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Abstract
BACKGROUND 
Ankle fractures are common lesions of the lower limbs. Approximately 40% of 
ankle fractures affect the posterior malleolus (PM). Historically, PM osteosyn-
thesis was recommended when PM size in X-ray images was greater than 25% of 
the joint. Currently, computed tomography (CT) has been gaining traction in the 
preoperative evaluation of ankle fractures.

AIM 
To elucidate the similarity in dimensions and to correlate PM size in X-ray images 
with the articular surface of the affected tibial plafond in the axial view on CT 
(AXCT) of a PM fracture.

METHODS 
Eighty-one patients (mean age: 39.4 ± 13.5 years) were evaluated (54.3% were 
male). Two independent examiners measured PM size in profile X-ray images 
(PMXR) and sagittal CT (SAGCT) slices. The correlation of the measurements 
between the examiners and the difference in the PM fragment sizes between the 
two images were compared. Next, the PM size in PMXR was compared with the 
surface of the tibial plafond involved in the fracture in AXCT according to the 
Haraguchi classification.

RESULTS 
The correlation rates between the examiners were 0.93 and 0.94 for PMXR and 
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SAGCT, respectively (P < 0.001). Fragments were 2.12% larger in SAGCT than in PMXR (P = 0.018). In PMXR, there 
were 56 cases < 25% and 25 cases ≥ 25%. When PMXR was < 25%, AXCT corresponded to 10.13% of the tibial 
plafond. When PMXR was ≥ 25%, AXCT was 24.52% (P < 0.001). According to the Haraguchi classification, fracture 
types I and II had similar PMXR measurements that were greater than those of type III. When analyzing AXCT, a 
significant difference was found between the three types, with II > I > III (P < 0.001).

CONCLUSION 
PM fractures show different sizes using X-ray or CT images. CT showed a larger PM in the sagittal plane and 
allowed the visualization of the real dimensions of the tibial plafond surface.

Key Words: Ankle fracture; Posterior malleolar fracture; Computed tomography; X-ray; Posterior malleolus fracture; 
Trimalleolar facture

©The Author(s) 2023. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: The study showed fractures of the posterior malleolus (PM) were different sizes on X-ray and computed 
tomography (CT) images. It is possible to see that some PM patterns considered small on radiographs affected a significant 
joint area when CT scans were performed. CT scans also showed that the actual size of the PM fragment was larger than that 
seen on radiographs.

Citation: De Marchi Neto N, Nesello PFT, Bergamasco JM, Costa MT, Christian RW, Severino NR. Importance of computed 
tomography in posterior malleolar fractures: Added information to preoperative X-ray studies. World J Orthop 2023; 14(12): 868-877
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/2218-5836/full/v14/i12/868.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.5312/wjo.v14.i12.868

INTRODUCTION
Ankle malleolar fractures are the most common fractures among those involving load-bearing joints[1]. Approximately 
40% of ankle fractures are trimalleolar fractures[2], which affect the posterior edge of the tibia in addition to the lateral 
and medial malleoli, more specifically the portion known as Volkmann’s triangle or posterior malleolus (PM)[3]. 
Fractures involving the PM cause more incongruity, joint instability, and worse results than unimalleolar or bimalleolar 
fractures of the ankle[4-7].

Since the article by Nelson and Jensen[7] in 1940, the internal fixation of the PM has been recommended in ankle 
fractures, considering a size of one-third of the fragment relative to the articular surface of the tibia in lateral X-ray 
images. Other authors have stipulated a value of 25% of the articular surface as the determinant for the fixation of the 
posterior fragment to thereby restore ankle congruity[8-10]. PM fixation is currently controversial[11-14], and variable 
clinical results have been obtained in the treatment of trimalleolar fractures[15]. The classic recommendation to fix PM 
fractures with a radiological size ≥ 25% theoretically improves articular congruence and reduces the risk of post-traumatic 
arthritis[16,17]. On the other hand, some authors report fixing PM fractures of various sizes, including small fragments (< 
25%), under the justification of providing more stability to the ankle joint and better functional results[18,19].

