
varus valgus test

varus valgus test is a crucial orthopedic examination technique used to
assess the integrity of the collateral ligaments in joints, primarily the
knee and elbow. This diagnostic test helps clinicians determine whether there
is ligamentous instability caused by injury, trauma, or degenerative
conditions. Understanding the varus valgus test is essential for accurate
diagnosis and appropriate treatment planning in musculoskeletal medicine.
This article provides a comprehensive overview of the varus valgus test,
including its purpose, procedure, interpretation, and clinical significance.
Additionally, it covers the anatomical basis, common indications, and
potential limitations of the test. Readers will gain insight into how this
physical examination contributes to effective patient management in
orthopedic and sports medicine settings.
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Understanding the Varus and Valgus Forces

The terms "varus" and "valgus" describe specific types of angular deformities
or stresses applied to a joint. The varus force causes the distal segment of
a limb to move medially, producing an inward angulation, whereas the valgus
force moves the distal segment laterally, creating an outward angulation.
These forces are essential concepts in orthopedic examinations, particularly
when assessing joint stability.

Anatomical Basis of Varus and Valgus Stress

The collateral ligaments of joints such as the knee and elbow provide lateral
and medial stability against varus and valgus stresses. In the knee, the
medial collateral ligament (MCL) resists valgus stress, while the lateral
collateral ligament (LCL) resists varus stress. The elbow has similar
ligamentous structures that serve the same function. Understanding these
anatomical structures is vital for performing and interpreting the varus
valgus test accurately.

Common Joints Tested

The varus valgus test is predominantly performed on the knee and elbow
joints. These joints are prone to ligamentous injuries due to their



biomechanical functions and exposure to varus and valgus forces during
activities such as sports, accidents, or repetitive strain.

Purpose and Indications of the Varus Valgus
Test

The primary aim of the varus valgus test is to evaluate the integrity and
laxity of the collateral ligaments. It helps in diagnosing ligament sprains,
tears, or chronic instability. This test is indicated in patients presenting
with joint pain, swelling, instability, or a history of trauma.

When to Perform the Test

The varus valgus test is recommended in the following clinical scenarios:

Suspected collateral ligament injury following trauma

Evaluation of joint instability symptoms such as giving way or abnormal
movement

Postoperative assessment after ligament repair or reconstruction

Monitoring progression of degenerative joint diseases affecting
ligamentous stability

Contraindications

While generally safe, the varus valgus test should be avoided or performed
with caution in cases of acute fractures, severe joint inflammation, or when
the patient experiences intolerable pain during manipulation.

Procedure of the Varus Valgus Test

The varus valgus test involves applying controlled angular forces to the
joint while observing for abnormal movement or pain. Proper patient
positioning and technique are critical to ensure reliable results.

Preparation and Positioning

The patient is typically positioned supine or seated with the joint relaxed.
For the knee, the test is commonly performed with the knee slightly flexed at
approximately 20-30 degrees to relax the joint capsule and allow better
assessment of ligamentous structures.

Performing the Valgus Stress Test

To test the medial collateral ligament (MCL), the examiner applies a valgus



force by pushing the distal part of the leg laterally while stabilizing the
thigh medially. This stresses the MCL and assesses its integrity.

Performing the Varus Stress Test

To test the lateral collateral ligament (LCL), a varus force is applied by
pushing the distal leg medially while stabilizing the thigh laterally. This
maneuver stresses the LCL and helps identify any laxity or tears.

Steps Summary

Position the patient appropriately with the joint relaxed.1.

Stabilize the proximal segment of the limb.2.

Apply a controlled varus or valgus force to the distal segment.3.

Observe for pain, excessive joint opening, or abnormal movement.4.

Compare findings with the contralateral unaffected joint.5.

Interpretation of Test Results

Interpretation of the varus valgus test depends on the degree of joint
laxity, pain response, and comparison with the opposite side. Accurate
interpretation guides diagnosis and treatment.

Normal Findings

A negative varus valgus test demonstrates firm resistance to applied forces
with minimal or no joint opening and absence of pain. Both collateral
ligaments should provide sufficient stability under stress.

Positive Test Findings

A positive varus valgus test is characterized by increased joint space
opening on the stressed side compared to the contralateral joint, indicating
ligament laxity or rupture. Pain elicited during the test also suggests
ligament injury or inflammation.

Grading Ligamentous Injury

The severity of ligament injury is often graded based on the amount of joint
laxity observed:

Grade I: Mild sprain with minimal laxity and no instability.



Grade II: Moderate sprain with increased laxity but a definite endpoint.

Grade III: Complete tear with gross instability and no firm endpoint.

Clinical Applications and Importance

The varus valgus test plays a significant role in clinical practice by
facilitating early diagnosis of collateral ligament injuries and guiding
management strategies. It is widely used by orthopedic surgeons, physical
therapists, and sports medicine specialists.

Role in Diagnosis

This test helps differentiate collateral ligament injuries from other causes
of joint pain such as meniscal tears, fractures, or arthritis. Its simplicity
and effectiveness make it an indispensable tool in the physical examination.

Treatment Planning

Results from the varus valgus test assist clinicians in planning conservative
or surgical interventions. For instance, Grade I and II injuries may be
managed with bracing and rehabilitation, while Grade III injuries often
require surgical repair or reconstruction.

Monitoring Recovery

Repeated varus valgus testing during follow-up visits enables assessment of
ligament healing and joint stability restoration, guiding progression in
rehabilitation protocols.

