
Multiple carpometacarpal (CMC) fracture-disloca-
tions are high-energy injuries that are occurring 
with increasing frequency.1-8 The amount of dis-
placement depends on the position of the hand and 

wrist at time of injury and the vector and location of the force 
applied.7 Dislocations involving the 4 ulnar CMC joints are 
uncommon, with associated divergence exceedingly rare.1-10 

We report the case of a complex divergent fracture-dis-
location involving the ulnar 4 CMC joints with divergence 
occurring between the second and third CMC joints and an 
associated dorsal fracture fragment of the third metacarpal 
base. We also describe the technique of closed reduction 
and percutaneous pinning for this injury. This case high-
lights the combination of a complex divergent CMC frac-
ture-dislocation, a rare injury that is being seen in trauma 
centers more often. The authors have obtained the patient’s 
informed consent to publish his case report.

Case Report
A right-hand-dominant man in his early 40s was involved in 
a single motor vehicle accident. The patient was transported 
to a regional level I trauma center complaining of neck ten-
derness and right hand pain. Three radiographic views of the 
hand and a trauma series of the cervical spine were obtained. 
Physical examination of the hand revealed a soft, swollen 
palm with obvious bony deformity with volar fullness. With 
palpation of the carpus and hand, significant crepitance was 
noted. A lateral fluoroscopic image of the hand showed volar 
dislocation of the 3 ulnar metacarpals at their respective 
CMC joints and dorsal dislocation of the second metacarpal 

at the metacarpal trapezoid joint. In addition, a dorsal fracture 
fragment off the third metacarpal base was noted (Figure 1). 
An anteroposterior fluoroscopic image of the hand showed 
radial dislocation of the 3 ulnar metacarpal bases with loss 
of CMC congruity; in addition, the second metacarpal base 
was noted to overlap the trapezoid (Figure 2). Cervical spine 
films showed a nondisplaced C6–C7 lamina fracture, which 
was treated with a cervical collar. 

Closed reduction of the right CMC dislocations was 
attempted in the trauma bay, and the patient’s hand 
and wrist were placed in a single sugar-tong splint and 
pillowcase sling in anticipation of further swelling. 
Postreduction radiographs showed continued divergent 
dislocation of the second CMC joint and the ulnar 3 
CMC joints. The orthopedic hand service was con-
sulted the next morning, and operative intervention 
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Figure 1. Lateral fluoroscopic image shows dorsal dislocation of 
second metacarpal and volar dislocation of the remaining ulnar 
3 metacarpals.



was planned on an urgent basis. The patient’s hand was 
monitored for compartment syndrome for the duration of 
his hospitalization.

Operative Technique
In the operative suite, under fluoroscopic guidance, 
closed reduction was achieved in the anteroposterior 
plane with longitudinal traction on the digits and appli-
cation of a radially directed force at the metacarpal 
heads. Reduction was attained in the sagittal plane with 
a dorsally directed force on the ulnar 3 metacarpal bases 
and simultaneous application of a volarly directed force 
to the metacarpal heads of these same digits. The index 
finger required a volar force on the metacarpal base with 

a dorsal moment on its distal head. Maintaining this 
reduction in anticipation of percutaneous pinning was 
complex and required use of two 0.062-in fully threaded 
Steinmann pins as reduction levers. One pin was placed 
in the fifth metacarpal base, the other in the base of the 
third metacarpal base. With application of these forces, 
the ulnar column of the CMC complex was reduced, and 
the fifth metacarpal was pinned to the hamate using a 
smooth 0.062-in Steinmann pin. A transverse pin was 
placed from the proximal diaphysis of the fifth metacar-
pal to that of the fourth. 

Once the ulnar column was stabilized, the second 
CMC joint was addressed by the reduction maneuver, 
which was followed by pinning the second metacarpal 
to the trapezoid and transverse-pinning the second to 
the third metacarpal. Stability was then assessed fluo-

roscopically, and it was decided that pinning the base 
of the third metacarpal to the capitate was necessary for 
ultimate stability. The 2 threaded Steinmann pins were 
removed, and final radiographic images were obtained 
(Figures 3A, 3B). Pin caps were placed, and the hand 
was sterilely dressed and placed in a volar splint. The 
pins were left in place for 6 weeks. Hand therapy was 
initiated on postoperative day 3 for edema control and 
range of motion of the proximal and distal interphalan-
geal joints of the entire hand. At 6 weeks, the patient’s 
pins were removed, and formal therapy for the entire 
hand was initiated. A protective, volar splint was used in 
the interim between therapy sessions for an additional 
6 weeks.

Discussion
The anatomy of the ulnar 4 CMC joints has been well 
described, with their inherent stability dependent on 
the extrinsic flexor and extensor tendon expansions, the 
transverse metacarpal ligaments, and the unique articu-
lar union of the carpals and metacarpals.4,6-8 The base 
of the transverse metacarpal arch of the hand is formed 
by this complex arrangement of CMC joints.4 Stability 
progressively decreases the more ulnar one goes. The 
CMC joints are saddle joints, where the metacarpal 
base is convex and the distal surface of the carpals is 
concave. This relationship becomes less pronounced 
as one progresses toward the ulnar column of the hand 
and is a major contributor to the decreased stability that 
the fourth and fifth metacarpals exhibit. This becomes a 
major factor in the relative frequency of CMC fracture-
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Figure 2. Anteroposterior image of radially dislocated ulnar 3 
metacarpals with overriding of the articular surface of the sec-
ond on the trapezoid.