When diagnosing a PM in lateral ankle X-ray images, its visualization is frequently impaired by overlapping bone 
images, plaster immobilizations, or external fixators[20]. Moreover, measuring the size of a posterior fracture can be 
difficult, resulting in the underestimation of the size of the PM, which leads to an inaccurate interpretation, which in turn 
interferes with the treatment[20-22]. Thus, computed tomography (CT) is increasingly recommended in the treatment of 
ankle fractures, especially when the PM is affected[14,23]. CT allows a better interpretation of all joint fragments, partic-
ularly regarding PM morphology and size, and it also aids in preoperative planning[24,25]. Different PM fracture 
patterns are observed in CT studies, depending on the size of the bone fragment, its anatomical location, bone impaction, 
and the fragment’s relationship with other malleoli and the syndesmosis[15,23]. Specific PM classifications have been 
created, with associated recommendations for the best treatment for each type of fracture[2,26-28].

However, there is no clear relationship between the size of the PM in X-ray images and its actual size in CT slices or 
between the articular surface of the affected tibia and the fracture. Thus, the aim of the present study was to analyze PM 
size in X-ray and CT studies and to relate the size of the fragment obtained from X-ray images to the articular area of the 
tibial plafond.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Over a 5-year period from 2016 to 2021, 370 patients diagnosed with an ankle fracture were treated at our hospital (a level 
1 trauma center). Of these fractures, 144 involved the PM. The study included patients aged 18 years or older with an 
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ankle fracture or fracture-dislocation involving the PM [AO Foundation/Orthopedic Trauma Association (AO/OTA) 
classification 44-A3, 44-B3, and 44-C1/2]. Cases of tibial plafond fractures, cases of ankle fractures associated with other 
hindfoot fractures, and cases with incomplete data in the medical records, such as absence of appropriate X-ray and CT 
images, were excluded. A total of 81 patients met the study’s inclusion criteria. The study was approved by our Institu-
tional Ethics Committee. The fractures were categorized according to the AO/OTA classification, and the Haraguchi CT 
classification was used specifically for the PM[26].

The Enterprise Imaging XERO Viewer software (Agfa HealthCare, Mortsel, Belgium) version 8.1.2 was used to select 
and analyze X-ray images, and the RadiAnt DICOM Viewer software (Medixant, Poznań, Poland) version 2.3 was used to 
analyze CT images. The PM fragments were measured on lateral X-ray images (PMXR) by two independent examiners 
(herein named X and Y), based on the relationship between fracture size and total articular surface (Figure 1). In sagittal 
CT (SAGCT) slices, the image with the largest PM was selected, and the latter was measured by the two examiners (X and 
Y). Similarly, to PMXR, PM size in SAGCT was measured using the proportion between the size of the fracture fragment 
and the total length of the joint (Figure 2). A second CT image was used in the axial plane to determine the size of the 
affected articular area in the tibial plafond. A point 5 mm above the highest point of the tibial articular surface was 
marked on the sagittal plane, and the corresponding axial (AXCT) slice was selected. The total tibial and PM areas were 
measured using the RadiAnt DICOM Viewer 2.3 software, and the fragment size relative to the total tibial plafond area 
on the AXCT was calculated (Figure 3).

Fractures were categorized into two groups based on the PMXR measurement: (1) PM < 25% of the joint; and (2) PM ≥ 
25% of the joint. This cutoff value was used due to the consensus in the literature. Based on these groups, PM size was 
compared between PMXR and SAGCT, and the mean value of the examiners’ measurements was considered. A second 
evaluation was performed to determine the difference in PM size based on a classification of the fractures into smaller 
PMXR intervals, namely < 15%, 15%–19.9%, 20%–24.9%, 25%–29.9%, and ≥ 30% of the articular surface. For AXCT, the 
size of the affected articular surface was measured in both groups (A and B), and the size of the PM and the involvement 
of the articular surface were compared in the respective morphological categories using the classification proposed by 
Haraguchi et al[26].

The statistical analysis was performed using the SPSS Statistics software for Mac (IBM Corporation, Armonk, NY, 
United States), version 23, considering the mean of the values obtained by the examiners in PMXR and SAGCT. Data 
normality was tested for the quantitative variables using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. Interobserver reliability was 
assessed using the Kappa method for the qualitative variables and Pearson’s correlation for the quantitative variables. For 
direct comparison between X-ray and CT, the paired-sample t-test or the Wilcoxon, Mann–Whitney, and Kruskal–Wallis 
tests were used, depending on data normality, type of variable, and number of groups. The significance level was P < 
0.05, with a 95% confidence interval.

