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Abstract

BACKGROUND

Ankle fractures are common injuries in the young and elderly populations. To
prevent post-traumatic arthritis, an anatomic reconstruction of the ankle structure
is mandatory. Open reduction and internal fixation is the treatment of choice
among orthopaedics. Conventional plates allow stability of the fracture if bone
quality is present. Locking plates might offer an advantage for the treatment of
lateral malleolar fracture in patients with comminution, severe instability, distal
fractures, or osteoporotic bone. Our hospital introduced a new locking plate for
fracture of the distal fibula.

AIM

To evaluate locking plates in terms of outcomes and complications in young and
elderly patients.

METHODS

We retrospectively reviewed a total of 67 patients treated for displaced distal
fibula fractures. Demographic data, number of comorbidities, use of inter frag-
mentary screw, complication, time of fracture healing, partial or full weight
bearing, and reoperation were recorded for all patients. Clinical outcome was
assessed by the American Orthopedic Foot and Ankle Society clinical scoring
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system. Radiographs were obtained at 4, 8, 12, 16, 20, and 24 wk until radiographic union was obtained.

RESULTS

All patients displayed complete bony union on radiographic assessment, and no patients developed any serious
complications. We observed two superficial infections, one delayed wound healing, and two plate intolerances.
Significant differences were observed between the two age groups in terms of radiographic healing (11.9 wk in
younger patients vs 13.7 wk in older patients; P = 0.011) and in the American Orthopedic Foot and Ankle Society
score at 6 mo after surgery (88.2 in younger patients vs 86.0 in older patients; P = 0.001) and at 12 mo after surgery
(92.6 in younger patients vs 90.0 in older patients; P = 0.000).

CONCLUSION
Locking plates provide a stable and rigid fixation in multifragmentary and comminuted fractures or in the
presence of poor bone quality.

Key Words: Ankle fracture; Locking plate; Distal fibula fracture; Outcome; Complications; Osteoporosis
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Core Tip: Ankle fractures are common injuries in the young and elderly populations. Fibula locking plate is used for the older
population due to osteoporotic bone or for the younger population with multifragmentary and comminuted fractures. We
introduced a new locking plate for fracture of the distal fibula and evaluated it for lateral malleolar fixation in terms of
outcomes and complications in young and elderly patients. We were interested in determining whether the use of this locking
plate would provide the same advantage and outcomes that were described in literature.
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INTRODUCTION

Ankle fractures are common injuries and represent 9% of all fractures[1,2]. These fractures, often due to low energy
trauma, have an annual incidence of 122-184,/100000 people[2,3] and represent the third most common fracture, after hip
and wrist fractures[4]. The repair process of these fractures is classified into primary and secondary fracture healing.
Primary healing is direct bone repair without cartilaginous callus formation where bone remodelling occurs with rigid
fixation and no gap formation; secondary healing is typically characterised by callus formation due to the presence of
movement at the fracture site. The key to the repair process is the appropriate stability of the fracture site to obtain a
biological healing response.

Several fixation methods may be used including one-third tubular plate, dynamic compression plate, and locking plate.
The treatment in the elderly population must consider the presence of osteoporosis as the decisive factor for the type of
implant to be used. Conventional plates allow stability of the fracture if bone quality is present. Loosening or toggling of
screws represent a failure of fixation due to loss of friction between the plate and the bone[1]. Locking plates might offer
an advantage in patients with osteoporotic bone. The stability does not depend on bone-plate friction because the screw
head locks into the threaded hole of the plate. These plates reduce periosteal compression and improve bone healing
through increased blood supply[5]. Precontoured locking plates facilitate placement and fixation of fractures in elderly
and young patients and must be reserved for distal fractures that have limited places available for distal screw insertion
through multiple multidirectional metaphyseal locked screws. Unfortunately, locking plates form a stiffer screw-plate
construct that can cause greater rigidity compared to conventional plates, affecting fracture healing and causing delayed
union or non-union.

