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Absence of the head of the humerus in an 
adult Nigerian- a case report 

fr\Atiba, IO Imoscmi and AO Malonio 
Department of Anatomy, College of Medicine, 

University of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria 
L ' a b s c n c c dc la t c tc dc P h u m c r u s a c tc 
gcncralcmcnt considcrcc commc unc maladic rare 
ct n ' a pas ctc p r c c c d c m m e n t dccr i t chcz un 
Nigerian. Cc defaut cnrcgistrc pcut ctre rcconnu 
commc un groupc dc deformations (congcnitalcs 
ou fracturccs) dc Particulation dc 1 cpaulc. 

A b s t r a c t 

The sphcrical head of the humerus forms the ball of 
the ball-and-socket of the shoulder joint, with the 
glenoid cavity of the scapular acting as the sockct. 
The rounded shape of the head of the humerus allows 
the h u m e r u s to m o v e in a Comple te c i r c l c 
(circumduction) and rotate around its axis at the 
shoulder joint. In absence of the head of the humerus, 
the above functions of the shoulder joint will be lost 
resulting in rotator cuff injury, frequent dislocation 
of the shoulder which is extremely painful and may 
require surgical repair or even causc permanent 
damage. The humerus described in this ease report 
showed absence of the head with normal greater 
tubercle, lesser tuberclc and intertubcrcular sulcus, 
intact shaft and distal extremity. Absence of the head 
of the humerus has been generally considered to be 
a rare cond i t ion and h a s not been p rev ious ly 
described in a Nigerian. This dcfcct rccordcd may 
be rccognizcd as a group of deformities (Congenital 
or fracturcd) of the shoulder joint. 
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Resume 
La tctc sphcriquc dc Phumcrus forme la boulc dc 
Particulation dc Pcpaulc, avee la cavitc glcnoide du 
scapulairc agissant commc la douillc. La forme 
arrondic dc la tctc dc Phumcrus pcrmct a Phumcrus 
dc sc d e p l a c c r d a n s un c c r c l c c o m p l c t 
(circumduction) ct dc toumcr autour dc son axe au 
niveau dc Particulation dc Pcpaulc. En Fabscnccdc 
la tctc dc P h u m c r u s , Ics fonct ions ci-dessus dc 
Particulation dc Pcpaulc seront pcrducs resultant 
dans la blcssurc dc la coiffc du rotatcur, luxation 
f rcqucntc dc P c p a u l c qu i est c x t r c m c m c n t 
douloureux ct pcu t n c c c s s i t c r unc r e p a r a t i o n 
ch i rurg ica lc ou m c m c c a u s c r des d o m m a g e s 
pcrmancnts. L'humerus dccrit dans lc present rapport 
dc cas a montrc Pabscncc dc la tctc avccnormalplus 
grand tuberculc, tubcrculc infericur ct sulcus intcr-
tubcrculairc, fut intact ct Pcxtrcmitc distalc. 

Mots cles: Absence, tete, humerus, circumduction 

Introduction 
Previous literature search indicated that this rare 
condition has been described in less than ten eases 
and none of these eases has been described in a 
Nigerian. This congenital absencc of the head of 
the humerus and some anatomical variations in the 
p r o x i m a l p a r t of the h u m e r u s m a y b e a 
contributory factor in congenital malformations 
involv ing the shoulder j o in t [1] . C o n g e n i t a l 
absencc of the head of the humerus has also been 
d e s c r i b e d c l in ica l ly by [2 -4 ] in wh ich they 
reported that in all three eases , in addit ion to 
absencc of the head of humerus, the patients had 
other congenital bone and joint malformat ions . 
Congenital absencc of the head of the humerus 
has not been previously described in a Nigerian, 
hencc the description of this ease report. 

Case Report 
In the coursc of distribution of bones from our 
bone library (Department of Anatomy, College of 
Mcdicinc, University of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria) 
to the sccond year Mcdical and Dental students, 
we observed a left humerus of an unknown age, 
sex and ethnicity without a head, but had normal 
greater and lesser tuberos i t ies , as well as the 
intertubcrcular sulcus or bicipital groove (Figures 
1-3). 