RESULTS
A total of 81 patients participated in the study, of whom 44 were male (54.3%) and 37 were female (45.6%), with a mean 
age of 39.4 years (± 13.5). One ankle fracture (1.2%) was type A in the AO/OTA classification, 51 (62.9%) were type B, and 
29 (35.8%) were type C. It was observed that the PM presented more than one fracture line in 22 cases (27.2%), which is 
described in the literature as a chondral or intercalary fragment at the center of the fracture, between the metaphysis and 
the posterior tibial cortex[29,30] (Table 1).

The PMXR sizes measured by examiners X and Y were 21.15% and 20.46%, respectively, with a mean of 20.81% and 
Pearson’s correlation index of 0.93 (P < 0.001). With regard to SAGCT, the values obtained were 23.45% and 22.39%, with 
a mean of 22.92% and Pearson’s index of 0.94 (P < 0.001). This interobserver correlation was excellent both for PMXR and 
SAGCT (Table 2). Thus, regardless of the measured image, a good interobserver evaluation was obtained with the 
proposed measurement method. A significant difference was found in mean size between the images, with PM size in 
SAGCT being 2.12% (95% confidence interval: 0.3–3.8) greater than in X-ray images (P = 0.018).

When the sample was divided into two groups according to PMXR size, groups A (< 25%) and B (≥ 25%) had 56 and 25 
patients, or 69.13% and 30.86% of the sample, respectively. When analyzing the AXCT of all fractures, the PM affected a 
mean 14.57% of the tibial plafond, but there was a difference between the groups, with 10.13% and 24.52% of the tibial 
plafond affected in group A (< 25%) and in group B (≥ 25%), respectively, (P < 0.001) (Table 3). The subdivision into the < 
15.0%, 15.0%–19.9%, 20.0%–24.9%, 25.0%–29.9%, and ≥ 30.0% intervals and their respective AXCTs (Table 3) was 
performed to evaluate the gradual increase in the affected articular surface according to PMXR size. There were 
differences among all the evaluated subgroups, namely a gradual surface increase with the increase in PMXR; only the 
20.0%–24.9% interval showed no statistical significance relative to the previous subgroup.

According to the Haraguchi classification, 29 fractures (35.8%) were type I, 33 (40.7%) were type II, and 19 (23.4%) were 
type III. In group A there were 21, 16, and 19 type I, type II, and type III fractures, respectively, whereas in group B there 
were 8 and 17 type I and type II fractures, respectively. The analysis of PM size in the X-ray images showed that type I 
and type II fractures had similar PMXR size (21.6% and 24.8%) and that both were larger than type III (small shell-
shaped) fractures (P < 0.001).

In the overall evaluation of the articular surface, differences were found in AXCT among all Haraguchi CT categories, 
with PM fragments with mean values of 12.24%, 22.80%, and 3.84% of the tibial plafond surface, respectively, resulting in 
II > I > III (P < 0.001) (Table 4 and Figure 4). Differences in the articular surface of the tibial plafond (AXCT) for the 
Haraguchi subtypes were found in both groups, with P < 0.001 in group A and P = 0.002 in group B (Table 5 and 
Figure 5).
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Table 1 Demographic and lesion characteristics, n = 81

Characteristic Subcategory n (%)

Agea 39.48 (± 13.59)

Sex Male 44 (54.32)

Female 37 (45.67)

Diagnosis Fracture 42 (51.85)

Fracture + dislocation 39 (48.14)

AO/OTA 44 A 1 (1.23)

B 51 (62.96)

C 29 (35.80)

Haraguchi 1 29 (35.80)

2 33 (40.74)

3 19 (23.45)

Intermediate fragment Yes 22 (27.16)

No 59 (72.83)

aMean (standard deviation). AO/OTA: AO Foundation/Orthopedic Trauma Association.