In February 2017, our unit introduced a new locking plate for the fracture of the distal fibula. The aim of this study was
to evaluate the new locking plate for lateral malleolar fixation in terms of outcomes and complications in young and
elderly patients. We were interested in determining whether the use of this locking plate would provide the same
advantage and outcomes that were described in the literature.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We retrospectively reviewed a consecutive cohort of patients admitted from February 2017 to September 2018 for fixation
of a distal fibula fracture with a follow-up of 1 year. Permission for this study was obtained from our institutional ethics
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committee for the use of patient data for publication purposes (n°161/2020/CA). The eligibility criteria were displaced
distal fibula fractures classified as a Dannis-Weber type B or C after a low-energy trauma, minimum follow-up of 1 year,
and patient ambulatory prior to injury. Open ankle fracture, pilon fracture, bilateral ankle fractures, pathologic fractures,
paediatric fractures, previous malleolar fractures history, fracture treated temporarily with external fixator, fracture
treated with syndesmotic screws, patients with cognitive impairment, and polytrauma were excluded from study.

A total of 67 patients treated for displaced Dannis-Weber type B or C distal fibula fractures were included in this study.
The implant used was a 3.0/3.5 mm precontoured anatomical locking plate for the distal fibula, manufactured by Hofer
Medical Italy (Inteos plate). This implant provides a unicortical locking system to allow fixation in metaphyseal bone with
3.0 mm distal screws. The plate has a low profile and multiple smaller screws distally to obtain adequate distal fixation
through multiple multidirectional locked screws. The use of a lag screw was left to the discretion of the surgeon,
depending on the pattern of fracture.

Patients were divided into two groups based on age: Group 1 patients were under 60-years-old; and group 2 patients
were aged 60 years and over. Demographic data (age, sex, type of fracture), number of comorbidities (diabetes, history of
deep venous thrombosis or limb vascular disease), use of inter fragmentary screws, complications (superficial or deep
infection, loss of reduction, loose screw, non-union, nerve injury, delayed wound healing, skin irritation), time of fracture
healing, partial or full weight bearing, and reoperation were recorded for all patients.

Clinical outcome was assessed by the American Orthopedic Foot and Ankle Society (AOFAS), with clinical scoring at 6
and 12 mo after surgery. The AOFAS score has a maximum value of 100 points (50 points for function, 40 for pain, 10 for
alignment). Complications were recorded at every clinical and radiographic follow-up. Radiographs of the anterior-
posterior, lateral, and mortise view were obtained at 4 wk postoperatively and then at 8, 12, 16, 20, and 24 wk until
radiographic union was obtained. Fracture healing was defined by the identification of three of the four cortices to be
bridged by visible callus on X-ray exam, determined by a single radiologist that was not involved in this study, and full
weight bearing without pain.

All patients received antibiotic prophylaxis with a single dose of 2 g of a second-generation cephalosporin. In case of
allergy, the patients received teicoplanin or levofloxacin according to hospital protocol. All patients received low-
molecular-weight heparin for thrombo prophylaxis from 6 h postoperatively and for the duration of immobilisation (30
d). Possible syndesmotic injuries (talar tilt or increase in tibial medial space) were evaluated during the surgery with
external rotation stress test under fluoroscopy. In the event of a syndesmotic injury, the patient was excluded from the
study. A short leg cast was applied for the first 2 wk, and then a brace for another 2 wk. Full weight bearing with a brace
was allowed at 4 or 6 wk after surgery, depending on the radiographic result, while full weight bearing without a brace
was allowed about 8 or 10 wk after surgery.

Statistical analysis was conducted using the IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences, version 26. Descriptive statistics
were calculated. Depending on the variable analysed, ¥ test and f-test were used to compare the two age groups. All P
values < 0.05 were considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

A total of 67 patients (55.2% females), mean age 58.5 + 16.2 years, were included in the study since their data were
available for complete analysis and comparison. Among them, 43.3% of patients were in group 1 (< 60-years-old), and
56.7% were in group 2 (= 60-years-old). The majority of patients (79.1%) had a Dannis-Weber type B distal fibula fracture.
In 9 patients (13.4 %), there was at least one comorbidity at the time of surgery.

