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Imaging of the shoulder sonoanatomy and sonopatho

The shoulder is one of the most complex and mobile joints in the human body, comprising a
sophisticated interplay of bones, muscles, tendons, ligaments, bursae, and neurovascular
structures. Due to its intricate anatomy and high mobility, shoulder pathology is common, often
resulting in pain, limited range of motion, and functional impairment. Ultrasound (US) has emerged
as a vital imaging modality in the evaluation of shoulder disorders owing to its real-time dynamic
assessment capability, portability, cost-effectiveness, and absence of ionizing radiation.
Understanding the detailed sonoanatomy of the shoulder is essential for accurate diagnosis, guided
interventions, and monitoring of various conditions. This article provides an in-depth overview of the
sonoanatomy of the shoulder, discusses common sonopathological features, and emphasizes the
clinical relevance of ultrasound in shoulder imaging.

Overview of Shoulder Anatomy Relevant to Ultrasound Imaging

Understanding the key anatomical structures visible on ultrasound is fundamental for accurate
assessment. The shoulder's primary components include bones, muscles, tendons, ligaments,
bursae, and neurovascular elements.

Bones of the Shoulder

- Humerus: The proximal humerus forms the ball of the glenohumeral joint.
- Scapula: Features include the acromion, coracoid process, spine, and glenoid cavity.
- Clavicle: Connects the scapula to the sternum, forming part of the acromioclavicular joint.

Ultrasound relevance: The bones serve as landmarks; cortical irregularities and calcifications can
indicate pathology.

Muscles and Tendons

The rotator cuff muscles and their tendons are crucial in shoulder stability and movement.

- Supraspinatus: Most commonly involved in rotator cuff tears.
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- Infraspinatus: Located below the supraspinatus.
- Subscapularis: Anterior rotator cuff muscle.
- Teres minor: Small muscle aiding in external rotation.

Ultrasound relevance: Tendon integrity, tears, tendinopathy, calcifications.

Ligaments and Bursae

- Coracoclavicular ligament: Stability of the acromioclavicular joint.
- Coracoacromial ligament: Forms the arch under which subacromial structures pass.
- Bursae: Subacromial-subdeltoid bursa is most frequently examined.

Ultrasound relevance: Bursal effusions, ligamentous injuries, and impingement signs.

Neurovascular Structures

- Axillary nerve: Near the quadrilateral space.
- Brachial plexus: Passes through the cervicoaxillary region.

Ultrasound relevance: Ultrasound can visualize some neurovascular elements for injury
assessment.

Ultrasound Technique and Scanning Protocols

Proper technique ensures comprehensive evaluation.

Patient Positioning

- Seated or supine with the arm in various positions depending on the structure examined.
- For rotator cuff assessment: arm in internal/external rotation, abduction, or neutral.

Transducer Selection

- High-frequency linear probe (10-15 MHz) for superficial structures.
- Lower frequency (5-10 MHz) may be necessary for deeper or obese patients.

Scanning Approaches
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- Anterior shoulder: To evaluate subscapularis, anterior capsule, and glenoid.
- Lateral shoulder: For supraspinatus and subacromial space.
- Posterior shoulder: To assess infraspinatus and teres minor.
- Axillary region: For neurovascular assessment.

Sonoanatomy of Key Shoulder Structures

Glenohumeral Joint

- Visualized as a hypoechoic gap between the humeral head and the glenoid.
- Surrounded by the joint capsule; effusions appear as an anechoic or hypoechoic fluid collection.

Rotator Cuff Tendons

- Supraspinatus: Appears as a fibrillar, hyperechoic structure attaching to the greater tubercle.
- Infraspinatus: Located inferior to the acromion, posteriorly.
- Subscapularis: Anteriorly, anterior to the humeral head.
- Tendons should be continuous, fibrillar, and without discontinuity.

Subacromial-Subdeltoid Bursa

- Located beneath the acromion and deltoid muscle.
- Normally anechoic; thickening, fluid, or synovial proliferation indicates bursitis.

Long Head of Biceps Tendon

- Situated in the bicipital groove.
- Appears as a fibrillar structure, coursing through the groove, with the transverse humeral

ligament over it.

Coracoclavicular and Acromioclavicular Ligaments

- Visualized as echogenic bands connecting the clavicle to the coracoid process and acromion.

