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Musculoskeletal Ultrasound Technical
Guidelines

Musculoskeletal Ultrasound Technical Guidelines Musculoskeletal ultrasound (MSK US) has become an
indispensable tool in the diagnosis and management of a wide range of musculoskeletal conditions. Its real-time
imaging capabilities, high resolution, and dynamic assessment make it ideal for evaluating muscles, tendons,
ligaments, joints, and soft tissues. To maximize diagnostic accuracy and ensure reproducibility, adherence to
standardized technical guidelines is essential. These guidelines encompass equipment specifications, patient
positioning, scanning protocols, and image documentation standards, all of which contribute to high-quality, reliable
ultrasound examinations.

Equipment and Technical Settings

Ultrasound Machine Specifications

To perform effective MSK ultrasound examinations, the ultrasound system should possess certain technical
features:

High-frequency transducers: Typically 10–18 MHz linear array probes for optimal resolution of superficial1.
structures.
Composite imaging capabilities: To enhance image quality and tissue differentiation.2.
Adjustable gain and dynamic range: For optimal image contrast and brightness.3.
Speckle reduction technology: To improve image clarity.4.
Power Doppler and elastography options: Useful for assessing vascularity and tissue stiffness if indicated.5.

Transducer Selection and Handling

Proper transducer choice and handling are vital:

Select a high-frequency linear transducer (10–18 MHz) for superficial structures.1.
Use lower frequencies (5–10 MHz) for deeper tissues when necessary.2.
Ensure transducer cleanliness to prevent infections or cross-contamination.3.
Maintain proper transducer orientation and gentle pressure to avoid tissue distortion.4.

Machine Settings Optimization

Standardized settings improve image consistency:

Set the depth to include the entire structure of interest, with a margin for surrounding tissues.1.
Adjust the focus level directly at or just below the area of interest to enhance resolution.2.
Optimize gain to achieve appropriate tissue contrast without oversaturation.3.



Set the dynamic range to balance between tissue differentiation and noise suppression.4.
Utilize harmonic imaging if available for improved tissue contrast.5.

Patient Positioning and Preparation

Pre-Examination Preparation

Effective preparation enhances image quality and patient comfort:

Obtain a detailed clinical history and specific questions to address during the scan.1.
Ensure the area of interest is accessible and properly exposed.2.
Instruct the patient to remove clothing or jewelry that may obstruct the examination site.3.
Apply coupling gel liberally to ensure good transducer contact and reduce artifacts.4.

Patient Positioning Techniques

Positioning varies depending on the anatomical region:

Shoulder: Patient seated or supine with the arm in neutral or slight abduction; the hand placed on the lap or1.
behind the back.
Elbow: Patient seated or supine with the arm extended or flexed; forearm pronated or supinated as needed.2.
Wrist and Hand: Patient seated with the hand resting on a support; fingers extended or flexed based on target3.
structures.
Hip: Patient supine with the leg externally rotated for anterior or lateral approaches.4.
Knee: Patient supine with the knee slightly flexed; support under the ankle for comfort.5.
Ankle and Foot: Patient seated or supine with the foot supported in a neutral position.6.

Patient Comfort and Stability

Ensuring patient comfort minimizes movement artifacts:

Use pillows or supports to stabilize limbs.1.
Explain the procedure to reduce anxiety.2.
Allow the patient to relax muscles and avoid unnecessary tension.3.

Scanning Technique and Protocols

General Principles

Consistent scanning technique is essential:

Use minimal transducer pressure to avoid tissue compression or distortion.1.
Perform systematic scanning in multiple planes—longitudinal and transverse.2.
Adjust imaging parameters in real time to optimize visualization.3.
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Record both static images and dynamic maneuvers to evaluate function and pathology.4.

Standardized Examination Protocols

Follow structured protocols for different anatomical regions:

Shoulder:1.
Assess rotator cuff tendons (supraspinatus, infraspinatus, subscapularis).1.
Evaluate the acromioclavicular joint and subacromial bursa.2.
Document biceps tendon in the transverse and longitudinal views.3.