All 67 patients displayed complete bony union on radiographic assessment. Radiographic union was obtained in 8
patients (11.9%) at 8 wk, in 40 patients (59.7%) at 12 wk, in 15 patients (22.4%) at 16 wk, and in 4 patients (6.0%) at 20 wk.
Plates with a lag screw were used in 26 fractures (38.8%) and without in 41 fractures (61.2%), suggesting that these
fractures frequently do not require a lag screw due to stabile fixation of locking plates. Full weight bearing with a brace
was allowed at 4 wk after surgery in 54 patients and at 6 wk in 13 patients. Full weight bearing without a brace was
allowed at 8 wk in 54 patients and at 10 wk in 13 patients. No patients developed any serious complications, including
non-union, malunion, loss of fixation, loose screws, deep infection, peroneal tendinitis, nerve injury, and post-traumatic
osteoarthritis. We observed two (3%) superficial infections (1 case in group 1, 1 case in group 2), which completely
resolved after antibiotic treatment, one (1.5%) delayed wound healing (1 case in group 2), which was treated with
medications, and two (3%) plate intolerances (1 case in group 1, 1 case in group 2) due to incorrect positioning that
required removal of the implant. Patients with superficial infection or delayed wound healing had at least one
comorbidity at the time of surgery.

Table 1 reports results of the comparison between group 1 and group 2. Significant differences were observed between
the two age groups in terms of radiographic healing (11.9 wk in younger patients vs 13.7 wk in older patients; P = 0.011)
and in the AOFAS score at 6 mo after surgery (88.2 in younger patients vs 86.0 in older patients; P = 0.001) and at 12 mo
after surgery (92.6 in younger patients vs 90.0 in older patients; P = 0.000).

DISCUSSION

Fibula locking plate is used for the older population due to osteoporotic bone or for the younger population in multifrag-
mentary and comminuted fractures. Biomechanical studies have shown that locking plates in an osteoporotic fibula have
greater torque and axial and angle resistance at failure than conventional plates[6]. The use of two distal unicortical
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Table 1 Comparison between group 1 and group 2 (mean  SD)

Feature Total, n =67 Group 1<60yr,n=29 Group 2 260 yr, n =38 P value
Ageinyr 585+ 16.2 424+11.7 70.7 +2.9 NA
Female sex 55.2% 55.2% 55.3% 0.994

Weber classification

B 79.1% 79.3% 78.9% 0.971
C 20.9% 20.7% 21.1%

Radiographic healing in wk 129+29 11.9+3.1 13.7+2.6 0.011
Partial load with brace in wk 44+08 43+0.8 44+08 0.701
Total load without brace in wk 84+0.8 8.3+0.8 84+0.8 0.701
AOFAS score at 6 mo after surgery 86.9+28 88.2+19 86.0+3.0 0.001
AOFAS score at 12 mo after surgery 911427 926+24 90.0+23 0.000

AOFAS: American Orthopedic Foot and Ankle Society; NA: Not assessed; SD: Standard deviation.

screws was mechanically equivalent to three distal cortical screws of standard plate[1,6,7]. In conventional devices, the
plate-bone construct is dependent on bone mineral density, while in locking devices, bone quality does not influence the
biomechanical resistance of the implant because the plate produces stability through a fixed-angle structure without the
need for contact between the bone and the plate[8]. Locking plates do not offer an advantage in stable fractures with
normal mineral density[9,10]. In addition, the fixation of the distal fibula could be inappropriate with a standard plate
because it depends on the mechanical strength of a single cortex and cancellous bone of the distal fragment. The locking
plates produce a fixed-angle structure without the need for anchorage of the screws on both corticales; therefore, these
plates are useful in multifragmentary and distal fractures in young patients.

Wound infection, delayed wound healing, and skin irritation are common postoperative complications of ankle
fixation and sometimes require revision or removal of metalwork[11,12]. Other postsurgical complications described in
the literature are non-union, malunion, loss of fixation, loose screws, peroneal tendinitis, nerve injury, and post-traumatic
osteoarthritis[5].

In the literature, there is a debate on clinical results, incidence of complications, and advantages on the use of locking
plates. Generally, complications after locking plate osteosynthesis can reach 20%[1,13-15] and even 40% according to
other authors[16]. Naumann et al[17] retrospectively reviewed 997 patients following surgery for ankle fractures and
reported that 17.0% required implant removal and 2.6% required infection treatment. Lynde et al[18], through a
retrospective study, found that there was no difference in the complication rates between locking vs non-locking plates
used for distal fibula fracture. Lyle et al[1] and Tsukada et al[19] did not observe any clinical advantage in the use of
locking plates and found no difference in complication rates between locking plates and conventional plates.

