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Abstract: Plate or nail fixations have been applied to the repair of clavicle fractures. However, it is
quite difficult to fairly evaluate the different clavicle fixation techniques owing to variations in the
bone anatomy, bone quality, and fracture pattern. The purpose of this study was to investigate
the biomechanical performances of different fixation techniques applied to a clavicle fracture using
the finite element method. A simplified single-clavicle model and a complete human upper-body
skeleton model were developed in this study. Three types of plate fixations, namely, superior clavicle
plate, anterior clavicle plate, and clavicle anatomic spiral fixations, and one nail fixation, a titanium
elastic nail fixation, were investigated and compared. The plate fixation techniques have a better
fixation stability compared to the nail fixation technique. However, the nail fixation technique shows
lower bone stress and can reduce the risk of a peri-implant fracture compared to the plate fixation
techniques. Increasing the number of locking screws for the clavicle plate system can reduce the
implant stress. Insertion of the bone plate into the anterior site of the clavicle or a multi-plane fixation
is recommended to achieve the required biomechanical performance. A plate fixation revealed a
relatively better fixation stability, and a nail fixation showed a lower risk of a peri-implant fracture.

Keywords: clavicle fracture; finite element analysis; plate fixation; nail fixation

1. Introduction

Trauma, repetitive strain, and overuse are the cause of the most common types of shoulder joint
injuries [1-3]. Clavicle fractures are a break in the collarbone, which is a long bone that serves as
a strut between the sternum and the scapula [4,5]. The symptoms of a broken collarbone include
swelling, pain, and an inability to move the shoulder. Implant fixation or nonoperative treatment
has been applied to clavicle fractures [6,7]. However, the fixation of a clavicle fracture is associated
with certain complications, such as a wound infection, nonunion, implant failure, loss of position,
and refracture [8-11]. In vitro and in vivo experiments have been used to evaluate the effects of fixation
techniques on the clavicle biomechanics [12,13]. Unfortunately, only one or two clavicle fixation
techniques have been selected and discussed in previous studies [14,15]. The strengths and limitations
of various clavicle fixation techniques have not been fully investigated. Finite element analysis is a
useful technique used to evaluate various surgical fixations and to control the variations in the fracture
patterns, bone anatomy, bone quality, and fixation location [16-20]. This numerical method has also
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been applied in studies on clavicle biomechanics. Favre et al. [21] developed finite element models of
the superior and anteroinferior reconstructions and compared them with those of an intact clavicle
when loaded during axial compression and cantilever bending. Pendergast et al. [22] conducted a
finite element simulation on a fracture fixated clavicle. Torsion verification and bending simulations
have been investigated. Huang et al. [23] developed finite element models of a superior clavicle
plate (SCP), an anterior clavicle plate (ACP), and a clavicle anatomic spiral (CAS). The cantilever
bending, axial compression, inferior bending, and axial torsion were applied. Although the above
studies investigated the biomechanical performances of clavicle fractures treated with different fixation
techniques, a clavicle bone with simplified loading and boundary conditions was considered in their
finite element simulations. Additionally, forces generated by arm motion or activity can not be
considered in a single-clavicle bone. In the present study, three-dimensional finite element models of a
simplified single-clavicle bone and a human upper-body skeleton system were developed to evaluate
the biomechanical performances of intact and treated clavicles. Four types of clavicle fixation devices
were evaluated, namely, SCP, ACP, CAS, and a titanium elastic nail (TEN). The aim of this study was
to evaluate the biomechanical outcomes of various clavicle fixation techniques for the treatment of a
clavicle fracture using a finite element method.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Single-Clavicle Model with Various Fixation Strategies

A simplified single-clavicle model was developed based on computed tomography (CT) scan
images and was derived from a commercial model (Zygote Solid Skeleton Model-2nd Generation,
Zygote Media Group, American Fork, UT, USA). It was developed from CT scans of a 50th percentile
male, and was carefully modeled to retain subtle anatomical nuances unique to specific bones.
The original commercial model is solid. Thus, the clavicle model was divided into cortical bone
and cancellous bone based on the suggestion of an orthopedic surgeon using a 3D sculpting design
software Geomagic Freeform (3D Systems, Rock Hill, SC, USA). Then, the clavicle model was imported
into Geomagic Wrap (3D Systems, Rock Hill, SC, USA) to extract surfaces and generate solid model.
To prepare an injured model, a middle-third clavicle fracture with a fracture gap of 2 mm was developed
using SolidWorks 2019 (SolidWorks Co., Concord, MA, USA).

