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Background: Tuberculous osteomyelitis of the long bone in children is often neglected,
and established transphyseal bone lesions are common. The purpose of this
study was to evaluate the clinical outcomes of these patients.

Methods: Between January 1990 and December 2008, 19 patients (10 boys and 9 girls)
with sustained tuberculous osteomyelitis of the long bone accompanied by
physeal involvement were treated at our institute. The average age was 23.8
months (range, 10-58 months). All patients received surgical treatment and
antituberculosis therapy for at least 6 months. The final radiographic and
functional results were analyzed.

Results: All patients were followed up for an average of 61.8 months (range, 14-123
months). The most common site of infection was the distal femur (8 patients,
42.1%), followed by the proximal tibia (5 patients, 26.3%) and the distal
tibia (3 patients, 15.8%). Most of the lesions were osteolytic, round to oval in
shape, and showed marginal sclerosis. Some lesions were expanding or mul-
tiloculated. The periosteal reaction was minimal. Even in cases with exten-
sive surgical curettage through the physis, the growth plate maintained its
function and gradually remodeled. Clinical symptoms improved within 4-6
weeks. All bone lesions decreased in size in 3-6 months. Further, physeal bar
formation was observed, but the extent was minimal. All transphyseal lesions
healed gradually over a period of several years. Good remodeling of skeletal
lesions was noted.

Conclusions:The diagnosis of tuberculous osteomyelitis of the long bone should be con-
sidered in every child with unexplained chronic limb pain or swollen limbs.
The lesions are usually located in the metaphysis and easily cross the growth
plate to the epiphysis. Surgical debridement is beneficial in both diagnosis
and treatment. In patients with growth plate involvement, careful surgical
debridement is recommended to eradicate infection since the risk of perma-
nent physeal damage is minimal. The physis can heal gradually, and full
range of motion of the adjacent joints can be maintained.
(Chang Gung Med J 2010;33:453-60)
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Tuberculosis of the bone is rare in developed
western countries, but it remains a serious prob-

lem in many developing countries. Tuberculous
infection can affect any bone of the body. In about
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50% of patients, the vertebrae are the sites of skeletal
involvement.(1) In Taiwan, the overall incidence of
childhood tuberculosis is about 9.61/100,000 person-
years.(2) The incidence of tuberculous osteomyelitis
in children is uncommon, and the characteristics are
different from those in adults. These lesions usually
involve the metaphysis and can cross the physis of
long bones.(3) The clinical findings are not specific.
The only early symptoms are swelling and pain in
the involved limbs. Therefore, it is often neglected or
the diagnosis is delayed.(4,5)

With the introduction of effective multiagent
chemotherapy, the requirement of surgical treatment
of bone lesions has markedly reduced. Surgical
debridement and curettage is indicated for cases with
diffuse destruction.(6-8) It is well known that injury to
growth plates may cause growth disturbance.
However, in patients with tuberculous osteomyelitis,
even after surgical curettage, the growth plate usual-
ly maintains the growth potential and heals gradual-
ly. This is very different from the physeal injury
caused by trauma or pyogenic osteomyelitis.

It is unclear what extent of destruction by tuber-
culosis would cause early closure of the growth
plate. The literature on this entity is scarce. The pur-
pose of this retrospective study was to review our
experience with such patients and to analyze the clin-
ical presentation, growth plate remodeling, and long-

term outcomes.

METHODS

Between January 1990 and December 2008, 19
children younger than 18 years of age with sustained
tuberculous osteomyelitis of the long bone with phy-
seal involvement were diagnosed and treated at our
institute. Patients with lesions that did not involve
long bones or that primarily involved the joint syn-
ovium were excluded. The clinical records and radi-
ographs were reviewed for data collection.

There were 10 boys and 9 girls. The children’s
ages ranged from 10 to 58 months (average, 23.8
months). All patients had been given Calmette-
Guérin bacillus (BCG) vaccine in infancy. The chest
radiograph and sputum culture for tuberculosis were
performed in all patients and all tests showed nega-
tive findings. The most often noted clinical features
were pain, swelling, tenderness, and limpness. No
cases of multifocal lesions or pulmonary tuberculosis
were present in our series. The physeal injury was
confirmed by plain radiography (n = 16), magnetic
resonance imaging (n = 2), and computed tomogra-
phy (n = 1).