Huang et al[20] compared one-third tubular plates with locking compression plates and showed a higher functional
score and less healing time in locking plates. Schepers et al[21], through a retrospective study, advised against the use of
locking plates because of increased wound complication with respect to conventional plates (17.5% vs 5.5%). Herrera-
Pérez et al[4] observed similar outcomes in both locking and conventional plates but recommended the use of locking
plates in patients with concomitant soft tissue damage or who cannot tolerate prolonged immobilisation, as it reduces
non-weight-bearing time. Takemoto et al[22] observed that in multifragmentary fractures, lag screws are used half as
often with locking plates compared to conventional plates because locking plates provide the necessary fixation. Kim et al
[7], using a biomechanical study, compared semitubular locking and non-locking plates and observed that both implants
were similar. However, locking plates were independent of bone mineral density and were advantageous for elderly
patients with osteoporosis.

In our study, we used locking plates in both young and elderly patients (Figures 1 and 2) and found no differences in
the complication rates between the two groups. Moreover, the complication rates were in line with those found in the
literature for the treatment of distal fibula fractures.

In this study, we observed a significant difference between the two groups in terms of radiographic healing (11.9 wk in
younger patients vs 13.7 wk in older patients) and in the AOFAS score at 6 mo (88.2 in younger patients vs 86.0 in older
patients) and at 12 mo (92.6 in younger patients vs 90.0 in older patients). Our findings indicated a high efficacy of these
plates in lateral malleolar fixation. Therefore, in this study, locking plates seemed to offer an advantage in young patients
with normal bone mineral density for the treatment of multifragmentary and comminuted fractures, permitting early
rehabilitation and full weight bearing through a rigid fixation of the malleolar fracture. In elderly patients, this locking
plate showed excellent results, as already known in the literature for the other devices.

The present retrospective study was limited because it was not randomised, did not have a control group, had a short
follow-up, and had a limited sample of patients. Further studies, especially prospective, are needed to confirm clinical
and radiological outcomes of locking plates in displaced malleolar fractures.
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Figure 1 Fixation of a lateral malleolus fracture with locking plate in a young patient. A: Preoperative X-ray; B: Anterior-posterior X-ray at follow-up;
C: Lateral X-ray at follow-up.

DOI: 10.5312/wjo.v14.i7.540 Copyright ©The Author(s) 2023.

Figure 2 Fixation of a lateral malleolus fracture with locking plate in an elderly patient. A: Preoperative X-ray; B: Anterior-posterior X-ray at follow-
up; C: Lateral X-ray at follow-up.
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CONCLUSION

Locking plates provide a stable and rigid fixation in multifragmentary and comminuted fractures or in the presence of
poor bone quality. The cost is greater than conventional plates but decreases the risk of displacement of fractures or
further intervention of revisions in patients with osteoporotic bone or unstable fractures. In the young population,
anatomical locking plates are useful to obtain stable fixation for distal fractures with comminution that have limited
places available for distal screws. In the elderly population, locking plates offer an advantage in the presence of poor
bone quality, avoiding screws loosening and subsequently coming out. Although locking plates have been associated
with delayed union or non-union in the literature, we did not observe this in our study. However, the observation time
was not very long and the overall included samples were limited. The locking plate utilised in this study showed few
complications and complete bone union in all patients.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS

Research background
Ankle fractures are common injuries in the young and elderly populations. Locking plates might offer an advantage for
the treatment of these fractures in patients with comminution, severe instability, distal fractures, or osteoporotic bone.

Research motivation
The aim of this study was to evaluate our hospital’s new locking plate for lateral malleolar fixation in terms of outcomes
and complications in young and elderly patients.

Research objectives
We were interested in determining whether the use of a locking plate would provide the same advantage and outcomes
that were described in literature.

Research methods
We retrospectively reviewed a consecutive cohort of patients for fixation of distal fibula fracture with a follow-up of 1
year.

Research results
Significant differences were observed between the two age groups in terms of radiographic healing and in the American
Orthopedic Foot and Ankle Society score at 6 mo and at 12 mo after surgery.

Research conclusions
The locking plate utilized in this study showed few complications and complete bone union in all patients.

Research perspectives
Prospective studies with larger patient samples and longer follow-up are needed.
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