Four types of clavicle fixation devices were selected to treat the clavicle fracture including the
SCP, ACP, CAS, and TEN. The SCP used a six-hole locking compression plate and locking screws,
and was implanted into the superior site of the clavicle. The SCP was 94 mm in length, 10 mm in
width, and 3 mm in thickness. The ACP also used a six-hole locking compression plate and locking
screws, and was implanted into the anterior site of the clavicle. The dimensions of the ACP were
the same as those of the SCP. The CAS used a 17-hole locking compression plate and locking screws,
and was implanted in the superior site of the distal clavicle and the anterior site of the proximal clavicle
according to the clavicle anatomy. The CAS was 135 mm in length, 10 mm in width, and 4.5 mm
in thickness. The TEN used a titanium rod with a 4-mm diameter, which was implanted into the
clavicular canal from the proximal site to the distal site (Figure 1).

2.2. Human Upper-Body Skeleton Model with Various Surgical Strategies

Based on the same techniques, a complete human upper-body skeleton model was developed
in this study. The human upper-body skeleton model consists of the skull, cervical spine (C1-C7),
thoracic spine (T1-T5), five pairs of ribs, sternum, costal cartilage, clavicles, scapulae, humeri, radii,
and ulnae. Each bone part was modified and reconstructed to develop both cortical bone and cancellous
bone, and all bone parts were assembled to develop the human upper-body skeleton model using
SolidWorks 2019. A middle-third clavicle fracture with a fracture gap of 2 mm was also considered for
the complete upper-body skeleton models.
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Figure 1. Simplified single-clavicle models.

To prepare the treated models, the SCP, ACP, CAS, and TEN were implanted into the complete
upper-body skeleton model. The geometry, dimension, implantation location, and fixation technique of
all the clavicle fixation devices used in the complete skeleton model were the same as the single-clavicle
model (Figure 2).

Intact model

Cl;vicle anatomic spial (CAS) 'ﬁtanium elastic nail (TEN)
Figure 2. Complete human upper-body models.
2.3. Finite Element Analyses

The finite element models of the intact and treated clavicles were developed using ANSYS
Workbench 19.2 (ANSYS, Inc., Canonsburg, PA, USA). The materials used for the fixation devices and
bones were assumed to be linearly elastic isotropic. The ligaments and muscles were developed using
tension-only spring elements. The stiffness for a muscle was calculated by a formula K = (E x A)/L,
where K is the stiffness, E is the Young’s modulus, A is the cross-sectional area, and L is the
length of a muscle. The insertion points of the ligaments and muscles followed the guidance of
an orthopaedic surgeon. All material properties of the finite element models were obtained from
previous studies [24-28] and are listed in Table 1. Owing to the complicated and irregular geometries
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of the implants and bones, the numerical models were free-meshed using 20-node solid elements of
SOLID 186 (Figure 3). The element size of the finite element models was determined by conducting a
convergent study, and the element size was 0.5 mm for the implants, 2 mm for the clavicle, 8 mm for
the skull, and 4 mm for the others. A frictionless contact interface was defined between the fractured
fragments. For the plate fixations, the following interfaces were assumed to be bonded: the screw head
and the plate, and the screws and the bone. Additionally, a contact interface between the plate and
the bone was considered. For the nail fixation, a contact interface between the nail and the bone was
considered. However, the interface between the proximal clavicle and the proximal nail was assumed
to be bonded. Under the loading and boundary conditions of the single-clavicle model, a bending
force of 200 N [21,29], a compression force of 200 N [21,29], and a combination of the bending and
compression forces were applied to the distal clavicle. Moreover, the proximal clavicle was fully
constrained (Figure 4A). For the human upper-body skeleton model, a load of 200 N was applied to
the distal humerus of the right arm, and the surfaces of the sternum, fifth rib, fifth thoracic vertebra,
and cranium were fully restricted (Figure 4B). During the post-processing, the maximum displacement
of the clavicle, the maximum von Mises stress of the clavicle, and the maximum von Mises stress of the
fixation devices were calculated to investigate each fixation strategy.

Table 1. Material properties of the numerical models.

