Review of Clinical Signs

Series Editor: Bernard Karnath, MD

Common Musculoskeletal Problems
of the Lower Extremities

Bernard Karnath, MD

ower extremity joint pain is a commonly report
ed symptom in the primary care setting. His-
torical data can often provide clues to the diag-
nosis. Specifically, the timing and onset of pain,
the setting in which pain occurs (along with any aggra-
vating factors), and any history of trauma should all be
determined when obtaining patient history. The physi-
cal examination can provide further clues leading to a
diagnosis. This examination should begin by first ob-
serving the patient walking and then inspecting the
joint in question. Palpation of the joint for swelling and
warmth is also key. Finally, provocative maneuvers can
provide final clues helpful in making a diagnosis.

This article, the second in a 3-part series on the
musculoskeletal examination, discusses common mus-
culoskeletal conditions of the lower extremities that
often lead to joint pain, focusing on examination of
the hip, knee, ankle, and foot.

HIP PAIN

Hip pain can be classified as anterior, lateral, or pos-
terior (Table 1).! Historical information helpful in the
diagnosis of hip pain includes recent falls, old age, os-
teoporosis, use of oral corticosteroids, and a history of
cancer. The musculoskeletal examination begins by ob-
servation of the patient’s gait followed by palpation of
the lateral hip to detect evidence of trochanteric bursi-
tis. To detect intra-articular causes of hip pain, the
examiner should rotate the hip internally and exter-
nally with the patient in the sitting position at the end
of the examining table (Figure 1A). The Patrick’s test
(Figure 1B) is also a helpful maneuver in the detection
of hip pathology. It is performed with the patient in
the supine position, with the knee flexed to 90 degrees
and the heel placed on the opposite leg on the pretib-
ial region. The examiner then manually pushes down
the flexed knee. If pain is elicited, the test is considered
positive for intra-articular pathology of the hip, such as
osteoarthritis.
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Anterior Hip Pain

Anterior hip pain implies intra-articular disease,
with osteoarthritis being the most likely diagnosis in
patients older than 50 years." Other common causes of
anterior hip pain include hip fracture and avascular
necrosis of the femoral head. Avascular necrosis is com-
mon in patients who have taken corticosteroids, where-
as actual fractures are more common among elderly
patients with osteoporosis and a history of falling.?

Lateral Hip Pain

Causes of lateral hip pain include trochanteric bursi-
tis, iliotibial band syndrome, meralgia paresthetica, and
entrapment of the lateral femoral cutaneous nerve.
Patients with trochanteric bursitis report pain when
they walk or roll onto their sides.” On physical examina-
tion, palpation of the bursa typically reveals tenderness.
Another provocative maneuver involves having the pa-
tient abduct the affected leg while lying on the unaffect-
ed side; in patients with bursitis, the pain will be exacer-
bated.

Patients with iliotibial band syndrome also report lat-
eral hip pain. The iliotibial band passes over the greater
trochanter. Patients may also report a snapping sensa-
tion over the greater trochanter with flexion and exten-
sion. Provocative tests for the iliotibial band syndrome
include the Ober’s test.*~® This test is performed by hav-
ing the patient lie on the unaffected side; the affected
leg is abducted while the knee is flexed to 90 degrees
(Figure 2). The leg is then released. An Ober’s test is
considered positive for iliotibial band syndrome when
the thigh is released and the thigh remains abducted.®

Patients with meralgia paresthetica most commonly
report pain or paresthesias of the lateral hip and thigh.
These symptoms are usually exacerbated by exercise.
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Table I. Differential Diagnosis of Hip Pain

Anterior hip pain
Avascular necrosis
Hip fracture

Osteoarthritis

Lateral hip pain
lliotibial band syndrome
Meralgia paresthetica

Trochanteric bursitis

Posterior hip pain
Lumbar herniated disc

Sciatica

Finally, the lateral femoral cutaneous nerve is a sensory
nerve that can be compressed or entrapped as it passes
under the inguinal ligament, thus producing pain or
paresthesias.

Posterior Hip Pain

Pain in the posterior hip region commonly occurs
as a result of sciatic nerve irritation or nerve root irrita-
tion from lumbar disc disease. The sciatic nerve origi-
nates from the 1.4, L5, S1, S2, and S3 nerve roots. The
sciatic nerve is susceptible to compression as it passes
through the sciatic notch. Patients with sciatica com-
monly complain of a dull unilateral ache in the but-
tocks that may radiate down the posterior thigh.