Sonopathological Findings in Shoulder Disorders
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Ultrasound is particularly effective in detecting a range of shoulder pathologies.

Tendinopathies

- Definition: Degenerative or inflammatory changes in tendons.
- Ultrasound features:
- Hypoechoic areas within the tendon.
- Loss of fibrillar pattern.
- Tendon thickening.
- Calcifications.
- Commonly affected tendons:
- Supraspinatus.
- Infraspinatus.
- Subscapularis.
- Biceps long head.

Tears

- Partial-thickness tears:
- Focal hypoechoic discontinuity.
- Thinning of the tendon.
- Full-thickness tears:
- Complete discontinuity with retraction.
- Tendon retraction and muscle atrophy.
- Detectable with dynamic assessment and comparison with normal side.

Calcific Tendinitis

- Hyperechoic deposits with or without shadowing.
- Usually located within the rotator cuff tendons.

Bursitis

- Fluid accumulation in the subacromial-subdeltoid bursa.
- May be associated with tendinopathy or impingement.

Impingement Syndromes
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- Ultrasound shows narrowing of the subacromial space.
- Bursal thickening.
- Tendon swelling or tears.

Labral and Glenoid Pathology

- Ultrasound has limited sensitivity; MRI is preferred.
- However, some labral cysts or fluid collections can be visualized.

Neurovascular Injuries

- Bicipital tenosynovitis.
- Axillary nerve injuries.

Common Sonopathological Conditions of the Shoulder

- Rotator cuff tendinopathy and tears
- Calcific tendinitis
- Bursitis
- Impingement syndrome
- Subacromial-subdeltoid bursitis
- Adhesive capsulitis (frozen shoulder)
- Labral tears (less commonly visualized)
- Shoulder dislocation or instability (dynamic assessment)
- Neurovascular injuries

Limitations and Challenges of Shoulder Ultrasound

While ultrasound offers numerous advantages, certain limitations exist.

- Operator dependency: Requires experience for accurate interpretation.
- Limited visualization of intra-articular structures, such as the glenoid labrum.
- Obesity or overlying bony structures can hinder image quality.
- Difficulties in assessing deep or complex lesions.

Clinical Applications and Benefits of Shoulder Sonography
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- Diagnosis: Rapid, bedside assessment of soft tissue injuries.
- Guided Interventions:
- Injections (steroids, anesthetics).
- Aspiration of bursae or cysts.
- Monitoring: Follow-up of tendinopathies and post-treatment healing.
- Dynamic Evaluation: Assessing subluxations or impingement during movement.

Conclusion

Ultrasound has revolutionized the approach to shoulder imaging by providing detailed, real-time
visualization of soft tissue structures. Mastery of shoulder sonoanatomy allows clinicians to
accurately identify pathologies such as tendinopathies, tears, bursitis, and calcific deposits.
Combining knowledge of anatomy with proficient technique enhances diagnostic confidence and
facilitates minimally invasive, image-guided therapies. Although ultrasound has limitations, its
advantages make it an indispensable tool in the armamentarium for shoulder assessment,
especially when performed by trained operators. As technology advances, the role of ultrasound in
shoulder sonopathology will continue to expand, contributing significantly to improved patient
outcomes.
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Imaging of the shoulder sonoanatomy and sonopathology is a fundamental aspect of
musculoskeletal ultrasonography that provides invaluable insights into the complex anatomy and
myriad pathological conditions affecting the shoulder joint. As one of the most mobile and
functionally critical joints in the human body, the shoulder's intricate anatomy, including bones,
muscles, tendons, bursae, and neurovascular structures, necessitates a detailed and systematic
imaging approach. Sonography has become an essential tool for clinicians, offering real-time,
dynamic, and high-resolution imaging that complements physical examination and other imaging
modalities. This article aims to provide an in-depth review of shoulder sonoanatomy and
sonopathology, highlighting key features, imaging techniques, common pathologies, and their
clinical relevance.

Fundamentals of Shoulder Sonoanatomy

Understanding the normal sonoanatomy of the shoulder is crucial for accurate diagnosis and
differentiation of pathological findings. The shoulder comprises multiple structures that can be
visualized with high-frequency ultrasound probes, often ranging from 10 to 18 MHz, which provide
optimal resolution for superficial structures.
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Bone Anatomy

While ultrasound is limited in visualizing deep osseous structures, it can delineate the cortical
surfaces of the scapula, clavicle, and humerus, especially at their interfaces with soft tissues.