Materials Young’s Modulus (MPa) Poisson’s Ratio  Area (mm?)
Skeleton
Skull 10,000 0.29 -
Teeth 18,600 0.31 -
Clavicle (Cortical bone) 10,000 0.29 -
Clavicle (Cancellous bone) 100 0.29 -
Scapular 16,000 0.3 -
Rib 4520 0.375 -
Sternum 9680 0.3 -
Costal cartilages 24.5 04 -
Spine column (Cortical bone) 10,000 0.25 -
Spine column (Cancellous bone) 450 0.25 -
Spine column (Posterior elements) 3500 0.3 -
Spine column (Annulus fibrosus) 4.2 0.45 -
Spine column (Nucleus pulposus) 1 0.499 -
Implants
Plates/Nail/Screws (Titanium alloy) 114,000 0.3 -
Muscles
Sternocleidomastoid muscle 0.5 - 246
Trapezius muscle 0.5 - 126
Deltoid muscle 0.5 - 1817
Levator scapulae muscle 0.5 - 126
Supraspinatus muscle 0.5 - 572
Infraspinatus muscle 0.5 - 1374
Pectoralis major muscle 0.5 - 1334
Subscapularis muscle 0.5 - 1630
Ligaments Stiffness (N/mm)
Anterior sternoclavicular ligament 50 - -
Posterior sternoclavicular ligament 50 - -
Interclavicular ligament 50 - -
Costoclavicular ligament 50 - -
Superior acromioclavicular ligament 30 - -
Inferior acromioclavicular ligament 30 - -

Coracoclavicular ligament 30 - -
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Table 1. Cont.

Materials Young’s Modulus (MPa) Poisson’s Ratio  Area (mm?)
Coracoacromial ligament 30 - -
Superior transverse scapular ligament 30 - -
Superior glenohumeral ligament 30 - -
Middle glenohumeral ligaments 30 - -
Inferior glenohumeral ligaments 30 - -
Coracohumeral ligament 30 - -

Superior clavicle plate (SCP) Anterior clavicle plate (ACP)

Clavicle anatomic spiral (CAS)

Titanium elastic nail (TEN)

Figure 3. The meshed finite element models.

Fully
constrained

Bending and
compression forces

Fully constrained

Figure 4. Loading and boundary conditions: (A) simplified single-clavicle models and (B) complete
human upper-body models.

2.4. Model Validation and Correlation Analyses

The correlation analyses were conducted to validate the feasibility and applicability of the finite
element models developed in the present study. Although no study had compared the intact model,
superior plate, anterior plate, spiral plate, and elastic nail, some of the fixation techniques had been
investigated by past studies. Thus, the findings obtained by the past studies could be used as the
evidences of verification. Favre et al. [21] calculated the normalized compressive rigidity of the intact
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model, superior plate, and anterior plate. Their results were compared and correlated with the results
of the single-clavicle models during compression loading. Huang et al. [23] calculated the normalized
structural stiffness of the superior plate, anterior plate, and spiral plate during two kinds of loadings,
namely, bending load and axial compression load. Their results were compared and correlated with
the results of the single-clavicle models during bending loading and compression loading, respectively.
Zeng et al. [29] calculated the normalized compressive rigidity of the intact model, superior plate,
and titanium elastic nail. Their results were also compared and correlated with the results of the
single-clavicle models during compression loading. After the validation of the single-clavicle models
by the past studies, it was also compared and correlated with the results of the complete upper-body
musculoskeletal models to clarify the difference between the simplified models and complete models.

3. Results

3.1. Simplified Single-Clavicle Models

The maximum displacement, clavicle bone stress, and implant stress of all simplified single-clavicle
models have properly converged. The numerical error owing to the different element sizes for the
maximum displacement of the simplified models was within 3%. In addition, the error due to the
different element sizes for both the clavicle bone stress and the implant stress was within 10%. The finite
element models of the simplified single-clavicle contained approximately 240,000 to 1,150,000 nodes,
and 170,000 to 780,000 elements. The solution time was approximately 0.5 to 2 h. The maximum
displacement of the numerical models under the bending load revealed a similar outcome as those
under a combined load. The ACP and CAS showed a lower maximum displacement compared to
the others under the bending and combined load conditions. This indicates that these two fixation
techniques can provide the required fixation stability (Figure 5A). Although the TEN showed the worst
fixation stability among all fixation techniques applied, it demonstrated the lowest maximum stress of
the clavicle bone. This implies that the TEN has a lower risk of bone fracture after treatment compared
to the plate fixation techniques (the SCP, ACP, and CAS) (Figure 5B). In the results of the implant stress,
both the ACP and CAS revealed a lower implant stress than the SCP and TEN under bending and
combined load conditions (Figure 5C).