The involved sites were the distal humerus (n =
1, 5.3%) (Fig. 1), the proximal femur (n = 1, 5.3%),
the distal femur (n = 8, 42.1%) (Fig. 2), the proximal

Fig. 1 Case 4: A 21-month-old girl with an osteolytic lesion in the distal humerus. (A) The lesion extends from the metaphysis to
the epiphysis. The growth plate is disrupted. (B) Six months after the operation, the lesion is sclerotic, and the growth plate has
gradually remodeled. (C) One year after the operation, the growth plate remains uneven. (D) Five years after the operation, excel-
lent remodeling is seen.
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tibia (n = 5, 26.3%) (Fig. 3), the distal tibia (n = 3,
15.8%), and the distal fibula (n = 1, 5.3%). There
was 1 patient with a discharge sinus from the distal
femur (case 17). The average duration of symptoms
before treatment was 2.4 months (range, 2 weeks to
6 months).

All patients received surgical debridement and
curettage. After curettage, an allogenic bone graft
was used to fill the bony defect in 2 patients (cases 4
and 7). The other 17 patients did not receive any type
of bone grafting. The tuberculosis culture was per-
formed and specimens were taken for pathohistologi-
cal examination. After operation, oral antituberculo-
sis drugs were administered for at least 6 months.
The diagnosis was confirmed by positive acid-fast
bacillus (AFB) smears, granulomatous inflammation
with or without caseous necrosis in biopsy speci-
mens or isolation of Mycobacterium tuberculosis.

At the time of follow-up, all patients were
queried about limb pain, range of motion of the adja-
cent joint, and any disabilities in the daily activities.
All patients underwent routine anteroposterior and
lateral radiographic examination of the involved

limbs. The size of the lesions and remodeling of the
growth plate were evaluated. If the lesions involved
the lower limbs, frontal scanography was carried out
for leg-length measurement. A follow-up radiograph
was made monthly for 3 months after the operation,
then quarterly for 9 months, and annually thereafter.
The final radiographic and functional results were
analyzed.

RESULTS

Nineteen patients were followed up for 14 to
123 months (average, 61.8 months). On radiographs,
soft tissue swelling and osteopenia were seen in all
patients. Most of the lesions were osteolytic, round
to oval in shape, and showed marginal sclerosis.
Some lesions were expanding or multiloculated. The
periosteal reaction was minimal. The lesions were
located predominately in the metaphysis and crossed
the growth plate to the epiphysis.

The diagnosis was confirmed by pathohistologi-
cal examination in all patients. Mycobacterium
tuberculosis was cultured in 8 patients (42.1%) and

Fig. 2 Case 18: A 24-month-old boy with an osteolytic lesion in the distal femur. (A) The lesion is located in the metaphysis and
epiphysis of the distal femur. The growth plate is disrupted. (B) Four months after the operation, the growth plate has remodeled,
and the margins of the lesion appear sclerotic. (C) One year after the operation, the lesion is healing gradually. (D) Three years after
the operation, good healing is noted, except for a small residual cyst with sclerotic margins.
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acid-fast bacilli were identified in only 3 patients
(15.8%).

There were 4 patients (cases 9, 10, 18, and 19)
with sustained relapse of the infection, and surgical
debridement was performed again for these patients.
No patient received surgery more than twice. Cases 9
and 19 received revision surgery 1 month after the
first surgery. They were not administered oral antitu-
berculous drugs after the initial surgery because the
diagnosis was unclear. In case 9, Mycobacterium
tuberculosis was cultured from a specimen obtained
from the first surgery; however, this result was
obtained after 4 weeks. In cases 9 and 19, the patho-
histological examination at the time of the first
surgery revealed granulomatous inflammation with
necrosis, but antituberculous drugs were not admin-
istered until the second surgery. Cases 10 and 18
received revision surgery at 9 months and 5 months,
respectively, after the initial surgery. Standard antitu-
berculous drugs were administered after the first
surgery but the infection relapsed. The debridement
and curettage were more radical in the second
surgery. All lesions healed, uneventfully, after the

second surgery.
Lesions crossing the growth plate were also

curetted. A large area of the metaphysis and epiph-
ysis were curetted through the growth plate. The
extent of physeal destruction was substantial after
operation. All bone lesions decreased in size in 3 to 6
months. These lesions healed gradually and the
growth plate regenerated over many years. The
lesions became smaller and sclerotic during the heal-
ing period. Further, physeal bar formation was
observed, but its extent was minimal. Eight patients
experienced complete healing of the lesions and the
other 11 patients showed a residual sclerotic shadow
on the radiographs, but without clinical symptoms.
The growth plate maintained its function and no
growth disturbances occurred. All patients had a full
range of motion of the adjacent joints. The clinical
details are listed in Table 1.

