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¥ Dynamic ultrasound lateral ankle 
ligament assessment is a reliable and 
repeatable technique for evaluating 
lateral ankle ligament instability. 

¥ Examination of the lateral ankle 
ligaments using ultrasound has the 
potential to quantify lateral ankle 
instability at the point of care in a 
radiation-free, non-invasive, and low-
cost manner.
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Ultrasonography for evaluating lateral ankle instability 
Diagnosing lateral ankle ligament incompetence is often unreliable by physical exam alone. (1-3) 
Lahde et al. evaluated 192 patients with confirmed surgical or arthrographic findings of lateral ankle 
ligament injury and found that 28% of ATFL tears and 38% of combined ATFL and CFL were not 
detected with clinical examination alone. (4) Similarly, Fujii et al. found that stress maneuvers 
performed by examiners on cadaveric specimens with progressive lateral ligament injuries were 
unreliable in diagnosing injury severity or instability. For this reasons, physical examination of ankle 
instability is often complemented by some sort of stress imaging, with stress maneuvers including 
anterior drawer and talar tilt. (5-8)

In recent years, ultrasonography is increasingly being applied to musculoskeletal conditions. The 
advantages of this modality include its low cost, lack of radiation, a ready availability at the point of 
care, especially with portable mode, and an ability to easily visualize and compare anatomic structures 
under applied stress. (9-14) By incorporating the physical examination for assessing the lateral ankle 
instability, including anterior drawer test and talar tilt test to the ultrasound evaluation, the 
information regarding lateral ankle instability can be quantitatively achieved through the dynamic 
ultrasound assessment.

The dynamic ultrasonography offers the opportunity to perform stress imaging at the point of care 
without the need for a dedicated radiographic stress device or radiation exposure to patient or 
practitioner. (8-12) Importantly, in contrast to radiographs, ultrasound also allows direct visualization 
of the ankle ligaments themselves, affording the clinician a direct understanding of the anatomic 
structures involved in a given injury pattern. Saengsin et al demonstrate that lateral ankle stability 
measurements taken with ultrasound strongly correlated with fluoroscopic measurements. (15)

Ultrasound-guided treatment in anterior talofibular ligament injury
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Based on the many added advantage of ultrasound, we therefore encourage that the ultrasound 
should be strongly considered as an evolving imaging modality of choice to evaluate lateral ankle 
instability. 

To perform the dynamic ultrasound assessment, the anterior drawer test is performed. Anterior talar 
translation is quantified by placing the ultrasound transducer perpendicular to the posterior aspect of 
tibia and talus. (Fig. 1) The ultrasound measurement for the talar translation is calculated in 
millimeter (mm) by measuring the distance between the hyperechoic bone contours of the posterior 
aspect of the talus and the posterior aspect of the tibia, and the delta with and without stress 
application is calculated. This measurement represents the sagittal plane stability.
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Subsequently, the talar tilt test is performed. The lateral clear space (in mm) between the fibular tip 
and lateral process of the talus is measured, and the delta with and without an applied torque is 
calculated. (Fig. 2) Notably, it has not been feasible to measure talar tilt angle using ultrasound, which 
is why we chose to assess the validity of coronal plane stability measurement by comparing 
measurements generated at the lateral clear space.
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