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Abstract
Background: The purpose of this study was to explore the distinction and relation among different types
of chronic rotator cuff tears, in terms of some magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) parameters that
reflected the greater tuberosity morphology.
Methods: This study retrospectively assessed 160 patients diagnosedwith chronic rotator cuff tears
(including bursal-side, articular-side and full-thickness rotator cuff tears) and 48 controls diagnosed
without rotator cuff tears by MRI. The types of rotator cuff tear were confirmed by shoulder MRI and
arthroscopy. Oblique coronal sections of MRI were used to measure the parameters including greater
tuberosity abduction angle(GTAA), greater tuberosity width index (GTWI), and greater tuberosity height
index(GTHI).
Results: GTAA in patients with articular-side and full-thicknessrotator cuff tearswere smaller than those in
patients with bursal-side rotator cuff tears and in controls.GTWI and GTHI were present in greater
proportions in patients with articular-side and full-thickness rotator cuff tearsthan in patients with bursalside rotator cuff tears and in controls.There was no significant difference between the articular-side and
full-thickness cuff tears regarding GTAA, GTWI, or GTHI. The same was true between bursal-side rotator
cuff tears and the controls.
Conclusions: The greater tuberosity abduction angles are smaller, and greater tuberosity are more convex
outward and upwardin patients with articular-side or full-thickness rotator cuff tears, than those in
patients with bursal-side rotator cuff tears or in controls.

Introduction
Rotator cuff tear, resulting from various causes that lead to integrity violation of the supraspinatus,
infraspinatus, teres minor, or subscapular tendon, is a common dysfunction of the shoulder joint. The
incidence of the rotator cuff tear in population is approximately 20.7%-22.1%, and supraspinatus tendon
tear is most common[1, 2]. The incidence of chronic rotator cuff tear increases with age[3]. Rotator cuff
tear can be divided into full-thickness tear and partial-thickness tear, and the latter includes bursal-side,
articular-side and intratendinous tear[4, 5]. The pathogenesis of chronic rotator cuff tear is the result of
the combination of both intrinsic and extrinsic causes. The intrinsic causes include age-related metabolic
and vascular degeneration in rotator cuff. Extrinsic causes include subacromial impingement, chronic
and repetitive traumatic events[6–8]. From the anatomical perspective, bursal-side cuff tears are often
associated with subacromial impingement[9, 10], and articular-side cuff tears are related to degeneration
and stress imbalance in the rotator cuff tendons [11, 12]. The causes of intratendinous tear remain
controversial, but the majority view is differential shear stress within the tendon leads to it [13–15].
The available studies corroborate the idea that the lateral acromion angle (LAA) which reflects the glenoid
inclination, and the acromial index (AI) which quantifies the acromial coverage, are larger in patients with
full-thickness cuff tears than in controls without rotator cuff tears[16–22]. However, some other studies
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have indicated that the pathogenesis of partial-thickness rotator cuff tears has no correlation with LAA or
AI, and no difference has been observed between different types of chronic rotator cuff tears[20].
Footprints of supraspinatus, infraspinatus, and teres minor tendons are distributed around the greater
tuberosity, which is close to the position of the acromion. Several researchers have proposed that bone
mineral density decrease and cystic degeneration of the greater tuberosity are risk factors for chronic
rotator cuff tears [23–27]. However, the roles of the greater tuberosity morphology in different types of
chronic rotator cuff tears have not been investigated to date. MRI can assess shoulder joints for several
research subjects in the same neutral position. Oblique coronal sections of MRI can be used to assess
several parameters that reflect the greater tuberosity morphology. We used MRI to explore the distinctions
and relations of the greater tuberosity morphology in bursal-side, articular-side and full-thickness
supraspinatus tendon tears. This study may provide the surgeon with a new perspective in differential
diagnosis on different types of chronic rotator cuff tears.

Materials And Methods

Research subjects
160 patients diagnosed with chronic rotator cuff tears, including bursal-side rotator cuff tears (group A),
articular-side rotator cuff tears (group B) and full-thickness rotator cuff tears (group C), from July 2015 to
March 2019 in Peking University First Hospital were enrolled in the study. The inclusion criteria were as
follows: patients who 1) underwent persistent shoulder pain and disability symptoms; 2) showed
ineffective response to 6 months or more conservative treatment and received shoulder arthroscopic
surgery; 3) diagnosed with supraspinatus tendon tears based on MRI and surgical findings. In addition,
48 controls (group D) who underwent health examination and diagnosed without rotator cuff tears
according to MRI were enrolled in the study. The exclusion criteria were as follows: patients who 1) had
congenital shoulder instability; 2) shoulder surgical history; 3) acute trauma; 4) vascular and metabolic
changes due to such factors as diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis and other medical diseases; 5) obvious
retraction of torn rotator cuff tendons and fatty atrophy of the rotator cuff according to MRI.
This study was approved by the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board at Peking University First
Hospital. Patient outcomes were collected independently from participants with informed consent.

