KNOWLEDGE TO PRACTICE « DES CONNAISSANCES A LA PRATIQUE

Tips from the Trenches

The reverse Silfverskiold test in Achilles tendon rupture

D. Joshua Mayich, MD;" AlastairYounger, MD;" Fabian Krause, MD*

INTRODUCTION

Achilles tendon rupture is a relatively common injury,
with a mean Canadian annual incidence of 8.3 ruptures
per 100 000 people." Achilles tendon rupture typically
occurs in the third to fifth decade of life, although it can
occur anywhere within the second and eighth decades
of life.? This injury is believed to be due to a combina-
tion of chronic disease in the tendon substance, and a
profound and quickly applied dorsiflexion force on the
foot."” Although uncommon, this injury may present in
a delayed or “neglected” manner, therefore clouding
the presentation.*

There are several clinical tests to facilitate in the diag-
nosis of Achilles tendon rupture. However, indications
for operative versus conservative management can
sometimes be difficult to define. For example, visual in-
spection for a gap in the tendon substance and palpa-
tion of the Achilles tendon are widely used techniques.
However, these can be unreliable, and thus nondiagnos-
tic, in the context of acute swelling and bruising. The
Thompson test, which was first described in 1962,° is a
widely taught and used method of clinically evaluating
the competency of the Achilles tendon. A single-leg
heel raise is also a common diagnostic text in suspected
Achilles tendon rupture, but is frequently impossible to
perform owing to pain.

Although Achilles tendon rupture is generally con-
sidered a clinical diagnosis, difficulty can occur when
the physical examination is equivocal. In such situa-
tions, diagnostic imaging can be beneficial.’ Further
difficulty can arise when an imaged tendon is reported
to show a “partial” or “incomplete” tear. In this situa-
tion, the clinician must rely on clinical tests to deter-
mine whether the plantaris muscle or a tendon overlap-

ping the rupture site is responsible for an incorrect di-
agnosis on imaging, and that the Achilles tendon is no
longer intact.

In the setting of a subacute or chronic rupture, scar
formation may masquerade as functional tendon tissue
on ultrasonography or magnetic resonance imaging.
Finally if “no rupture” is diagnosed, it remains possible
that a partial tear has occurred, functionally lengthen-
ing the Achilles tendon and resulting in a mechanical
disadvantage to the pull of the triceps surae muscle

group.

THE REVERSE SILFVERSKIOLD TEST

The Siltverskiold test was originally developed to de-
termine whether an Achilles tendon was shortened.” It
was apparent to us that it could also be used in reverse
if the Achilles tendon was functionally too long. At
the BC Foot and Ankle Clinic, we have used this re-
verse test to determine in equivocal cases whether sur-
gical intervention was required to repair or shorten
the tendon.

Technique

The patient is seated and both legs are exposed. First,
the uninjured ankle is examined for passive dorsiflexion
in both the extended knee position and the flexed knee
position. The relative excursion of the uninjured
Achilles tendon is thus determined, providing the clini-
cian with a comparison (Fig. 1). A goniometer can be
used to more accurately determine the range of motion
(ROM) achievable in both the extended and flexed knee
positions.

Following this, the relative ROM of the injured leg is
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examined in a similar fashion. Specifically, the achiev-
able dorsiflexion in the extended knee position is exam-
ined (Fig. 2). The range of dorsiflexion with the ex-

Fig. 1. The reverse Silfverskiold test on the uninjured side re-
veals neutral dorsiflexion.

Fig. 2. The reverse Silfverskiold test on the injured side re-
veals, by comparison, roughly 10 degrees of dorsiflexion.
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tended knee is solely restricted by the Achilles tendon
in this position.

A notable difference between the injured and unin-
jured side in dorsiflexion in the extended knee position
reflects the functional excursion of the Achilles tendon.
This, in turn, indicates the competency of the tendon
itself. Greater than expected dorisflexor ROM in the
extended knee position can indicate the presence of a
tear in the tendon or, in the setting of a delayed presen-
tation, may indicate that the tendon has healed and

lengthened.
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