compared to the contralateral side.

Signs of a Positive Varus Stress Test

Increased Lateral Gapping: Excessive varus opening of the elbow joint during the test
suggests lateral collateral ligament injury.

Pain Reproduction: Localized pain on the lateral aspect of the elbow indicates inflammation
or ligamentous strain.

Instability Sensation: Patients may report a feeling of the elbow “giving way” or instability
during the maneuver.

In contrast, a negative varus stress test elbow shows no abnormal gapping, pain, or instability,
indicating intact lateral ligamentous structures.

Limitations and Considerations
While valuable, the varus stress test elbow has limitations that must be considered during clinical
evaluation. Muscle guarding, patient discomfort, or concomitant injuries may affect the accuracy of
the test. Additionally, subtle or partial ligament tears might not produce obvious instability during this
maneuver.

Factors Affecting Test Accuracy

Muscle Spasm: Protective muscle contraction can mask ligamentous laxity.



Associated Injuries: Fractures or other soft tissue damage may complicate interpretation.

Examiner Experience: Proper technique and familiarity with elbow anatomy are essential for
reliable results.

Related Diagnostic Methods
To supplement the varus stress test elbow, imaging studies and other clinical tests can provide a
comprehensive assessment of lateral elbow stability. MRI is the preferred imaging modality for
detailed visualization of ligamentous structures.

Imaging and Additional Tests

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI): Offers high-resolution images of soft tissues,
confirming ligament tears or degeneration.

Stress Radiographs: Can quantify joint opening under varus stress in a controlled manner.

Other Physical Tests: The posterolateral rotatory instability test and the lateral pivot shift test
help evaluate complex elbow instability patterns.

Rehabilitation and Management Post-Diagnosis
Following diagnosis of lateral collateral ligament injury via the varus stress test elbow, appropriate
management is crucial to restore function and prevent chronic instability. Treatment options vary
based on severity and patient activity level.

Non-Surgical Management
For mild to moderate ligament sprains, initial management includes rest, immobilization, and physical
therapy focusing on strengthening and proprioception. Gradual return to activity is guided by
symptom resolution and stability improvement.

Surgical Intervention
Severe ligament tears or chronic instability often require surgical repair or reconstruction of the
lateral collateral ligament complex. Postoperative rehabilitation emphasizes controlled mobilization
and strengthening to regain full elbow function.



Immobilization with a hinged elbow brace

Progressive range of motion exercises

Strengthening of forearm and shoulder musculature

Proprioceptive and neuromuscular training

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Varus Stress Test of the elbow used to diagnose?
The Varus Stress Test of the elbow is used to assess the integrity of the lateral collateral ligament
complex, particularly the radial collateral ligament, to detect any lateral instability or ligament injury.

How is the Varus Stress Test of the elbow performed?
The test is performed by stabilizing the patient's elbow and applying a varus force (inward pressure)
to the forearm while the elbow is slightly flexed, typically around 20-30 degrees, to check for pain or
excessive joint opening on the lateral side.

What does a positive Varus Stress Test indicate?
A positive Varus Stress Test is indicated by pain or increased laxity compared to the unaffected side,
suggesting injury or insufficiency of the lateral collateral ligament complex of the elbow.

Can the Varus Stress Test be performed on both active and
passive elbows?
The Varus Stress Test is typically performed passively by the examiner applying force to the patient's
relaxed elbow; active muscle contraction can mask ligamentous instability, so passive testing is
preferred.

Are there any contraindications or precautions for performing
the Varus Stress Test on the elbow?
Precautions include avoiding the test if there is an acute fracture, severe pain, or significant swelling
around the elbow, as applying stress could worsen the injury. It should be performed gently and
compared bilaterally to assess for abnormal laxity.

Additional Resources
1. Clinical Examination of the Elbow: Techniques and Diagnostics
This comprehensive guide covers various clinical tests for elbow assessment, including the varus



stress test. It explains the anatomy, biomechanics, and clinical relevance of elbow stability
evaluations. With detailed illustrations and step-by-step instructions, it aids practitioners in
diagnosing ligament injuries effectively.

2. Orthopedic Physical Assessment: Upper Limb Special Tests
Focusing on the upper limb, this book provides an in-depth exploration of special tests such as the
varus stress test for the elbow. It includes evidence-based approaches to identifying ligamentous
injuries and guides clinicians in interpreting test results accurately. The text is enhanced by case
studies and clinical pearls.

3. Musculoskeletal Examination and Assessment: Elbow and Forearm
This title offers a practical approach to musculoskeletal examination, emphasizing the elbow and
forearm region. The varus stress test is detailed within the context of assessing lateral collateral
ligament integrity. Readers benefit from clear protocols and rehabilitation considerations following
diagnosis.

4. Sports Injuries of the Elbow: Diagnosis and Management
Addressing common sports-related elbow injuries, this book highlights diagnostic techniques including
the varus stress test. It discusses injury mechanisms, clinical presentations, and treatment options
tailored for athletes. The integration of imaging and physical examination enhances diagnostic
accuracy.

5. Physical Therapy of the Elbow: Assessment and Intervention
Designed for physical therapists, this book covers assessment methods such as the varus stress test
to evaluate elbow stability. It combines anatomy, pathology, and therapeutic strategies to manage
ligamentous injuries. Practical rehabilitation protocols are provided to restore function and prevent
recurrence.

6. Elbow Ligament Injuries: Clinical and Surgical Perspectives
This resource delves into the diagnosis and treatment of elbow ligament injuries, with detailed
coverage of the varus stress test. It contrasts conservative and surgical management approaches,
supported by clinical outcomes and research data. The book is suitable for orthopedic surgeons and
sports medicine specialists.

7. Manual of Orthopedic Tests: Upper Extremity
A concise manual detailing orthopedic tests for the upper extremity, including the varus stress test of
the elbow. Each test is described with indications, performance steps, and interpretation guidelines.
This book serves as a quick reference for clinicians during patient evaluations.

8. Rehabilitation of Elbow Injuries: Evidence-Based Approaches
This text covers rehabilitation protocols following elbow injuries diagnosed through tests like the
varus stress test. It emphasizes evidence-based practices for restoring joint stability and function.
Therapeutic exercises and patient education strategies are thoroughly discussed.

9. Diagnostic Imaging and Physical Examination of the Elbow
Integrating imaging techniques with physical examination, this book provides a comprehensive
approach to elbow assessment. The varus stress test is discussed alongside MRI and ultrasound
findings to enhance diagnostic precision. It is an essential guide for radiologists and clinicians
involved in musculoskeletal care.
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