MRI parameters assessments
Two independent readers, who were all blinded to the patients’ diagnoses, assessed all the MRI
parameters. Standardized MRI of shoulders with the arm in a neutral position were used to assess the
parameters of the greater tuberosity including 1) the greater tuberosity abduction angle (GTAA; Fig. 1A),
which reflected the greater tuberosity abduction degree when the articular side of supraspinatus tendon
was pinched against the posterior-superior glenoid rim; 2) the greater tuberosity width index (GTWI;
Fig. 1B), which reflected the width of the greater tuberosity morphology; 3) and the greater tuberosity
height index (GTHI, Fig. 1C), which reflected the height of greater tuberosity morphology.
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Statistics
Data were analyzed by Statistical package for program (Version12, SPSS, Chicago, IL). One-way ANOVA
followed by Bonferroni post hoc test was used to compare the difference of continuous variables
between the groups, and the statistic was demonstrated as mean ± SD. Chi-square test was used to
compare the difference of dichotomous variables between the groups. These two tests were used to
compare the patient demographic data and MRI parameters between the groups. 𝑃<0.05 was regarded
as statistical significance.

Results

Patient demographics and characteristics
Regarding preoperative demographic data and characteristics, there was no statistical difference between
the groups regarding age, gender and side (all P > 0.05, Table 1).

MRI parameters of the greater tuberosity
MRI parameters including GTAA, GTWI and GTHI in 4 groups were demonstrated (Table 2).
In the GTAA (greater tuberosity abduction angle, Fig. 2A), there was significant difference in the GTAA
between the 4 groups (p < 0.001). The GTAA of Group D were greater than that of Group B (p = 0.001) and
Group C (p = 0.005), also the GTAA of Group A were greater than that of Group B (p < 0.001) and Group C
(p = 0.001). There was no significant difference between Groups D and A (p = 0.812), also between
Groups B and C (p = 0.085).
Regarding the GTWI (greater tuberosity width index, Fig. 2B), there was significant difference between the
4 groups (p < 0.001). The value for Group D was less than that for group B (p < 0.001) and group C (p <
0.001), but there was no significant difference (p = 0.196) from group A. Group A was smaller than group
B (p = 0.004) and group C (p = 0.005), and there was no significant difference between group B and C (p =
0.498).
The GTHI (greater tuberosity height index, Fig. 2C) exhibited a significant difference between the 4 groups
(p = 0.001). The GTHI of Group D were smaller than that of group B (p = 0.013) and group C (p = 0.022),
and there was no significant difference from group A (p = 0.279). The GTHI of Group A were smaller than
that of group B (p = 0.001) and group C (p = 0.005), and there was no significant difference between
group B and C (p = 0.942).