- Clavicle: The superior surface appears as a hyperechoic cortical line with posterior acoustic
shadowing.

- Humeral head and tuberosities: The humeral head's articular surface is hyperechoic; the greater
and lesser tuberosities are landmarks for rotator cuff insertions.

- Scapula: The acromion process and coracoid can be visualized, particularly their ventral
surfaces.

Muscle and Tendon Anatomy

Ultrasound excels at imaging superficial muscles and tendons, which are critical in shoulder
function.

- Rotator cuff muscles: Supraspinatus, infraspinatus, subscapularis, and teres minor.
- Supraspinatus: Located superiorly; inserted onto the greater tuberosity.
- Infraspinatus: Posterior; inserts onto the middle facet of the greater tuberosity.
- Subscapularis: Anterior; inserts onto the lesser tuberosity.
- Teres minor: Inferior to infraspinatus; inserts onto the greater tuberosity.

- Biceps brachii: The long head runs within the bicipital groove, accessible for dynamic
assessment.

- Deltoid and periscapular muscles: Surround the shoulder and are important for stability and
movement.

Bursae and Ligaments

- Subacromial-subdeltoid bursa: Located beneath the acromion and deltoid, often the site of
impingement.

- Coracoclavicular and acromioclavicular ligaments: Visualized as hyperechoic bands providing
shoulder stability.
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Neurovascular Structures

- Axillary nerve and vessels: Visualized in the quadrilateral space.
- Brachial plexus: Difficult to visualize directly but can be inferred in certain regions.

Imaging Techniques and Protocols

Standardized scanning protocols enhance diagnostic accuracy by systematically evaluating all
relevant structures.

Patient Positioning

- Position: The patient is typically seated or supine with the arm in various positions (neutral,
abducted, externally rotated) to optimize visualization.

- Probe placement: Linear high-frequency transducers are placed over specific anatomical
landmarks.

Scanning Planes

- Longitudinal (sagittal) view: For tendons and muscles.
- Transverse (axial) view: For cross-sectional anatomy.
- Oblique and dynamic views: To assess tendon movement and impingement.

Dynamic Assessment

Real-time evaluation during shoulder movements helps identify impingements, tendon subluxations,
or tears that may not be apparent in static images.

Sonopathology of the Shoulder

Ultrasound is highly sensitive in detecting various shoulder pathologies, including tendinopathies,
tears, bursitis, and nerve entrapments. Recognizing these sonopathological features is essential for
accurate diagnosis and management.

Rotator Cuff Pathologies

Rotator cuff injuries are among the most common shoulder pathologies.
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- Tendinopathy:
- Features: Hypoechoic thickening, loss of fibrillar pattern, and calcifications.
- Clinical relevance: Often causes pain and weakness.

- Rotator cuff tears:
- Partial-thickness tears: Disruption confined to part of the tendon; appear as focal hypoechoic

areas without complete discontinuity.
- Full-thickness tears: Complete discontinuity with retracted tendon edges and fluid collection in

the subacromial space.
- Features: Tendon discontinuity, detachment from insertion, and possible muscle atrophy.

- Advantages of ultrasound in rotator cuff tears:
- Dynamic assessment.
- Cost-effective.
- No radiation exposure.

Bursitis

- Subacromial-subdeltoid bursitis:
- Features: Anechoic or hypoechoic fluid accumulation, distended bursa, and synovial thickening.
- Clinical relevance: Often associated with impingement syndrome.

Calcific Tendinopathy

- Features: Hyperechoic deposits within tendons, often with posterior acoustic shadowing.
- Phases: Formation, resorption, and healing phases, which influence treatment strategies.

Labral and Glenohumeral Pathologies

- While ultrasound has limitations in evaluating intra-articular structures, certain labral
abnormalities may be inferred indirectly through dynamic impingement signs or associated bony
lesions.

Other Pathologies
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- Biceps tendinopathy: Tendon thickening, hypoechoic areas, and possible subluxation.
- Ligament injuries: Visualization of acromioclavicular ligament sprains or tears.

Advantages and Limitations of Shoulder Sonoanatomy and
Sonopathology

Advantages:

- Real-time dynamic imaging: Allows assessment of movement, impingement, and tendon
stability.

