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A 78 year old woman presented to the emergency department with an off-ended, shortened, anteriorly deviated, long oblique fracture of the right femoral diaphysis. She had been experiencing thigh pain for several weeks before this acute presentation and analgesia had been prescribed.
She described feeling the bone “crack” as she turned around. There was no history of trauma. The fracture was surgically treated with an intramedullary nail.
Six months earlier she had sustained a similar fracture of the midshaft of her left femur. Again, there was no trauma and she described feeling the bone “crack” as she twisted slightly to go through her front door. She was unable to reach a telephone to call for help and spent some time on the ground before a passer by called an ambulance. After initial treatment with a Thomas splint, she was treated surgically with an intramedullary nail. After two weeks of rehabilitation she returned home to live independently and was able to go out with one stick to do her shopping.
Her medical history included osteoporosis and hypovitaminosis D. The diagnosis of osteoporosis was made after she sustained a vertebral crush fracture. She had been receiving bisphosphonates to prevent further fractures for nearly five years.
Questions
	1 Why are such fractures described as “atypical”?

	2 What underlying mechanism might explain such fractures?

	3 What are the main clinical and radiological features of atypical femoral fractures?

	4 How would you investigate her thigh pain?



Answers
1 Why are such fractures described as “atypical”?
Short answer
Atypical fractures involve little or no trauma.1

Long answer
“Typical” subtrochanteric or femoral shaft (ST/FS) fractures are comminuted (sometimes obliquely, rarely transversely) and result from trauma. In atypical fractures, structural failure occurs in the absence of trauma.1 Thus, they are by definition pathological. The differential diagnoses of atypical fractures include well described causes such as a bony metastasis from a … 
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