Discussion
Chronic rotator cuff tears, which affect the patients’ quality of life, lead to global burden with severe
health-care and socioeconomic consequences. Many studies have demonstrated that several anatomical
factors of acromion and greater tuberosity are associated with chronic rotator cuff tears. Kanatli U et al.
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[16] and Balke M et al.[17] have indicated that on shoulder X rays, the lateral acromion angle (LAA), which
reflects the glenoid inclinations of patients with full-thickness rotator cuff tears, is significantly higher
than that in controls without rotator cuff tears. Moor BK et al.[19] and Nyffeler RW et al. [21] have
demonstrated that the acromion index (AI), which quantifies the acromial coverage exhibits the same
results mentioned above. In contrast, some other researchers have found that the inclination and
extension of the acromion are not correlated with the morbidity of partial rotator cuff tears, and no
significant differences among different types of chronic rotator cuff tears[20]. Most footprints of the
rotator cuff tendons are distributed around the greater tuberosity, which is close to the position of the
acromion, so the characteristics of greater tuberosity may distribute to chronic rotator cuff tears. Previous
studies have reported that the reduction in bone density of the greater tuberosity leads to decrease in
strength of the rotator cuff attachment, which causes chronic rotator cuff tears[23]. Cystic changes in the
front of greater tuberosity are also closely related to rotator cuff tears[27]. However, the relationship
between the morphological features of greater tuberosity and chronic rotator cuff tears is unclear. Similar
to previous research on the morphological characteristics of acromion, we selected the parameters that
reflect greater tuberosity morphology including abduction angle, width and height, to determine their
relations with different types of chronic rotator cuff tears.
Although most previous studies have measured the morphological parameters of acromion from
shoulder X rays, initially the LAA and AI were measured on the oblique coronal plane of MRI[28, 29]. In
this study, we also measured the morphological parameters of greater tuberosity on the oblique coronal
plane of shoulder MRI, which enabled standardized and accurate evaluation among different research
objects under the same position and in different scanning planes.
The GTAA measured in this research is a dynamic parameter that could reflect the abduction degree of
greater tuberosity when the articular side of supraspinatus tendon is pinched against the posteriorsuperior glenoid rim. According to the GTAA analysis, we found that the GTAA of patients with articularside and full-thickness rotator cuff tears was significantly less than that of the controls, whereas the
GTAA of patients with bursal-side rotator cuff tears was not obviously different from that of the controls.
This finding suggested that the reduction of the GTAA was a risk factor for articular-side and fullthickness rotator cuff tears and had no significant correlation with bursal-side rotator cuff tears.
Supposedly, when the shoulder joint abducts, the greater tuberosity with low GTAA will collide with the
posterior-superior glenoid rim more frequently, which gradually leads to articular-side rotator cuff tear.
Moreover, the GTAA exhibited no significant difference between the articular-side tear group and the fullthickness tear group, which suggests that the full-thickness rotator cuff tears may originate from
articular-side tears.
To study the morphological features of greater tuberosity, except its dynamic parameter GTAA, it is
necessary to determine whether the static parameters of greater tuberosity are associated with different
types of chronic rotator cuff tears. In this study, the GTWI and GTHI respectively reflected the extents of
the greater tuberosity being convex outward and upward in the proximal humerus. The results
demonstrated that the greater tuberosity of the patients with chronic articular-side and full-thickness
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rotator cuff tears was more convex outward and upward than that of the patients with bursal-side tears
and the controls. The results suggest that increased width and height indices were risk factors for chronic
articular-side and full-thickness rotator cuff tears. Moreover, the results from the articular-side tear group
exhibited no significant differences from those of the full-thickness tear group, which suggests again that
the full-thickness rotator cuff tears may originate from articular-side tears. Based on anatomy, if the
greater tuberosity gets widened and heightened due to hyperostosis and osteophyte, when the shoulder
abducts, collision and friction between the articular-side of supraspinatus tendon and the posteriorsuperior glenoid rim are increased, gradually result to chronic rotator cuff tears. Simultaneously, the
morphological changes of greater tuberosity may be a secondary response to chronic rotator cuff tears.
Davidson et al.[30] reported a case of a 23-year-old right-handed professional baseball pitcher with an
articular-side rotator cuff tear. An exploration of the pathogenesis revealed that frequent abduction and
external rotation led to an articular-side tear of the supraspinatus tendon that pinched against the
posterior-superior glenoid rim, which supports our research results and mechanisms.
Our study find that the greater tuberosity abduction angles are smaller, but greater tuberosity are more
convex outward and upward in patients with articular-side or full-thickness rotator cuff tears, than in
patients with bursal-side rotator cuff tears or in controls. Chronic articular-side and full-thickness rotator
cuff tears are related to the morphology of greater tuberosity, which can assist us to estimate the type of
chronic rotator cuff tears when we have difficulty in differential diagnosis via shoulder MRI, and to find
the supraspinatus tendon’s tear position under arthroscopic surgery more quickly.
Certainly, our study has several limitations. Firstly, the number of enrolled patients was small, and the
specific duration of disease was not considered. Secondly, chronic rotator cuff tears result from multiple
factors. Except for the parameters mentioned in our study, whether other morphological features of the
shoulder joint distribute to different types of chronic rotator cuff tears needs to be explored in the future.

Conclusion
Chronic articular-side and full-thickness rotator cuff tears are related to the morphology of greater
tuberosity, which may provide the surgeon with a new perspective in differential diagnosis on different
types of chronic rotator cuff tears.
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Tables
Due to technical limitations, the tables are only available as a download in the supplemental files section.

Figures

Figure 1
Overview of the MRI parameters that reflected greater tuberosity morphology (assessed on the plane
where the distance from the inferior border to the superior border of the glenoid fossa was the longest).
(A) The GTAA, greater tuberosity abduction angle, was measured between a first line connecting the
inferior border to the superior border of the glenoid fossa and a second line connecting the inferior border
of the glenoid to the most inferomedial point of the greater tuberosity. (B) The GTWI, greater tuberosity
width index, was determined by the ratio of the distance from L1 (the lateral aspect of the greater
tuberosity) to L2 (the medial aspect of the greater tuberosity; LN) with the distance from L1 to L3 (the
medial aspect of the humeral head; LM). L1, L2 and L3 were parallel to L0 (the humeral shaft anatomical
axis). (C) The GTHI, greater tuberosity height index, was determined by the ratio of the distance from L4
(the inferior plane of the humeral head) to L5 (the superior plane of the greater tuberosity; IT) with the
distance from L4 to L6 (the superior plane of the humeral head; IS). L4, L5 and L6 are perpendicular to L0.
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Figure 2
Comparison of GTAA, GTWI and GTHI between the groups. (A) The comparison of GTAA between the
groups. (B) The comparison of GTWI between the groups. (C) The comparison of GTHI between the
groups.
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