Table 2 Interobserver reliability of posterior malleolus size measurements

Examiner X Examiner Y Pearson’s P value
X-ray measurement

Absolute size of the tibia 5.28 (± 0.83) 5.09 (± 0.82) 0.88 < 0.001

Absolute size of the PM 1.43 (± 0.75) 1.32 (± 0.69) 0.92 < 0.001

MP size (PMXR)a 21.15 (± 10.20) 20.46 (± 9.66) 0.93 < 0.001

Mean PM sizea 20.81 (± 9.70) - -

CT measurement

Absolute size of the tibia 3.23 (± 0.65) 3.13 (± 0.62) 0.95 < 0.001

Absolute size of the PM 0.97 (± 0.38) 0.88 (± 0.37) 0.89 < 0.001

PM size (SAGCT) 23.45 (± 9.51) 22.39 (± 9.96) 0.94 < 0.001

Mean PM size 22.92 (± 9.60)

Interobserver agreement

PM < 25% in X-ray images 56 58

PM ≥ 25% in X-ray imagesb 25 23

0.88 < 0.001

PM < 25% in CTb 51 56

PM ≥ 25% in CTb 30 25

0.76 < 0.001

aPercentage.
bCases (absolute frequency). CT: Computed tomography; PM: Posterior malleolus; PMXR: Profile X-ray images of the posterior malleolus; SAGCT: Sagittal 
computed tomography images of the posterior malleolus.

DISCUSSION
Historically, X-ray has been the most widely used imaging technique in the diagnosis of malleolar fractures and 
consequently of PM fractures. The indication for PM fixation is mostly associated with its size relative to the joint, 
although no consensus has emerged to date on the smallest articular fragment size that requires surgery[8,30,31].
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Table 3 Analysis of the articular surface of the ankle affected by the posterior malleolar fracture in axial computed tomography slices

Grouping according to PMXR < 25% and ≥ 25% 
(cases) All cases Group A, < 25% Group B, ≥ 25% P value

14.57% (81) (± 
9.84)

10.13% (56) (± 
6.71)

24.52% (25) (± 
8.40)

< 0.001

Subdivision of PMXR, % < 14.9 15.0-19.9 20.0-24.9 25.0-29.9 ≥ 30.0

Affected articular surface % (cases) 7.65 (26) (± 6.92) 11.03a (18) (± 
5.57)

14.31 (11) (± 6.34) 20.79a (14) (± 
4.19)

27.87a (12) (± 
10.78)

aStatistically significant (P < 0.05) when compared to the previous group. PMXR: Profile X-ray images of the posterior malleolus.

Table 4 Relationship between the size of the posterior malleolus and the affected articular surface according to the Haraguchi 
classification

Classification Haraguchi

I II III P value

Cases (%) 29 (35.8) 33 (40.7) 19 (23.4) N/A

X-ray

PM size % (PMXR) 21.66a (± 9.91) 24.84a (± 9.03) 12.45 (± 4.17) < 0.001

CT

Articular surface of the tibial plafond % 
(AXCT)

12.24 (± 5.47) 22.80 (± 8.28) 3.84 (± 2.78) < 0.001

aThere was a statistically significant difference only when compared to Haraguchi III. There was no significant difference between Haraguchi I and II; there 
was a statistically significant difference when all categories were compared. The P < 0.001 value was found when comparing the three groups and indicates 
a significant statistical difference. AXCT: Axial computed tomography slice of the posterior malleolus; CT: Computed tomography; N/A: Not applicable; 
PM: Posterior malleolus; PMXR: Profile X-ray images of the posterior malleolus.

Table 5 Articular surface of the posterior malleolus in axial computed tomography slices according to the Haraguchi classification

Size of the posterior malleolus, by X-ray
Haraguchi (n)

< 25%, n = 56 ≥ 25%, n = 25

I (29) 10.84% (± 3.74)a 15.29% (± 7.62)b

II (33) 17.99% (± 5.79)a 27.33% (± 7.81)b

III (19) 3.84% (± 2.78)a -

aP < 0.001.
bP = 0.002.