3.2. Complete Human Upper-Body Skeleton Models

All numerical outcomes of the complete human upper-body skeleton models properly converged.
The numerical error owing to the different element sizes for the maximum displacement of the complete
human upper-body models was within 4%. In addition, the error owing to the different element sizes
for both the clavicle bone stress and the implant stress was within 10%. The finite element models
of the complete human upper-body skeleton contained approximately 1,010,000 to 1,720,000 nodes,
and 660,000 to 1,130,000 elements. The solution time was approximately 4 to 7 h. The SCP, ACP,
and CAS showed similar maximum displacements or fixation stability, and achieved a better fixation
stability than the TEN. This means that the plate fixation techniques can provide the required fixation
stability better than that of the nail fixation technique (Figure 6A). The clavicle bone stress of the TEN
was significantly lower than that of the SCP, ACP, and CAS. This result indicates that the nail fixation
technique has a lower risk of bone fracture after treatment compared to the plate fixation techniques
(Figure 6B). The implant stress of both the ACP and CAS is lower than that of the SCP and TEN.
The ACP and CAS showed a lower risk of implant failure (Figure 6C). Compared to the results of the
simplified single-clavicle models, the numerical outcomes of the complete human upper-body skeleton
models were closely related to those of the simplified models under a combined load condition.
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3.3. Model Validation and Correlation Analyses

The results of the intact clavicle and broken clavicle after different fixation strategies were validated.
The maximum displacement of the intact model, SCP, and ACP during axial compression calculated
by the single-clavicle models was correlated with the normalized compressive rigidity obtained by
Favre et al. [21]. The result showed that a high correlation coefficient of —0.902 is observed between the
present study and Favre et al.’s study (Figure 7A). The results of three different plate fixation strategies
were also validated. The maximum displacement of the SCP, ACP, and CAS during bending calculated
by the single-clavicle models was correlated to the normalized structural stiffness during bending
obtained by Huang et al. [23]. The correlation results indicated that a correlation coefficient of —0.747 is
observed (Figure 7B). The similar correlation study for the numerical models during axial compression
was conducted, and a high correlation coefficient of —0.912 is observed between the present study and
Huang et al.’s study (Figure 7C). Additionally, the results of the plate fixation and nail fixation were
verified. The maximum displacement of the intact model, SCP, and TEN during axial compression
calculated by the single-clavicle models was correlated to the normalized compressive rigidity obtained
by Zeng et al. [29]. The results showed that a correlation coefficient of —0.745 is observed (Figure 7D).
The rigidity is the slope of the linear force-displacement curve. Thus, the rigidity was calculated by
dividing the applied force by the resulting length change (or displacement). A fixation strategy with a
better fixation stability has larger rigidity and smaller displacement. This is a reason why a negative
correlation was found in Figure 7A-D.
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The correlation study between the simplified models and the complete models was conducted.
The maximum displacement calculated by the simplified models was closely related to that of the
complete models with a high correlation coefficient of 0.940 (Figure 7E). Similarly, the correlation
coefficient between the simplified and complete models for the bone stress was found to be 0.981,
and 0.996 for the implant stress (Figure 7F).

4. Discussion

Fixation stability is one of the important concerns for bone fracture treatment [30]. In fact, the bone
healing time is strongly influenced by the fixation stability [31]. In the present study, the maximum
displacement of the clavicle treatments was used to evaluate their fixation stability. The numerical
approach showed that the plate fixation techniques demonstrate a better fixation stability than the
nail fixation technique. This finding was validated by Zeng et al. [29], who concluded that the TEN
provides less stability compared to a reconstruction plate for the treatment of simple displaced fractures
of the midshaft clavicle. In addition, van der Meijden et al. [14] also found that the patients in the
plate-fixation group recovered faster than the patients in the intramedullary nailing group during the
first six months after surgery. Therefore, when considering the fixation stability, the present study
suggests the use of a plate fixation for the treatment of a middle-third clavicle fracture. More specifically,
both the ACP and CAS can provide the required fixation stability as compared to the SCP and TEN.
A fixation strategy with a better fixation stability has smaller displacement, larger rigidity, and higher
stiffness. The correlation study (Figure 7A-D) showed that a negative correlation was found between
the past studies and the present study. Those results supported the feasibility of the simplified
single-clavicle models and the complete human upper-body skeleton models (Figure 7E,F).

A peri-implant fracture is one possible complication of a clavicle treatment [9,32]. Peri-implant
stress has been applied to investigate the risk of a peri-implant fracture [16,28,33]. In the present
research, the maximum von Mises stress of the clavicle bone was calculated. The results showed that
all plate fixations demonstrated a higher clavicle bone stress compared to the nail fixation. This finding
is inconsistent with the results by Ni et al. [34], who found that the locking plate fixation shows lower
bone stress than that of the Sonoma intramedullary nail and Rockwood clavicle pin. The inconsistency
between these studies is due to an assumption of the locking screw geometry. Ni et al. modeled the
locking screws as 3.5-mm diameter solid cylinders. However, the present study considered locking
screws with a real thread geometry. This means that the threads of the locking screws can cut into the
clavicle bone and create a stress riser effect in the bone.

