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Abstract 

Elbow fractures are injuries that occur due to trauma, such as falls, sports-related impacts, or 

direct blows. These fractures typically involve one or more of the bones forming the elbow 

joint: the olecranon, radial head, or distal humerus. Symptoms can vary, ranging from localized 

swelling and tenderness to visible deformity and loss of motion. Accurate diagnosis is critical 

and often involves physical examination, imaging studies, and assessments of vascular and 

neurological integrity. This article provides an in-depth exploration of elbow fractures, 

discussing their types, causes, symptoms, and diagnostic techniques, highlighting the 

importance of timely and effective intervention. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The elbow is a pivotal joint in the human body, enabling the 

movement and functionality of the upper limb. Composed of 

three bones—the humerus (upper arm), radius, and ulna 

(forearm)—this joint plays a crucial role in daily activities 

requiring mobility and strength. Despite its robust structure, 

the elbow is susceptible to fractures due to falls, direct 

trauma, or accidents. 

Elbow fractures are a significant health concern, especially 

among active individuals and children. They can result in 

pain, restricted movement, and long-term complications if 

not treated promptly. Understanding the different types of 

elbow fractures, their symptoms, and the diagnostic methods 

available is essential for effective management and recovery. 

Elbow fractures can be classified based on the bone and 

specific area involved.  

• The olecranon is the pointed, bony tip of the elbow

and part of the ulna. Due to its superficial location

and lack of muscular protection, it is particularly

vulnerable to fractures. These injuries typically

result from direct impacts, such as a blow to the

elbow or falling onto a bent elbow.

• Symptoms of olecranon fractures often include

severe pain, swelling, and difficulty in extending

the elbow. In some cases, bone fragments may be

visible if the fracture is open.

• The radial head, located at the top of the radius,

connects with the humerus and facilitates forearm

rotation. Radial head fractures are commonly

caused by falls where the arm is outstretched,

transferring force from the wrist to the elbow.

This type of fracture often leads to pain during forearm 

rotation or wrist movement. Swelling, bruising, and 

tenderness are other common symptoms. Radial head 

fractures may range from minor cracks to more severe breaks 

requiring surgical intervention. 

The distal humerus is the lower end of the humerus that 

forms part of the elbow joint. While less common than other 

types, distal humerus fractures can occur due to high-energy 

trauma or falls onto a bent elbow. 

These fractures are often accompanied by severe pain, visible 

deformity, and a loss of elbow function. Surgical treatment is 

frequently necessary, particularly if the fracture involves 

multiple fragments or affects the joint's alignment. 

Elbow fractures are relatively common injuries, affecting 

individuals of all ages. However, they are particularly 

prevalent in children, who are more prone to falls and high-

impact activities. According to the American Academy of 

orthopaedic surgeons, approximately 10% of all bone 

fractures in children involve the elbow. 

In adults, elbow fractures are often associated with workplace 

injuries, sports activities, or accidents. Elderly individuals are 

also at risk due to age-related bone fragility and reduced 

balance. 

Landing directly on the elbow or outstretched hand can 

generate enough force to cause a fracture. 

Accidents or impacts during sports or physical activities can 

lead to elbow injuries. 

Car accidents or significant falls can result in complex elbow 

fractures, often involving multiple bones. 

SYMPTOMS OF AN ELBOW FRACTURE 

The severity and presentation of symptoms can vary based 

on the type and extent of the fracture. Common signs 

include: 

• Sudden, intense pain at the time of injury.

• Swelling and bruising around the elbow joint.

• Stiffness or limited range of motion.

• Visible deformity, suggesting bone displacement or

dislocation. 

• Tenderness to the touch. 
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• Numbness or weakness in the hand or fingers,

which may indicate nerve involvement. 

Early signs in less severe cases may include localized swelling, 

bruising, and pain, particularly when attempting to move the 

elbow. A “popping” sound may also be reported at the 

moment of impact. 

DIAGNOSIS 

Accurate diagnosis is essential for determining the type and 

severity of an elbow fracture and guiding appropriate 

treatment. The evaluation begins with a clinical assessment 

to identify visible deformities, open wounds, or 

compromised skin integrity that may indicate an open 

fracture. Neurological signs, such as numbness or tingling in 

the hand or fingers, and vascular health, assessed by checking 

the wrist pulse, are also critical to ensure no damage to 

nerves or blood flow. Imaging plays a pivotal role, with X-

rays being the most common diagnostic tool for visualizing 

bone structures, while CT scans provide detailed 3D views in 

complex cases, and MRIs are used when soft tissue or 

ligament damage is suspected. Functional impairment is 

evaluated through tests assessing elbow joint mobility, as 

pain or restricted motion often signals a fracture. Treatment 

varies based on the injury’s severity; minor fractures are 

typically managed non-surgically with immobilization, pain 

relief, and physical therapy, whereas severe fractures may 

necessitate surgical intervention with hardware like screws, 

plates, or rods to stabilize the bone and restore proper 

alignment. 

CONCLUSION 

Elbow fractures are common injuries with varying degrees of 

severity. Whether resulting from a fall, sports activity, or 

high-energy trauma, these fractures can significantly impact 

mobility and quality of life if not addressed promptly. 

Recognizing the symptoms, understanding the types of 

fractures, and seeking early diagnosis are critical steps in 

ensuring effective treatment and recovery. 

With advancements in diagnostic techniques and treatment 

modalities, most individuals can achieve a full recovery with 

proper care. Continued education about elbow fractures 

among healthcare professionals and the public can help 

improve outcomes, minimize complications, and restore 

functionality in affected individuals.  
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