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Many eponymous tests have been described 
to examine the shoulder. However, there is 
a lack of consensus on clinical assessment 
of patients with shoulder pain and 

suspected rotator cuff pathology. Rotator cuff tears  
are a common cause of shoulder pain and  
occupational disability. 

More than 50 per cent of individuals older than 
60 have at least a partial-thickness rotator cuff tear, 
with significant impact on their quality of life, and 
marked functional impairment. As a large percentage 
of older individuals maintain a very active lifestyle, it is 
important for clinicians to be able to accurately  
identify and appropriately manage patients with 
rotator cuff tears. 

The conclusions of published research are in 
agreement that most specific tests for rotator cuff 
pathology are inaccurate. There is insufficient  
evidence in recent literature to recommend any one 
clinical examination test for diagnosis of rotator cuff 
pathology *. 

Poor diagnostic accuracy of clinical tests for 

rotator cuff pathology may be related to the close 
relationships of structures in the shoulder, the poor 
anatomical basis of the tests and the lack of their 
reproducibility. Therefore experience in performing 
and combining clinical tests is important; and other 
information, such as mechanism of injury, pain 
behaviour and location of pain, combined with 
conventional radiographic signs, is also essential to 
making an accurate diagnosis. 

* Sports Med Arthrosc. 2011 Sep;19(3):266-78. Clinical 
tests for the diagnosis of rotator cuff disease. Longo UG, 
Berton A, Ahrens PM, Maffulli N, Denaro V.
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The major points to address during physical examination of patients with suspected rotator cuff pathology include the loss of active or passive range of motion, painful range of motion, presence of muscle atrophy, weakness, swelling and tenderness.
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The shoulder Unit is the UK’s leading centre 
for shoulder and elbow surgery. it has an 
international reputation for excellence in treating 
professional sportsmen and Olympic athletes, 
with the same high level of care provided to all 
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