Patients with herniated intervertebral discs typically
report lower back pain that radiates down the posteri-
or thigh. The straight-leg raise test is a provocative
maneuver that can elicit the pain produced by a herni-
ated disc.” This maneuver will be discussed more fully
in the next part of the musculoskeletal examination
series on lower back pain. The test is performed with
the patient in a supine position. The leg is raised while
the knee is extended. The test is considered positive if
pain radiating down the posterior thigh is produced at
30 degrees of leg elevation.®

KNEE PAIN

Examination of the knee is best conducted with the
patient in the supine position.” The knee is first in-
spected for swelling, erythema, lacerations, bruising,
and deformity. The next step is to evaluate for the pres-
ence of warmth and effusion by palpation. Warmth and
erythema imply infection and/or inflammation.
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Figure |. (A) lllustration depicting the test to detect intra-
articular causes of hip pain. (B) lllustration of Patrick’s test to
detect intra-articular hip pathology. (Reprinted from Roberts
WN, Williams RB. Hip pain. Prim Care 1988;15:786, with
permission from Elsevier Science.)

Figure 2. lllustration depicting Ober’s test to detect iliotibial
band syndrome. (Reprinted with permission from Hoppenfeld
S, Hutton R. Physical examination of the spine and extremi-
ties. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts; 1976:167.)

Knee Effusions

When elicited, the bulge sign (Figure 3A) and bal-
loon sign (Figure 3B) are helpful in the detection of
knee effusions.®~'° Both signs are elicited with the knee
in the extended position. The bulge sign is elicited by
placing one hand above the knee and pushing the
fluid downward and laterally. Then the knee is tapped
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Figure 4. lllustration depicting the anterior drawer test to
detect injury of the anterior cruciate ligament. (Reprinted
with permission from Hoppenfeld S, Hutton R. Physical exami-
nation of the spine and extremities. New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts; 1976:186.)

with the opposite hand on the lateral side. A fluid wave
on the medial side confirms an effusion. The balloon
sign is elicited by compressing the patella against the
femur. A balloon sign is considered positive when fluid
is ejected into the spaces adjacent to the patella. Effu-
sions can be caused by conditions such as osteoarthri-
tis, trauma, infection, and gout.

Ligamentous Injuries

Knee trauma is a common reason for visiting a phy-
sician. However, most knee injuries are not associated
with a fracture.>” Therefore, the focus of the examina-
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Figure 3. (A) lllustration depicting the
test to elicit the bulge sign. (B) lllustration
depicting the test to elicit the balloon
sign. (Redrawn with permission from
Bickley LS, Hoekelman RA. Bates’ guide
to physical examination and history tak-
ing. 7th ed. Philadelphia: Lippincott-Raven;
1999:533-4.)

Figure 5. lllustration depicting the posterior drawer test to
detect injury of the posterior cruciate ligament. (Reprinted
with permission from Hoppenfeld S, Hutton R. Physical exam-
ination of the spine and extremities. New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts; 1976:186.)

tion in a patient who has experienced knee trauma
should be on ligamentous stability."

The anterior cruciate ligament is frequently injured
during acute deceleration. The stability of the anterior
cruciate ligament can be assessed by using the anterior
drawer test (Figure 4) or Lachman’s test.'? Both tests
are conducted with the patient in the supine position.
The anterior drawer sign is elicited with the knee in
90 degrees of flexion and the patient’s foot stabilized;
an attempt is then made to slide the tibia anteriorly.
Detectable motion signifies a positive drawer sign and
thus laxity of the anterior cruciate ligament. Lachman’s
test is a similar maneuver performed with the knee in
20 degrees of flexion.'? The femur is stabilized with one
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hand while the other hand attempts to move the tibia
forward.

The posterior cruciate ligament is frequently injured
during a blow to the anterior proximal tibia while the
knee is flexed. The posterior drawer sign, which indicates
laxity of this ligament, is elicited in a similar manner to
the anterior drawer sign, with the exception that an at-
tempt is made to slide the tibia posteriorly (Figure 5).'"2
In addition, the sag test can be performed on a patient in
the supine position with the hips flexed to 45 degrees
and knees flexed to 90 degrees. The tibia will sag or drop
back if an injury to the posterior cruciate ligament has
occurred.

The medial collateral ligament can be tested for lax-
ity by applying valgus stress at the knee (ie, by pushing
medially against the knee and pulling laterally at the
ankle) (Figure 6A). Pain or a gap in the medial joint
suggests ligamentous laxity. The lateral collateral liga-
ment can similarly be tested for laxity by applying varus
stress (ie, pushing laterally at the ankle while pulling
medially at the knee) (Figure 6B).

Meniscal injury can be detected by performing the
McMurray’s test (Figure 7).'? The patient’s knee is flexed
and then slowly extended while the tibia is held in inter-
nal or external rotation. A pop or click heard during pal-
pation along the medial joint line suggests meniscal
injury.

ANKLE PAIN

Ankle pain frequently results from acute injury. The
most common mechanism of ankle injury is plantar flex-
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Figure 6. lllustration depicting the
method to detect laxity of the medial
collateral ligament (A) and the lateral
collateral ligament (B). (Reprinted with
permission from Hoppenfeld S, Hutton
R. Physical examination of the spine
and extremities. New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts; 1976:185.)

ion and inversion,"” and the most commonly injured lig-
aments are the anterior talofibular ligament and the cal-
caneofibular ligament.

