
Anterior Shoulder Dislocation Physical Exam

Anterior shoulder dislocation physical exam is an essential process for healthcare providers to
assess patients who may have experienced a shoulder dislocation. This type of injury is prevalent
among athletes and individuals who engage in activities that involve overhead movements.
Understanding the key components of the physical examination can help clinicians identify the
severity of the injury, determine the appropriate treatment, and outline a rehabilitation plan. In this
article, we will discuss the anatomy of the shoulder, the typical presentation of anterior shoulder
dislocations, the steps involved in the physical exam, and the subsequent diagnostic approaches.

Anatomy of the Shoulder Joint

To effectively conduct an anterior shoulder dislocation physical exam, it's crucial to understand the
anatomy of the shoulder joint. The shoulder, or glenohumeral joint, is a ball-and-socket joint that
allows for a wide range of motion. The key components include:

Humerus: The long bone of the upper arm that fits into the glenoid cavity of the scapula.

Glenoid Cavity: A shallow socket in the scapula that houses the head of the humerus.

Rotator Cuff: A group of muscles and tendons that stabilize the shoulder joint.

Labrum: A fibrocartilaginous structure that deepens the glenoid cavity and adds stability.

Capsule and Ligaments: Connective tissues that provide stability and support to the joint.



Understanding these structures is vital for identifying the physical signs and symptoms associated
with an anterior shoulder dislocation.

Typical Presentation of Anterior Shoulder Dislocation

Patients with an anterior shoulder dislocation often present with the following signs and symptoms:

Severe pain: Patients typically report sudden, intense pain in the shoulder following the
injury.

Visible deformity: The shoulder may appear flattened or squared off due to the dislocation.

Limited range of motion: Patients will have difficulty moving the affected arm.

Swelling and bruising: These may develop in the shoulder and upper arm region.

Numbness or tingling: Sensory changes may occur if nerves are affected by the dislocation.

Recognizing these symptoms is essential for initiating an appropriate physical exam.

Steps Involved in the Physical Exam

The anterior shoulder dislocation physical exam consists of several key steps. Each step is crucial for
assessing the extent of the injury and guiding further management.

1. Patient History

Start by obtaining a thorough history from the patient:

Mechanism of injury: How did the dislocation occur?

Previous shoulder injuries: Any prior dislocations or surgeries?

Duration of symptoms: How long has the shoulder been dislocated?

Associated symptoms: Any neurological symptoms or other injuries?

Understanding the patient's history helps guide the physical examination and planning for



treatment.

2. Inspection

Inspect the shoulder for:

Asymmetry: Compare both shoulders for any visible differences.

Deformity: Look for a flattened appearance of the shoulder or noticeable prominence of the
humeral head.

Swelling and bruising: Note the extent and location of any soft tissue changes.

Inspection can provide immediate visual clues about the dislocation and any associated injuries.

3. Palpation

Gently palpate the shoulder and surrounding structures:

Identify the location of the humeral head: It may be palpable anteriorly.

Assess for tenderness: Check for pain in the joint capsule, acromion, and surrounding muscles.

Evaluate for crepitus or instability: Feel for abnormal movements in the joint.

Palpation helps determine the exact nature of the dislocation and any associated injuries.

4. Range of Motion Assessment

Evaluate both active and passive range of motion:

Active range of motion: Ask the patient to attempt to move their arm in various directions.

Passive range of motion: Gently guide the patient’s arm through movements to assess
resistance and pain.

Limited range of motion is typically observed in cases of dislocation and can provide insight into the



severity of the injury.

5. Neurological Examination

Assess neurological function by checking:

Motor function: Test the strength of the muscles innervated by the axillary and
musculocutaneous nerves.

Sensory function: Evaluate sensation over the deltoid and lateral arm.

Reflexes: Assess biceps and triceps reflexes to rule out nerve injury.

A thorough neurological examination is crucial to identify any potential nerve damage associated
with the dislocation.

6. Special Tests

A few special tests can help confirm the diagnosis of anterior shoulder dislocation:

Apprehension Test: The patient is positioned supine, and the examiner externally rotates the
shoulder while applying anterior pressure to the humerus.

Relocation Test: If the apprehension test is positive, gently pushing the humeral head
posteriorly can alleviate symptoms.

Load and Shift Test: Assess the stability of the shoulder by applying an anterior and
posterior force to the humeral head.

These tests help in understanding the stability of the shoulder joint and may indicate the need for
further imaging or intervention.

Diagnostic Imaging

After completing the physical exam, imaging studies may be necessary to confirm the diagnosis and
evaluate for associated injuries. Common imaging modalities include:

X-rays: Standard views can help visualize the dislocation and assess for fractures.



Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI): MRI is useful for evaluating soft tissue injuries,
including rotator cuff tears and labral injuries.

Computed Tomography (CT): CT scans can provide detailed images of complex fractures or
bony injuries.

Conclusion

The anterior shoulder dislocation physical exam is a critical process in diagnosing and managing
shoulder injuries. By following a structured approach that includes patient history, inspection,
palpation, range of motion assessment, neurological examination, and special tests, clinicians can
effectively evaluate the extent of the injury. Diagnostic imaging may further aid in confirming the
diagnosis and guiding treatment. Understanding these aspects can enhance patient care and
improve outcomes for those suffering from shoulder dislocations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key physical exam findings in an anterior
shoulder dislocation?
Key findings include apparent shoulder deformity, inability to move the arm, and tenderness over
the glenohumeral joint. The arm may appear slightly abducted and externally rotated.

How is the apprehension test performed during a physical
exam for anterior shoulder dislocation?
The apprehension test is performed by placing the patient in a sitting position, with the arm
abducted to 90 degrees and externally rotated. Positive findings occur if the patient shows
apprehension or discomfort suggesting instability.

What is the significance of checking for neurovascular status
during a physical exam for shoulder dislocation?
Checking neurovascular status is crucial to rule out associated injuries, such as axillary nerve
damage or vascular compromise, which can occur with anterior shoulder dislocations.

How does the relocation test help in diagnosing anterior
shoulder dislocation?
The relocation test involves applying a posterior force to the humeral head while the arm is in an
abducted and externally rotated position. A reduction of symptoms or sensation of stability indicates
a positive test for dislocation.



What imaging should be considered after a physical exam of
suspected anterior shoulder dislocation?
After a physical exam, X-rays should be obtained to confirm the diagnosis of anterior shoulder
dislocation and to assess for any associated fractures, particularly of the humeral head or glenoid.
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