- High resolution for superficial structures: Excellent for tendons, bursae, and muscles.
- Cost-effective and accessible: Easily available in outpatient settings.
- No ionizing radiation: Safe for repeated use.
- Guidance for interventions: Injections, aspirates, or biopsies.

Limitations:

- Operator dependence: Requires experience and expertise.
- Limited visualization of intra-articular structures: Cannot reliably visualize labrum or

intra-articular cartilage.
- Limited penetration in obese patients: Reduced image quality in deep or obese shoulders.
- Difficulty in assessing bone marrow or deep intra-articular pathology: MRI remains superior for

certain intra-articular lesions.

Clinical Relevance and Future Directions

The evolving role of ultrasound in shoulder imaging continues to expand, driven by technological
advancements such as high-frequency probes, elastography, and 3D imaging. Combining
sonoanatomy and sonopathology findings enhances the clinician's ability to diagnose and manage
shoulder disorders effectively. Moreover, point-of-care ultrasonography is increasingly being
integrated into musculoskeletal clinics, enabling rapid diagnosis and guiding minimally invasive
interventions.

Future research is likely to focus on improving visualization of intra-articular structures, integrating
advanced imaging techniques, and developing standardized protocols for shoulder sonography.
Additionally, training programs emphasizing operator skill and consistency will be vital in maximizing
the benefits of shoulder ultrasound.

In conclusion, the imaging of shoulder sonoanatomy and sonopathology provides a comprehensive,
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dynamic, and cost-effective modality for diagnosing a wide spectrum of shoulder disorders. A solid
understanding of normal anatomy, combined with systematic scanning and recognition of
pathological features, is essential for clinicians aiming to optimize patient outcomes. As ultrasound
technology advances and operator expertise grows, its role in shoulder diagnostics will undoubtedly
continue to expand, making it an indispensable component of musculoskeletal medicine.
 

 QuestionAnswer What are the key sonoanatomical landmarks in shoulder ultrasound imaging?
Key landmarks include the humeral head, glenoid cavity, rotator cuff tendons (supraspinatus,
infraspinatus, subscapularis, teres minor), biceps tendon, acromion process, coracoacromial
ligament, and the subacromial-subdeltoid bursa. Proper identification of these structures is essential
for accurate assessment. How can ultrasound differentiate between rotator cuff tears and
tendinopathy? Ultrasound can identify tendinopathy by showing hypoechoic areas, tendon
thickening, and loss of normal fibrillar architecture. Full-thickness tears appear as an anechoic or
hypoechoic discontinuity in the tendon with retraction, while partial-thickness tears involve localized
defects without complete rupture. What sonographic features suggest subacromial-subdeltoid
bursitis? Sonographically, bursitis appears as an anechoic or hypoechoic fluid collection within the
subacromial-subdeltoid bursa, often with surrounding hyperechoic inflammatory tissue. Bursal
thickening and fluid distension are common findings. How is shoulder impingement syndrome
evaluated using ultrasound? Ultrasound assesses impingement by dynamic evaluation of the rotator
cuff tendons and subacromial structures during shoulder movement. Signs include bursal distension,
tendinopathy, and reduced subacromial space. Dynamic compression of tendons against the
acromion can also be observed. What sonopathological changes are associated with rotator cuff
calcific tendinopathy? Calcific tendinopathy shows as echogenic foci with posterior acoustic
shadowing within the rotator cuff tendons, typically the supraspinatus. Surrounding hypoechoic or
hyperechoic inflammatory changes may also be present. Can ultrasound detect shoulder labral tears
and how reliable is it? Ultrasound has limited sensitivity for labral tears due to deep location and
complex anatomy. While some superior labral anterior-posterior (SLAP) lesions may be suggested
by associated signs, MRI with MR arthrography remains more reliable for labral pathology. What are
common sonographic signs of shoulder instability? Signs include abnormal humeral head
positioning, dynamic translation during movement, capsular laxity, and the presence of Bankart or
Hill-Sachs lesions. Ultrasound can detect associated soft tissue abnormalities but is limited in
visualizing intra-articular structures directly involved in instability. How does sonography differentiate
between adhesive capsulitis and rotator cuff pathology? In adhesive capsulitis, ultrasound shows a
thickened and hypoechoic joint capsule, especially anteriorly and inferiorly, with restricted
glenohumeral joint space. Rotator cuff pathology primarily involves tendinous changes. Dynamic
assessment and clinical correlation are essential for accurate differentiation. 
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