The anterior drawer test can also be used to assess
the stability of the anterior talofibular ligament (Fig-
ure 8).° The examiner stabilizes the tibia and fibula
with one hand and applies anterior force to the calca-
neus and talus with the other hand. Anterior displace-
ment of the talus indicates a possible sprain of the an-
terior talofibular ligament.

The talar tilt test can be used to assess the stability of
the calcaneofibular ligament (Figure 9).° The examin-
er stabilizes the distal tibia with one hand while grasp-
ing the talus with the other. The examiner then tilts
the talus into an adducted position. Movement toward
the adducted position that is greater in the involved
foot than in the noninvolved foot indicates a probable
tear of the calcaneofibular ligament.

FOOT PAIN

Foot pain can be localized to the forefoot, the mid-
foot, and the hindfoot. Table 2 provides the differential
diagnosis of pain in each of these areas.

Forefoot

Metatarsalgia is a term used to describe pain in the
plantar surface of the forefoot." The pain typically
worsens with weight bearing and is relieved by rest.
Patients describe this pain as feeling similar to walking
with a pebble in the shoe. Palpation of the metatarsal
heads generally reveals tenderness in the involved
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Figure 7. lllustration depicting McMurray’s test to detect
meniscal injury. (A) Method used to detect tears of the lateral
meniscus. (B) Method used to detect tears of the medial
meniscus. The maneuver is performed by flexing the knee of
a supine patient while holding the tibia in internal (A) or ex-
ternal (B) rotation and then slowly extending the knee. A pal-
pable snap heard as the knee is extended suggests a tear in
the meniscus. (Reprinted with permission from Judge RD,
Woolliscroft JO, Zelenock GB, Zuidema GD. The Michigan
manual of clinical diagnosis. Philadelphia: Lippincott-Raven;
1998:297.)

metatarsals. Plantar keratoses are common in areas of
excessive stress, such as the second metatarsal head,;
metatarsalgia is also common in this area.

Morton’s neuroma, also known as intermetatarsal
neuroma, is another cause of forefoot pain.'* Morton’s
neuroma is a perineural fibrotic lesion of a common
digital nerve. The pain typically occurs in the inter-
metatarsal region between the third and fourth toes.
The pain is worse with shoe wear and better with rest
and shoe removal. Mulder’s sign is a useful diagnostic
aid in cases of Morton’s neuroma and is elicited by
applying pressure to the medial and lateral aspects of
the forefoot, thereby compressing the neuroma be-
tween metatarsals while simultaneously compressing
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Figure 8. lllustration depicting the anterior drawer test to
assess the stability of the anterior talofibular ligament. (Re-
printed with permission from Hoppenfeld S, Hutton R. Phys-
ical examination of the spine and extremities. New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts; 1976:227.)

Figure 9. lllustration depicting the talar tilt test to assess sta-
bility of the calcaneofibular ligament. (Reprinted with permis-
sion from Hoppenfeld S, Hutton R. Physical examination of
the spine and extremities. New York: Appleton-Century-
Crofts; 1976:227.)

the neuroma between the thumb and index finger of
the other hand."" A click and pain produced by this
maneuver constitute a positive sign.

A common condition affecting the forefoot, gout is
usually localized to the metatarsophalangeal joint of
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Table 2. Differential Diagnosis of Foot Pain

Forefoot

Gout

Metatarsalgia
Morton’s neuroma
Midfoot

Plantar fasciitis
Hindfoot

Achilles tendonitis

the great toe. On inspection, the metatarsophalangeal
joint of the great toe is greatly inflamed and edema-
tous (Figure 10). There is associated pain in the great
toe, which is referred to as podagra.

Midfoot

Plantar fasciitis is a common cause of midfoot pain.
Palpation of the medial calcaneal tubercle reproduces
the pain.'” Pain is located in the inferior medial aspect
of the calcaneus. Patients report pain on taking the
first several steps of the day, with symptoms lessening as
walking continues. In patients with plantar fasciitis,
subcalcaneal bone spurs are generally found in 25% of
cases,'® although one study reported finding such bone
spurs in 70% of cases.!”

Hindfoot

Common causes of hindfoot pain include Achilles
tendonitis and retrocalcaneal bursitis, both of which pre-
sent with pain, erythema, and warmth.'* The pain of
retrocalcaneal bursitis can be exacerbated by dorsiflex-
ion, which causes compression of the bursa. Achilles ten-
donitis can also present with weakness that is exacerbated
by activity. Achilles tendonitis must be distinguished from
tendon rupture. The Thompson test is a helpful maneu-
ver to detect Achilles tendonitis. This test is performed
with the patient in a prone position with the heels placed
over the edge of the table. The examiner then squeezes
the gastrocnemius-soleus complex. A normal response is
for the foot to plantarflex. Absence of plantar flexion

indicates a tear of the Achilles tendon. HP
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