Elbow:2.
Examine the common extensor and flexor tendons.1.
Assess the ulnar nerve within the cubital tunnel.2.
Evaluate for joint effusions and osteophytes.3.

Wrist and Hand:3.
Assess flexor and extensor tendons, including their pulley systems.1.
Evaluate the median nerve and other neurovascular structures.2.

Hip:4.
Assess the gluteal tendons and bursae.1.
Evaluate hip joint effusions or synovitis.2.

Knee:5.
Examine quadriceps and patellar tendons.1.
Assess menisci, ligaments, and joint effusions.2.

Ankle and Foot:6.
Evaluate Achilles tendon and plantar fascia.1.
Assess tendons of the ankle and toe joints.2.

Dynamic and Stress Maneuvers

Dynamic assessments provide functional information:

Have the patient move joints actively or passively to identify impingements or instability.1.
Apply stress to tendons or ligaments to evaluate for subluxation or laxity.2.
Record real-time images during movement for comprehensive assessment.3.

Image Acquisition and Documentation

Image Quality and Clarity

High-quality images are crucial for accurate diagnosis:

Use appropriate gain and focus settings for each structure.1.
Ensure proper transducer orientation to avoid anisotropy—false hypoechoic appearance due to oblique angles.2.



Adjust depth to include all relevant anatomy with adequate margins.3.
Capture multiple views and cross-sectional images.4.

Image Documentation Standards

Standardized documentation ensures reproducibility:

Label images clearly with the anatomical structure, plane, and plane orientation.1.
Include measurements of lesions, tendon thickness, or fluid collections.2.
Record cine loops for dynamic assessment when necessary.3.
Store images in DICOM format if possible for high-quality archiving.4.
Maintain a comprehensive report detailing findings, image quality, and technical parameters.5.

Reporting and Communication

Effective communication of findings involves:

Providing a clear description of all evaluated structures.1.
Highlighting any abnormalities with precise localization.2.
Including measurements and comparison with contralateral side if applicable.3.
Suggesting further imaging or clinical correlation when needed.4.

Quality Assurance and Continuing Education

Regular Equipment Maintenance

Ensure consistent image quality:

Schedule routine calibration and servicing of ultrasound machines.1.
Inspect transducers for damage or wear.2.
Update software and firmware regularly.3.

Training and Competency

Operators should maintain proficiency:

Participate in ongoing education on MSK ultrasound techniques.1.
Engage in peer review and image audits.2.
Stay updated with evolving guidelines and technological advancements.3.

Standardization and Accreditation

Adhere to national and international standards:
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Musculoskeletal Ultrasound Technical Guidelines: A Comprehensive Review Musculoskeletal ultrasound (MSK US)
has become an indispensable tool in the diagnosis and management of various musculoskeletal conditions. Its real-
time imaging capabilities, high resolution, safety profile, and cost-effectiveness make it a preferred modality among
clinicians and radiologists. To harness its full potential, adherence to established technical guidelines is essential.
This review provides an in-depth exploration of the key aspects of musculoskeletal ultrasound technical standards,
encompassing equipment specifications, patient positioning, scanning techniques, image acquisition, and
documentation protocols.

Introduction to Musculoskeletal Ultrasound

Musculoskeletal ultrasound involves the use of high-frequency sound waves to visualize muscles, tendons,
ligaments, bursae, nerves, and bones. Its dynamic nature allows for real-time assessment of movement, elasticity,
and pathological processes, making it superior in certain scenarios compared to static imaging modalities like MRI
or X-ray. Key advantages include: - High spatial resolution for superficial structures - Dynamic assessment
capabilities - No ionizing radiation - Cost-effectiveness and accessibility However, to maximize diagnostic accuracy,
strict adherence to technical guidelines is crucial.