In addition to the fixation stability and a peri-implant fracture, an implant failure is another
important issue regarding a clavicle fracture fixation [6,8,35]. In the present study, the maximum von
Mises stress of the fixation devices was calculated. The results show that the implant stress of the
SCP is higher than that of the ACP in a single-clavicle model under bending and combined loads.
This result was verified by Huang et al. [23], who constructed a superior plate, an anterior plate, and a
spiral plate with identical cross-sectional features, and found that the implant stress of the superior
clavicle plate was higher than that of the anterior clavicle plate. This means that the stress of a clavicle
plate is affected significantly by the different fixation positions. However, the stress of a spiral clavicle
plate was shown by Huang et al. to be higher than that of an anterior clavicle plate. Their results are
inconsistent with the present study, however, in that the CAS has a lower implant stress compared with
the ACP, which occurs because Huang et al. constructed all clavicle plates with identical cross-sectional
features, whereas the present study did not control for this factor. Although an inconsistency between
these two studies was found, an important fact was deduced, namely, increasing the number of locking
screws for a spiral clavicle plate can reduce the implant stress and may also decrease the risk of an
implant failure.

Plate fixation techniques were demonstrated to have a higher fixation stability than that of a nail
fixation technique for the treatment of bone fractures [36,37]. The use of locking screws for the plate
fixations can allow the forces of the fractured bones to be shared. However, locking screws need to
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cut into bone and create a stress riser effect [38]. The above idea can also be found in the present
study. It was shown that plate fixation techniques, which use locking screws to fix the fractured bones,
achieve a better fixation stability compared to a nail fixation technique. However, a nail fixation
technique, which does not place screw holes in the clavicle, shows lower bone stress and can reduce
the risk of a peri-implant fracture compared to plate fixation techniques. Stress in the plate and nail
fixations was shown to be affected by various parameters, such as the implant geometry, implant size,
and implant material [16,23,28]. In the present study, all plate fixations revealed a different implant
stress. Thus, the implant stress of the TEN was higher than that of the CAS and ACP but was lower than
that of the SCP. As a reason for this result, the variation in the stress of the clavicle plates occurs from
the different plate fixation locations and plate geometries. Thus, to reduce the stress in plate fixation
devices, a clavicle plate system inserted into the anterior site of the clavicle bone, or a multi-plane
fixation (a spiral plate), was suggested. In addition, increasing the number of locking screws for a
clavicle plate system can reduce the implant stress and might also decrease the risk of an implant failure.

The present study has a few limitations that need to be noted. First, the ideal linear elastic
material models were applied to the fixation devices and bones during the finite element simulation.
Relative comparisons between the different fixation techniques were suggested. Second, all muscles
were modeled using tension-only springs and were considered passive elements. These assumptions
might not be suitable for modeling the real behavior of the muscles. Third, the cross-sectional features
and number of locking screws for the CAS were different compared to those of the SCP and ACP.
The comparison between them might have a certain bias. Fourth, a load of 200 N was applied to
the distal humerus of the right arm. This loading cannot represent the real loading of the human
arm. Fortunately, forces generated by arm motion or activity can be considered in the finite element
simulation if the magnitude and orientation of them can be defined. Fifth, a middle-third clavicle
fracture with a normal bone quality was considered in this study. The study findings may not apply
to all types of clavicle fractures and different bone quality. Fortunately, this methodology can be
applied to various specimens to draw the treatment suggestion for general population with clavicle
fractures. Finally, both the simplified single-clavicle models and the complete human upper-body
skeleton models were derived from a commercial model. Thus, it is a solid model and can not control
any CT settings or parameters.

5. Conclusions

The biomechanical performances of different fixation techniques for the treatment of a middle-third
clavicle fracture can be investigated using three-dimensional upper-body musculoskeletal finite element
simulations. A bone plate inserted into the anterior site of the clavicle, or a multi-plane fixation, is
recommended to achieve the required biomechanical performance. Increasing the number of locking
screws for the clavicle plate system can reduce the implant stress. A plate fixation revealed a relatively
better fixation stability than a nail fixation. However, a nail fixation showed a lower risk of a peri-implant
fracture than a plate fixation. Both the simplified single-clavicle models and the complete human
upper-body skeleton models can be applied to evaluate different clavicle injuries, fixation strategies,
and implant designs in the future. Additionally, arm motion or activity can be considered in the
complete human upper-body skeleton model to more realistic evaluate all the performances in the
future. Although the findings were validated by previous numerical studies, an experimental validation
can be applied to directly verify the feasibility of the upper-body musculoskeletal finite element models.
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