Limitations and Considerations

Despite its clinical utility, the varus valgus test has certain limitations
and must be interpreted within the broader clinical context.

Factors Affecting Accuracy

Patient factors such as muscle guarding, pain tolerance, and anatomical
variations can affect test accuracy. Examiner experience and technique
consistency also influence reliability.

Complementary Diagnostic Tools

Imaging modalities like MRI and stress radiographs are often used alongside
the varus valgus test to confirm ligament injuries and evaluate associated
structural damage.



Precautions

The test should be performed gently in acute injuries to prevent
exacerbation. Awareness of contraindications and patient comfort is essential
to avoid complications.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Varus Valgus test used for?

The Varus Valgus test is used to assess the integrity of the collateral
ligaments of the knee, specifically the medial collateral ligament (MCL) and
the lateral collateral ligament (LCL).

How is the Varus Valgus test performed?

The test is performed by applying medial (valgus) and lateral (varus) stress
to the knee joint while the leg is slightly flexed to assess for ligament
laxity or pain.

What does a positive Varus Valgus test indicate?

A positive Varus Valgus test indicates damage or instability in the
collateral ligaments of the knee, such as a sprain or tear of the MCL or LCL.

At what knee angle is the Varus Valgus test most
accurate?

The Varus Valgus test is most accurate when performed at approximately 20 to
30 degrees of knee flexion, as this position isolates the collateral
ligaments better than full extension.

Can the Varus Valgus test be used to diagnose other
knee injuries?

Primarily, the test focuses on collateral ligament integrity, but abnormal
findings may warrant further evaluation for associated injuries like meniscal
tears or cruciate ligament damage.

Is the Varus Valgus test painful?

The test may cause discomfort or pain if there is ligament injury, but it
should not cause significant pain in a healthy knee.

Who typically performs the Varus Valgus test?

Healthcare professionals such as orthopedic surgeons, physiotherapists, and
sports medicine specialists commonly perform the Varus Valgus test during a
knee examination.



Are there any contraindications for performing the
Varus Valgus test?

The test should be avoided or performed with caution if there is an acute
fracture, severe swelling, or significant pain that could worsen with stress
on the knee joint.

Additional Resources
1. Orthopedic Physical Assessment
This comprehensive textbook by David J. Magee provides in-depth coverage of
musculoskeletal assessment techniques, including the varus and valgus stress
tests. It explains the anatomical basis, proper execution, and interpretation
of these tests in clinical practice. The book is widely used by physical
therapists, orthopedic specialists, and students for its clear illustrations
and evidence-based approach.

2. Clinical Orthopedic Rehabilitation: An Evidence-Based Approach
Authored by S. Brent Brotzman and Robert C. Manske, this book focuses on
rehabilitation strategies following orthopedic injuries. It includes detailed
discussion on the diagnosis and assessment of ligament injuries using varus
and valgus tests. The text integrates clinical evaluation with rehabilitation
protocols, making it a valuable resource for clinicians managing knee and
elbow injuries.

3. Essentials of Knee Surgery
This book covers fundamental concepts in knee surgery, including diagnostic
tests like the varus and valgus stress tests for ligamentous stability. It
offers insights into surgical indications, techniques, and postoperative
care. The clear explanations help readers understand the clinical relevance
of stress testing in managing knee pathologies.

4. Physical Examination of the Spine and Extremities
Written by Stanley Hoppenfeld, this classic text provides detailed methods
for physical examination of joints, including varus and valgus testing of the
knee and elbow. The step-by-step instructions and illustrations assist
clinicians in performing accurate assessments. It's an essential guide for
students and practitioners in orthopedic and physical therapy fields.

5. Orthopaedics and Sports Medicine: The Knee
This specialized book delves into knee anatomy, injuries, and diagnostic
techniques, with specific chapters on ligament testing using varus and valgus
stress methods. It discusses the clinical implications of test findings and
correlates them with imaging and surgical options. The text is useful for
orthopedic surgeons, sports medicine physicians, and therapists.

6. Musculoskeletal Examination and Assessment: A Handbook for Therapists
By Nicola J. Petty, this handbook provides practical guidance on
musculoskeletal assessments, including varus and valgus tests. It emphasizes
a patient-centered approach and integrates clinical reasoning with physical
examination skills. The book is ideal for therapists seeking to enhance their
diagnostic accuracy in joint stability evaluations.

7. Joint Structure and Function: A Comprehensive Analysis
This detailed reference by Pamela K. Levangie and Cynthia C. Norkin explains
joint mechanics and functional anatomy, which underpin tests like the varus
and valgus stress assessments. Understanding the biomechanical basis helps



clinicians appreciate the significance of test results. The book is highly
regarded for its clear diagrams and thorough explanations of joint function.

8. Examination of the Elbow and Forearm
Focused on the upper extremity, this text covers clinical evaluation
techniques for the elbow, including varus and valgus stress tests used to
assess ligamentous integrity. It discusses common injuries, test performance,
and interpretation within the context of patient symptoms. The book serves as
a valuable tool for occupational therapists, hand therapists, and orthopedic
practitioners.

9. Evidence-Based Sports Medicine
This book integrates current research evidence into practical sports medicine
applications, including diagnostic tests like the varus and valgus stress
tests. It critically appraises the validity and reliability of such
assessments in various sports injuries. Clinicians benefit from its focus on
applying scientific evidence to improve patient outcomes in athletic
populations.
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