Ultrasound Equipment Specifications

Transducer Selection

- Frequency Range: Use high-frequency linear array transducers typically between 10–18 MHz for superficial
structures; lower frequencies (5–10 MHz) may be employed for deeper tissues. - Transducer Features: Prefer
transducers with a wide bandwidth for optimal resolution and penetration, and with a small footprint to access tight
or superficial regions.

Machine Settings

- Depth: Adjust to include the entire area of interest; typically between 1–6 cm for superficial structures. - Gain: Set to
optimize tissue contrast without over-amplification of noise. - Focus: Position the focal zone at or just below the level
of the structure being examined for maximum resolution. - Frequency Selection: Higher frequencies for superficial
tissues; adjust accordingly for deeper structures. - Image Optimization: Use harmonics and dynamic range
adjustments to enhance tissue differentiation.

Additional Features

- Doppler Capabilities: For vascular assessment, color, power, and spectral Doppler functionalities are essential. -
Elastography: When available, can provide information on tissue stiffness, aiding in differentiating benign from
pathological tissues.



Patient Positioning and Preparation

Patient Positioning Principles

- Position the patient to provide optimal access and comfort. - Stabilize the limb to prevent movement artifacts. -
Expose the area of interest adequately, maintaining patient dignity.

Common Positioning Strategies

- For shoulder examinations: seated or supine with arm in neutral or abducted position. - For elbow, wrist, and hand:
supine or seated with limb supported. - For knee and thigh: supine with slight flexion. - For ankle and foot: seated or
supine with appropriate ankle dorsiflexion or plantarflexion.

Preparation

- Clean the skin with alcohol or sterile gel. - Use a generous amount of coupling gel to eliminate air gaps. - Consider
the use of sterile gel if invasive procedures are planned.

Scanning Technique and Protocol

Systematic Approach

- Begin with a broad overview to identify key landmarks. - Proceed with detailed imaging in longitudinal and
transverse planes. - Use dynamic maneuvers to assess structures during movement. - Document any abnormalities,
including tears, calcifications, or inflammation.

Standard Scanning Planes

- Longitudinal (Sagittal): Provides a view along the length of structures. - Transverse (Axial): Cross-sectional view,
helpful for assessing cross-sectional anatomy. - Oblique: When necessary, to visualize curved or angled structures.

Specific Techniques for Common Structures

- Tendons: Place the transducer perpendicular to the fiber orientation to prevent anisotropy—an artifact causing
hypoechoic appearance when the beam is not perpendicular. - Muscles: Visualize muscle fibers in both longitudinal
and transverse planes; assess for atrophy or edema. - Nerves: Use high-resolution to trace nerve pathways; identify
surrounding structures. - Bursae and Fluid Collections: Identify fluid distensions, debris, or septations.

Dynamic Assessment

- Have the patient move the joint through a range of motion. - Observe for subluxation, impingement, or snapping
phenomena. - Reassess vascularity with Doppler during movement if indicated.
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Image Acquisition and Optimization

Key Principles

- Maintain optimal transducer contact with consistent pressure. - Adjust settings in real-time to enhance image
quality. - Use minimal transducer pressure to avoid tissue compression artifacts. - Capture multiple images in
different planes for comprehensive assessment.

Documentation Standards

- Save representative images and cine loops for key findings. - Annotate images with date, patient ID, and structure.
- Include both static images and dynamic videos where relevant. - Record Doppler flow patterns with appropriate
settings. - Note any artifacts or limitations encountered during imaging.

Quality Control

- Regularly calibrate equipment. - Use phantom studies periodically to ensure image fidelity. - Maintain transducer
cleanliness and proper handling to avoid image degradation.

Safety and Infection Control

- Use sterile or disinfected transducers when invasive procedures are performed. - Follow institutional infection
control protocols. - Avoid excessive transducer pressure to prevent patient discomfort or tissue damage. - Be vigilant
for signs of allergic reactions to gel or disinfectants.