The fact that there are different forms of measuring PM size should be considered. In addition, factors, such as image 
quality, immobilizations, and fixations, can interfere with PM measurement[20]. Several X-ray parameters have been 
studied to interpret ankle fractures, and PM size has good interexaminer reproducibility[21]. There is controversy 
regarding the best way of measuring PM size in lateral X-ray images; moreover, interobserver agreement shows variable 
results[22]. Currently, many authors consider CT essential for an adequate understanding of PM fractures due to the 
limitations of X-ray images and because CT aids in surgical planning by providing information on PM size and 
morphology and on its relationship with other malleoli and with the syndesmosis[20-22,32,33].

In the present study, considering only the X-ray images, the interobserver correlation for PM size was 0.93 (P < 0.001), 
which is excellent and higher than that obtained by Meijer et al[22] in an analysis with a larger number of examiners. This 
result suggests that good quality preoperative X-rays are fundamental for the adequate interpretation of the PM findings. 
A correlation of 0.94 (P < 0.001) was also achieved in the measurement performed in sagittal CT, which showed that an 
accurate measurement of the PM can be achieved using a simple method, regardless of the complementary exam that is 
used.
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Figure 1 Measurement of the size of a posterior malleolus fracture fragment in a profile X-ray image. The proportion between the fracture and the 
total articular surface, i.e. the a/(a + b) ratio, was evaluated.

Figure 2 Measurement of a posterior malleolus fracture fragment in a sagittal tomography slice R. Similarly to what was completed for X-ray 
images, the proportion between the fracture and the total articular surface, i.e. the a/(a + b) ratio, was evaluated.

Most patients (56; 69.1%) had PM < 25% in PMXR. Therefore, if only the PM size was considered, the choice would be 
not to fix that fragment[13,16,34]. Stringfellow et al[35] compared X-ray and CT images and found that CT slices showed a 
larger PM than X-ray images in 92% of the cases. This result is similar to that obtained in the present study, in which the 
mean PM was found to be 2.12% larger (P = 0.018) in CT images. Thus, considering only the 25% cutoff value in PMXR as 
an indication for PM fixation, patients with fractures considered to be borderline, with PMXR values close to 25%, would 
probably fail to have the posterior fragment treated adequately if the diagnosis were based solely on X-ray images. For 
this reason, in recent decades, several authors started recommending the fixation of fragments < 25% because they feared 
that X-ray images could underestimate PM size when compared to CT[10,21].

Another concern is that X-ray images may not be adequate for the visualization of small osteochondral fragments and 
articular surface impaction[23,29,30,36]. The present case series supports this concern, as an osteochondral or 
intermediate fragment was found in 27.1% of CT images. Similarly, Büchler et al[21] reported that 23% of osteochondral 
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Figure 3 Axial computed tomography scan posterior malleolus measure. A: The sagittal plane; B: The corresponding axial slice was selected 5 mm 
above the highest point of the tibial articular surface; C: In the axial image, the tibial articular surface; D: The area corresponding to the posterior malleolus fracture 
was measured; E: Thus, the x/(x + y) ratio was used to obtain the percentage of the tibial plafond surface (axial view) involved in the posterior malleolus.

Figure 4 Comparative size of posterior malleolus on X-rays and axial computed tomography scan according to the Haraguchi 
classification. A: The percent size of the posterior malleolus measured in profile X-ray images according to Haraguchi classification; B: The percent size of the 
posterior malleolus measured in axial tomography images according to the Haraguchi classification. A statistically significant difference was found only when 
compared to Haraguchi 3. No difference was found between Haraguchi 1 and 2 (P < 0.001). PMXR: Posterior malleolus size in profile X-ray images; AXCT: Axial 
computed tomography slice of the posterior malleolus.

fractures were not identified in X-ray images but were present in sagittal CT slices, thus suggesting that X-ray images 
have low sensitivity for diagnosing intermediate PM fragments, which could be a further hindrance for articular 
reduction[21,23,30].

