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ACUTE COMPARTMENT SYNDROME 

Editorial

Acute compartment syndrome (ACS) of the lower limb 
is a potentially disruptive complication that must be 
recognized early and appropriate action taken to avoid 
multiple complications.  It commonly occurs in closed 
fractures of the tibia shaft with a reported incidence of 
1.2% to 30.4% (1) but has also been seen in open tibial 
fractures with reported incidence between 1.2% and 
9.1% (2). To avoid complications early diagnosis and 
urgent decompression must be done.  

Multiple complications have been reported such as 
infections, neurological deficit with sensory and power 
loss, delayed healing and none union of the fractures, 
deformities, and poor functional outcome.  If ignored 
or misdiagnosed it leads to morbidity, irreversible 
muscle destruction, muscle fibrosis, contractures and 
permanent disability and at worst case scenario of 
amputation (3,4). As reported by Frink et al (3)  on 
their study on acute compartment syndrome it can 
occur even when there is no fracture. Also general 
surgeons have reported acute compartment syndrome 
of the abdomen.  The reported complications include 
infections which can be minor (Pintrac due to external 
fixators), superficial infections or major deep infections, 
osteomyelitis and septic arthritis (5). Fracture healing 
is also delayed or none union can occur.

The diagnosis of compartment syndrome is by 
clinical assessment and includes increased, swelling, 
blisters, increasing pain despite appropriate analgesics, 
pallor, poor pulse and decreased capillary return, 
parasthesia and a limb that is perishing with cold (The 
student’s MNEMONIC 5ps of ACS).  The clinical 
diagnosis can be confirmed by compartment pressure 
measurements (2,6,7) and the treatment is urgent 
decompression by fasciotomy.

Patients with compartment syndrome should be 
treated with utmost urgency, constant monitoring, and 
early decompression with appropriate stabilization 
of the fracture. They should also be informed about 
increased risk of above mentioned complications, 
prolonged inpatient care with increased financial 
burden and complications of cosmetic appearance. Poor 
functional outcome is also likely especially when there 
is late diagnosis. In conclusion, ACS is the equivalent 

of acute abdomen and must be treated with the urgency 
it deserves.

L.N. Gakuu, EBS, MBChB, MMed (Surg), FCS 
(ECSA), Professor, Department of Orthopaedic 
Surgery, College of Health Sciences, University of 
Nairobi, P.O. Box 19676-00202, Nairobi, Kenya. 
Email: menelik.medical@gmail.com

REFERENCES

1. Shdgan, B., Menon, M., Sanders, D., Berry, G., 
Martin Jr C., Duffy P, et al. Current thinking 
about acute compartment syndrome of the lower 
extremity. Can J Surg.  2010: 329-333.  

2. McQueen, M.M., Christie, J. and Court-Brown, 
C.M. Acute compartment syndrome in tibial 
diaphyseal fractures. Bone Joint Surg Br. 
1996:78;95-98.

3. Frink, M., Klaus, A.K., Kuther, G., Probst, C., 
Gosling, T, et al. Long term results of compartment 
syndrome of the lower limb in polytraumatised 
patients. Injury. 2007; 38:607-633.

4. Giannoudis, P.V., Harwood, P.J., Kontakis, G., 
Allami, M., Mscdonald D., et al. Long-term quality 
of life in trauma patients following the full spectrum 
of tibial injury (fasciotomy, closed fracture, grade 
111B/111C open fracture and amputation). Injury. 
2009; 40:213-219.

5. Papadokostakis,  G., Kontakis, G., Giannoudis, P. 
and Hadjipavlou, A. External fixation devices in 
the treatment of fractures of the tibial plafond: a 
systematic review of the literature. J Bone Joint 
Surg Br. 2008; 90:1-6.

6. Matsen 3rd F.A.,Winquist, R.A. and Krugmire, Jr 
R.B. Diagnosis and management of compartimental 
syndromes. J Bone Joint Surg Am. 1980; 62:286-
291.

7. Gershuni, D.H., Mubarak, S.J., Yaru, N.C. and 
Lee, Y.F. Fracture of the tibia complicated by acute 
compartment syndrome. Clin Orthop Relat Res. 
1987:221-227.