Reporting and Documentation

Structured Reporting

- Summarize findings systematically, emphasizing abnormalities. - Include measurements, location, and extent of
pathology. - Comment on the quality of the images obtained.

Standard Terminology

- Use consistent language such as “partial tear,” “hypoechoic,” “fluid collection,” “increased vascularity,” etc. -
Clarify any limitations or uncertainties.

Training and Competency

- Adequate training in MSK ultrasound is imperative. - Hands-on experience with supervision enhances proficiency. -
Continuous education on technological advancements and guidelines updates is recommended.



Summary and Conclusion

In conclusion, the technical guidelines for musculoskeletal ultrasound serve as a foundation for achieving high-
quality, reproducible, and diagnostically valuable images. Adhering to appropriate equipment specifications, patient
positioning, systematic scanning procedures, image optimization, and thorough documentation ensures accurate
assessment of musculoskeletal structures. As technology evolves, ongoing training and quality assurance remain
vital in maintaining excellence in musculoskeletal ultrasound practice. When performed with precision and
adherence to standards, MSK US significantly enhances clinical decision-making, guiding effective patient
management. By following these comprehensive technical guidelines, clinicians and sonographers can optimize
their musculoskeletal ultrasound examinations, ensuring accurate diagnoses and improved patient outcomes.

Questions & Answers About musculoskeletal ultrasound technical
guidelines

No Question Answer

1 What are the key technical standards
outlined in musculoskeletal ultrasound
guidelines?

The key standards include proper transducer selection, appropriate
machine settings (gain, depth, focus), patient positioning, and
standardized scanning protocols to ensure high-quality,
reproducible images.

2 How should the transducer be chosen
for musculoskeletal ultrasound
examinations?

Transducer selection depends on the target structure; high-
frequency linear transducers (10-18 MHz) are typically used for
superficial musculoskeletal structures, while lower frequencies may
be needed for deeper tissues to improve penetration.

3 What are the recommended machine
settings for optimal musculoskeletal
ultrasound imaging?

Optimal settings include appropriate gain, depth, focus adjustment,
and the use of harmonics if available, to enhance image clarity and
detail of superficial and deep structures.

4 How important is patient positioning
during musculoskeletal ultrasound
exams?

Proper patient positioning is critical to access the area of interest,
minimize artifacts, and obtain consistent, high-quality images;
positioning varies depending on the structure being examined.

5 Are there standardized protocols for
scanning specific musculoskeletal
regions?

Yes, guidelines recommend specific scanning protocols for regions
like the shoulder, knee, ankle, and wrist, including sequence,
patient posture, and landmarks to ensure comprehensive
evaluation.

6 What are common artifacts in
musculoskeletal ultrasound, and how
can they be minimized?

Artifacts such as shadowing, reverberation, and edge artifacts can
obscure images; they can be minimized by adjusting gain, angle of
insonation, and using proper transducer pressure and positioning.

7 How do the guidelines recommend
documenting musculoskeletal
ultrasound findings?

Documentation should include standardized image acquisition
protocols, representative images of pathology, detailed
descriptions of findings, and comparison with contralateral or
previous studies when available.
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8 What training or qualifications are
recommended for sonographers
performing musculoskeletal
ultrasound?

Operators should have specialized training in musculoskeletal
ultrasound, including hands-on experience, understanding of
anatomy and pathology, and adherence to established technical
guidelines for quality and safety.

9 How frequently should ultrasound
equipment be calibrated and
maintained according to guidelines?

Regular calibration and maintenance are recommended—typically
annually or as per manufacturer instructions—to ensure consistent
image quality and equipment safety during musculoskeletal
examinations.

musculoskeletal ultrasound, ultrasound guidelines, musculoskeletal imaging, ultrasound protocol, ultrasound
techniques, musculoskeletal anatomy, ultrasound safety, diagnostic ultrasound, ultrasound examination procedures,
musculoskeletal sonography
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