By correlating X-ray images with axial CT slices, it is possible to determine the size of the articular surface affected by 
the PM fragment. In an initial evaluation considering groups < 25% and ≥ 25%, a significant difference in the percentage 
of affected articular surface was found: 10.13% vs 24.52% (P < 0.001). Previous studies have proposed random 
predetermined PM size intervals to evaluate the clinical results, articular congruity, and post-traumatic arthritis[35]. 
Similarly, by determining smaller PM intervals for X-ray images (< 15.0%, 15.0%-19.9%, 20.0%-24.9%, 25.0%-29.9%, and ≥ 
30.0%), it was possible to evaluate the gradual increase in the percentage of affected articular surface in each interval 
relative to the previous interval. It should be noted that fragments in intervals 15.0%-19.9% and 20.0%-24.9% may have a 
similar articular surface. These results indicate that fragments considered small in X-ray images represent a relatively 
larger articular surface.

When the fractures were grouped according to their CT classification, type I and type II fractures had a similar size in 
X-ray images and could only be differentiated from type III (small shell) fractures; however, axial CT showed the 
difference between the articular surfaces of each CT type, as shown by the descriptive study of Haraguchi et al[26]. All the 
different CT types of fractures also showed differences in the size of the axial surface between groups A and B. We 
emphasize that the articular surfaces of the tibial plafond in type II fractures in group A and type I fractures in group B 
were of similar size (Figure 5). This means that although type II fragments in group A were deemed small in X-ray 
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Figure 5 The distribution of the percent area of the tibial plafond of the posterior malleolus fracture according to the various Haraguchi 
classification types. Blue: Group A; Red: Group B; PMXR: Posterior malleolus size in profile X-ray images; AXCT: Axial computed tomography slice of the 
posterior malleolus; PM: Posterior malleolus.

images (< 25%), the articular involvement was similar to that of a large fragment, such as one from group B. This 
information can only be obtained from the CT evaluation. Thus, the exclusive use of X-ray images for preoperative 
planning is associated with the risk of PMs with a larger area than expected being treated inadequately, which can 
interfere with the patient’s postoperative results.

The present study achieved a relevant sample, considering other studies on the same subject[26-28], and the study 
variables showed excellent correlation and interobserver agreement according to Landis and Koch[37], who 
demonstrated the applicability of the measuring method. However, the present study also had some limitations. The 
distribution of PM fractures among the three CT categories was satisfactory. However, there was a significant sample 
loss, and the distribution was based solely on 2D CT images, when some studies also used 3D images to evaluate PM[22,
33]. Finally, the present findings add new information to the topic of articular involvement in PM fractures, which will 
hopefully aid the analysis of the clinical results of patients with PM fractures in future studies.

CONCLUSION
The size of PM fractures varies when evaluated by X-ray and CT. CT studies show a larger PM in the sagittal plane 
compared to PMXR images, and they also allow the identification of the presence of intermediate or chondral fracture 
fragments. Preoperative CT makes it possible to determine the real size of the articular surface of the tibial plafond, which 
can be underestimated if only X-ray is used.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
Research background
For many decades when a posterior malleolus (PM) fracture was diagnosed, the size of the fragment on radiographs was 
always taken into consideration at the time of treatment. Therefore, fixation of the PM was recommended when greater 
than 25% of the tibial joint surface was involved.

Research motivation
This study aimed to see the real size of the PM fragment in ankle fractures and determine whether an X-ray image would 
be sufficient to show the real size of the fracture. It is also unknown if there is any correlation between PM size on X-rays 
and computed tomography (CT) scans.

Research objectives
To compare the PM size of the X-rays with the sagittal CT scans to see if they are similar and to evaluate the PM size 
compared with the axial CT scan and the articular surface of the tibial plafond involved in the ankle fracture.

Research methods
Two foot and ankle specialists compared measurements of PM size on radiographs with CT scans. The PM size on the 
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sagittal images and the joint surface area of the tibial plafond on the axial images were compared.

Research results
We found that PM fragments were 2.12% larger in sagittal CT than in X-rays. When analyzing axial CT scans, a significant 
difference was found between the three types of Haraguchi fractures.

Research conclusions
PM fractures showed different sizes using X-ray or CT images. CT showed a larger PM in the sagittal plane and allowed 
the visualization of the real dimensions of the tibial plafond surface.

Research perspectives
This study showed that CT is better to understand the size of the PM. Even small PM fractures on X-rays can affect a large 
portion of the articular surface. It would be recommended not to underestimate small PM fractures and always perform 
preoperative CT evaluation.
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