
 

 

OTTAWA KNEE RULES 

 

A knee x-ray series is only required for adult knee injury patients with any one of 

these findings:  

 

1. Age 55 or older 

 

2. Isolated tenderness of patella (no bone tenderness of knee other than patella) 

 

3. Tenderness of head of fibula 

 

4. Inability to flex to 90 degrees 

 

5. Inability to bear weight both immediately and in the emergency department 

for 4 steps 

 

These guidelines does not apply to: 

 

1. Patients under 18 years of age  

 

2. Pregnant patients  

 

3. Patients with isolated skin injuries without underlying soft tissue or bone 

involvement  

 

4. Patients whose injury occurred more than 7 days previously  

 

5. Patient returning for re-assessment of an injury that was assessed previously 

  

6. Patients with altered level of consciousness  

 

7. Patients with neurological impairment such as paraplegia  

 

8. Patients with multiple trauma  

 

Notes: 

 

1. Tenderness of patella only counts if it is the only area of the bone tenderness in 

the knee  

 



2. Inability to bear weight means patient is unable to transfer weight twice onto each 

leg regardless of limping 

 

3. The outcome considered is a fracture of the distal femur, the proximal tibia or 

fibula, or the patella, found by using plain x-rays. It is realized that some fractures 

may not require treatment and also that some uncommon fractures may not be 

detected by plain x-rays. 

 

4. The probability of having a knee fracture is very low if none of the symptoms of 

the Ottawa Knee Rules are present. 

 

5. Patients should always be instructed to seek follow-up if pain or ability to bear 

weight have not improved in 5-7 days.  
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