DISCUSSION

Tuberculosis is often thought of as an old dis-
ease. Because of advances in public health, tubercu-

Fig. 3 Case 2: A 23-month-old girl with a massive osteolytic lesion in the proximal tibia. (A) The lesion is located in the metaph-
ysis and epiphysis of the proximal tibia. The growth plate has been disrupted. (B) Four months after the operation, the lesion is
healing gradually. (C) Two years after the operation, physeal bar formation is noted. (D) Seven years after the operation, good
remodeling is seen, with slight residual sclerosis.
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losis has been well controlled and is now a rare dis-
ease in developed countries. However, it remains a
serious problem in many developing countries. In
75% of the patients, the focus of the infection is
found in the lungs.(9) Skeletal tuberculosis is rare and
constitutes only 1% to 3% of cases.(10,11) Because of
the relative rarity of skeletal tuberculosis and non-
specific early clinical findings, the diagnosis is usu-
ally considerably delayed. In this study, the average
duration of symptoms before treatment was 2.3
months (range, 2 weeks to 6 months), which was not
longer than that reported by other authors. Teklali et
al. reported an average delay in diagnosis of 10
months (range, 10 days to 6 years), indicating the
difficulty of making a prompt diagnosis.(12)

In this study, chest radiographs of all patients
were evaluated and none had lesions of pulmonary
tuberculosis. The families of the children were
screened and there was only 1 child (case 3) whose
grandfather had a history of tuberculosis infection. In
the literature, 50% of the patients with tuberculous
osteomyelitis have concomitant pulmonary tubercu-
losis. (13) However, in our series, tuberculous
osteomyelitis was usually a primary and an isolated

lesion. This findings is consistent with that of Rasool
et al. who reported that tuberculous osteomyelitis is
rarely associated with pulmonary lesions.(9)

In our series, all patients had undergone BCG
vaccination in infancy, because this is compulsory in
Taiwan. However, BCG vaccination itself can cause
osteomyelitis or a disseminated BCG infection.(14)

The interval between BCG vaccination and disease
presentation usually ranges from 5 months to 5
years.(15) Polymerase chain reaction was performed
for only 1 patient (case 18) in our series at the
Taiwan Centers for Disease Control: the test results
confirmed BCG infection.

In our 19 patients, the most commonly involved
site was the distal femur (8 cases, 42.1%), followed
by the proximal tibia (5 cases, 26.3%) and the distal
tibia (3 patients, 15.8%). The lower limbs appeared
to be common sites of involvement in children, com-
pared with the axial bones and pelvis in adults.(16)

Most of the lesions were radiolucent, round to oval,
with marginal sclerosis. Given its rich vascular sup-
ply, the metaphysis of long bones is the most fre-
quent site of infection. In our series, the lesions were
predominantly located in the metaphysis and crossed

Table 1.  Clinical Data of 19 Patients with Tuberous Osteomyelitis of the Long Bone

Age Duration of
Pulmonary Pathological Culture AFB Follow-upCase (months) symptoms Location
tuberculosis confirmation confirmation confirmation (months)

Outcome
/Sex (months)

1 27/F 3 Proximal tibia N Y N N 123 Complete
2 23/F 6 Proximal tibia N Y N N 116 Sclerosis
3 40/M 2 Distal tibia N Y Y N 100 Complete
4 21/F 6 Distal humerus N Y N Y 98 Complete
5 27/F 2 Proximal femur N Y N N 76 Complete
6 13/M 1 Distal femur N Y Y N 67 Sclerosis
7 18/F 1 Distal femur N Y N N 66 Sclerosis
8 33/M 3 Proximal tibia N Y Y N 62 Sclerosis
9 31/M 2 Distal tibia N Y Y N 61 Complete

10 10/M 3 Distal tibia N Y N Y 57 Complete
11 10/F 0.5 Distal femur N Y Y N 55 Sclerosis
12 20/F 3 Proximal tibia N Y Y Y 50 Complete
13 16/M 2 Distal femur N Y N N 49 Sclerosis
14 14/M 0.5 Proximal tibia N Y Y N 37 Sclerosis
15 23/F 3 Distal fibula N Y N N 36 Complete
16 34/M 2 Distal femur N Y N N 36 Sclerosis
17 58/F 2 Distal femur N Y N N 36 Sclerosis
18 24/M 0.5 Distal femur N Y Y N 35 Sclerosis
19 11/M 3 Distal femur N Y N N 14 Sclerosis

Sclerosis:  small sclerotic lesion on radiographs without clinical symptoms.
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the growth plate to the epiphysis. There are few
reported cases in which the origin of osteomyelitis
was in the epiphysis.(17) Radiographs of our patients
showed that the radiolucent area in the metaphysis
was larger than in the epiphysis. The main
osteomyelitic lesion was thought to be in the metaph-
ysis. These osteolytic bone lesions can represent
benign, malignant, or infectious processes and
require a broad differential diagnosis and astute
observation for accurate diagnosis and timely treat-
ment.(18)