Figure 3. Final (A) lateral and (B) anteroposterior radiographic 
images show anatomical alignment of carpometacarpal joints 
after closed reduction and percutaneous pinning. 
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“Attempts at closed reduction should be made with the  
knowledge that in most instances percutaneous pinning or open  
reduction and internal fixation will have to be performed.”
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dislocations, with the fourth and fifth metacarpals being 
far more commonly involved.4,6-8 

Our patient’s mechanism of injury was consistent with 
a high-energy incident. Kumar and colleagues7 described 
the need to apply a torsional force to achieve a “divergent 
variant” of multiple CMC dislocations in which divergence 
is defined as one or more joints dislocating volarly with con-
comitant dislocation dorsally of one or more joints. Given the 
number of static stabilizers surrounding the CMC joints, it is 
far rarer to have pure, multiple CMC dislocations without a 
simultaneous fracture. As in our patient’s case, a fracture of 
the dorsal lip of the third metacarpal base disrupted both the 
radial and ulnar columns of the hand. His so-called keystone, 
the index and middle CMC joints,4 was disrupted and diver-
gent. Our reduction maneuver used the increased mobility of 
the ulnar 2 metacarpals to reestablish ulnar column stability, 
thus serving as a foundation on which to build.

Presentation of multiple complex CMC joint disloca-
tions is rare.1-10 Most cases are associated with high-energy 
injuries, so concomitant injuries should be investigated 
and addressed in a timely manner. The mechanism of the 
deforming force aids in planning the necessary reduction 
maneuver. Attempts at closed reduction should be made 
with the knowledge that in most instances percutaneous 
pinning or open reduction and internal fixation will have to 
be performed.

Authors’ Disclosure Statement 
The authors report no actual or potential conflict of interest 
in relation to this article.

References
1. 	 Breiting V. Simultaneous dislocations of the bases of the four ulnar meta-

carpals upon the last row of carpals. Hand. 1983;15(3):287-289.
2. 	 de Beer JD, Maloon S, Anderson P, Jones G, Singer M. Multiple carpo-

metacarpal dislocations. J Hand Surg Br. 1989;14(1):105-108.
3. 	 Garcia-Elias M, Bishop AT, Dobyns JH, Cooney WP, Linscheid RL. 

Transcarpal carpometacarpal dislocations, excluding the thumb. J Hand 
Surg Am. 1990;15(4):531-540.

4. 	 Glickel SZ, Barron OA, Eaton RG. Dislocations and ligament injuries in the 
digits. In: Green DP, Hotchkiss RN, Pederson WC, Wolfe SW, eds. Green’s 
Operative Hand Surgery. 4th ed. Philadelphia, PA: Churchill Livingstone; 
1999:786-788.

5. 	 Hartwig RH, Louis DS. Multiple carpometacarpal dislocations. A review of 
four cases. J Bone Joint Surg Am. 1979;61(6):906-908.

6. 	 Kumar R, Malhotra R. Divergent fracture-dislocation of the second carpo-
metacarpal joint and the three ulnar carpometacarpal joints. J Hand Surg 
Am. 2001;26(1):123-129.

7. 	 Kumar S, Arora A, Jain AK, Agarwal A. Volar dislocation of multiple carpo-
metacarpal joints: report of four cases. J Orthop Trauma. 1998;12(7):523-
526.

8. 	 Smith GR, Yang SS, Weiland AJ. Multiple carpometacarpal dislocations.  
A case report and review of treatment. Am J Orthop. 1996;25(7):502-
506.

9. 	 Gunther SF, Bruno PD. Divergent dislocation of the carpometacarpal joints: 
a case report. J Hand Surg Am. 1985;10(2):197-201.

10. 	Ho PK, Choban SJ, Eshman SJ, Dupuy TE. Complex dorsal dislocation 
of the second carpometacarpal joint. J Hand Surg Am. 1987;12(6):1074-
1076.

This paper will be judged for the Resident Writer’s Award.

Author’s Disclosure Statement 
The author reports no actual or poten-
tial conflict of interest in relation to 
this editorial. 

References 
1. 	 Bronstein AJ, Trumble TE, Tencer AF. The 

effects of distal radius fracture malalignment 
on forearm rotation: a cadaveric study. J Hand 
Surg Am. 1997;22(2):258-262.

2. 	 Chung KC, Kotsis SV, Kim HM. Predictors of 
functional outcomes after surgical treatment 

of distal radius fractures. J Hand Surg Am. 
2007;32(1):76-83.

3. 	 Grewal R, Perey B, Wilmink M, Stothers K. A 
randomized prospective study on the treatment 
of intra-articular distal radius fractures: open 
reduction and internal fixation with dorsal plat-
ing versus mini open reduction, percutaneous 
fixation, and external fixation. J Hand Surg Am. 
2005;30(4):764-772.

4. 	 Egol K, Walsh M, Tejwani N, McLaurin T, Wynn 
C, Paksima N. Bridging external fixation and 
supplementary Kirschner-wire fixation versus 
volar locked plating for unstable fractures of the 
distal radius: a randomised, prospective trial.  

J Bone Joint Surg Br. 2008;90(9):1214-1221.
5. 	 Margaliot Z, Haase SC, Kotsis SV, Kim HM, 

Chung KC. A meta-analysis of outcomes of 
external fixation versus plate osteosynthesis for 
unstable distal radius fractures. J Hand Surg 
Am. 2005;30(6):1185-1199. 

6. 	 Paksima N, Panchal A, Posner MA, Green SM, 
Mehiman CT, Hiebert R. A meta-analysis of the 
literature on distal radius fractures: review of 615 
articles. Bull Hosp Jt Dis. 2004;62(1-2):40-46.

7. 	 Kelly MP, Bozic KJ. Cost drivers in total hip 
arthroplasty: effects of procedure volume and 
implant selling price. Am J Orthop. 2009;38(1):
E1-E4. 

Guest Editorial
(Continued from page 170)