In tuberculous osteomyelitis, positive rates of
acid-fast bacillus smears are low. In our series, there
were only 3 patients (15.8%) with positive results.
Direct smears for acid-fast bacilli are relatively rapid
and inexpensive but may produce false-negative
results. Stains to identify acid-fast bacilli require the
presence of at least 104 acid-fast bacilli per milliliter
of specimen.(19) Isolation of Mycobacterium tubercu-
losis by culture is currently the gold standard for
making a definitive diagnosis. This method may take
6 to 8 weeks to yield results and paucibacillary spec-
imens may produce false negative results.(20) In our
series, Mycobacterium tuberculosis was cultured in
only 8 patients (42.1%). Because of significant false-
negative rates of smear and culture, the materials
obtained from the lesions were taken for pathohisto-
logical examination. If granulomatous inflammation
with or without caseous necrosis was noted within
the infectious bones, this would point toward the
diagnosis.(21) All diagnoses were pathohistologically
confirmed in our series. The initiation of antitubercu-
losis treatment at the time of surgery was recom-
mended to decrease the dissemination of disease.(16)

Surgical curettage was performed in all patients.
The cystic cavity was curetted to remove granulation
tissue and pus. Simultaneous curettage and bone
grafting of the lesion were suggested by Kumar et
al.(22) In our series, only 2 patients received allogenic
bone grafting. Curettage without bone grafting was
performed in the other 17 patients. All of them yield-
ed good results. Resolution and bone remodeling
were satisfactory in all patients. Currently, most
authors agree that curettage alone is sufficient to
yield favorable results.(3,9,23,24)

In cases in which the lesions were located in
both the metaphysis and epiphysis, the surgery was
performed with extreme care. We usually made an
incision near the metaphysis and the lesion was

curetted. Then, the epiphysis was carefully curetted
through the growth plate. The area of the growth
plate injury was more severe after the operation. It is
well-known that growth disturbances occur after
trauma or disease involving the growth plates.
However, the extent of growth plate injury that
would cause its permanent injury is unknown.
Makela et al. reported that destruction of 7% of the
cross-sectional area of the growth plate caused per-
manent growth disturbance in rabbits.(25) The possible
mechanism could be that progression of ossification
of the epiphysis facilitated the formation of a bridg-
ing callus through the growth plate.(26,27) The physeal
bar (bone extending from the epiphysis to the meta-
physis) can cause complete or partial physeal arrest.
Osterman et al. reported that growth disturbance
could be prevented by bridge resection and filling the
defect with a free fat graft.(28) Marsh et al. also report-
ed that physeal bar resection could be performed
using arthroscopic techniques. Even if up to 70% of
the cross-sectional area of the physis was damaged,
it could be treated successfully.(29)

In our patients, the growth plate damage was
great after curettage. The osteolytic lesion healed
gradually. The extent of physeal bar formation was
minimal. The growth plate maintained its function
and the remodeling process went on for many years.
The length of the involved lower limb was equal to
that of the opposite limb. Ohtera et al. reported that
large lesions of the proximal tibia could be fully
recovered.(30) In our series, not only the proximal tibia
but also the distal humerus, distal femur, distal tibia,
etc., yielded good results.

This study had several limitations. First, the
patients in this study were not followed to skeletal
maturity. Although the lesions showed good healing
by the end of the investigation, we were unable to
determine if any residual deformity was present
when the patients achieved skeletal maturity. Second,
most of the patients in this study underwent spot
scanography examination instead of split scanogra-
phy examination. We were unable to assess the
mechanical axis and anatomical axis of the lower
limbs. Third, with regard to the lesions that involved
the upper limbs, we did not measure the limb length
or angular deformity. The sequelae of tuberculous
osteomyelitis in the upper limbs may be underesti-
mated. Last, the number of patients in this study was
small, and we could not identify significant factors
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related to outcome.
In conclusion, orthopedic surgeons must consid-

er tuberculous osteomyelitis in the differential diag-
nosis of bone infection. Low suspicion will result in
delayed diagnosis and delayed treatment. The lesions
are usually located in the metaphysis and easily cross
the growth plate to the epiphysis. Surgical debride-
ment is beneficial in both diagnosis and treatment. In
cases of growth plate involvement, careful surgical
debridement is recommended to eradicate the infec-
tion since the risk of permanent physeal damage is
minimal. The growth plate can heal gradually, and
the patients usually retain good function of the adja-
cent joints.
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