The humerus had a length of 28.0 cm (from 
the tip of the greater tuberclc to the trochlea, using 
a calibrated ruler) (Fig 4), thickness of 15.9 mm 
(middle of the shaft, using a digital vernier caliper) 
(Fig 5) and a total dry weight of 81.6 g, using an 
electronic weighing balancc [5, 6]. 

Corrcspondcncc: Dr. I;. A. Aliba, Department of Anatomy, Basic Discussion n f 
Mcdical Scicnccs, Col lege of Medicine, University of Ibadan. A n d r c a s c i l ( 1 9 4 8 ) f 1 ] d c s c n b c c WO r< 
Ibadan, Nigeria. E-mail : o m o l o y e l @ y a h o o . c o m . a b s e i l C C o f t h e h u m e r a l h e a d a n d c o n c l u C t i a t 

131 

mailto:omoloyel@yahoo.com


132 / I .llihu. I() Iniou'ini <///</ H) Male"1" 

Fig 1: Poster ior v iew of the proximal part of the left h u m e r u s with a b s e n c e o f the head o f t h e h u m e r u s 

P rox ima l 

Fig 2: Lateral v iew o f the proximal part of the left humerus wi th a b s e n c e of the head o f t h e h u m e r u s 

F ig 3 : Ante r io r v iew of the proximal part of the left h u m e r u s wi th a b s e n c e o f the h e a d o f the h u m e r u s , bu t w i th n o r m a l 
grea ter and lesser tuberosi t ies , and in ter tubercular su lcus (whi t e a r rows ) . 

Fig 4: Measu remen t o f the length ( cm) of the h u m e r u s f r o m the l ip ol the p r o x i m a l h u m e r u s to t h e t ip o f the t rochlea 
id the distal p;iri. us ing a ca l ibra ted ruler 

the c o n d i t i o n is p r o b a b l y c o n g e n i t a l , and joint. Congenital absence of the head of the humerus 
represented varying degrees of a typical but occurs at a very early stage of embryonic life. This 
hitherto unrecognized deformity of the shoulder may be due to failure of development of the tissue 
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Fig 5: Measurement of the thickness (mm) of the humerus, midway in the shaft between the proximal and distal ends 
of the humerus, using a digital vernier caliper 

in which the capital epiphysis should form [1] and 
may be completed by the non-appearance of the 
ossification centre for the head of humerus in the 
fourth and sixth months of development [7). At a 
very early stage of development when the primitive 
joint begins to form, an accident may occur which 
may al ter the p r o c e s s of s epa ra t ion in the 
mesenchyme to form the articular ends of joints [ 1 ]. 
In this case report, it was likely the brunt of force of 
the acc ident ( caused c i t he r by gene t i c or 
environmental factor) fell upon the head of the 
humerus. 

Absence of the head of the humerus may also 
occur in complex fracture with multiple fragments 
where interruption to the blood supply is more likely 
and in fracture of the surgical neck resulting in 
avascular necrosis of the humeral head. This leads 
to flattening of the head of the humerus with the 
resultant pain and stiffness in the shoulder, malunion 
of the shoulder jo in t , associated glenohumeral 
dislocation and associated rotator cuff injury [8]. 

The shoulder joint is vulnerable to dislocations 
from sudden jerks of the arm especially in children 
before strong muscles have developed. The spherical 
head of the humerus forms the ball of the ball-and-
socket shoulder joint, with the glenoid cavity of the 
scapular acting as the socket. The rounded shape of 
the head of the humerus allows the humerus to move 
in a complete circle (circumduction) and rotate 
around its axis at the shoulder joint. These functions 
will be lost in absence of the head of the humerus 

and may result in frequent dislocation of the shoulder 
which is extremely painful and may require surgical 
repair or even cause permanent damage. Deformities 
of the shoulder resulting from congenital absence of 
the head of the humerus may be prominent in lesions 
of the rotator cuff muscles [9]. The rotator cuff 
muscles are four short (supraspinatus, infraspinatus, 
teres minor and subscapulars muscles) which help 
prevent nipping of the synovial fluid and stabilizes 
the head of the humerus at the level of the shoulder 
joint [10]. 

In spite of the loss of some movements 
(circumduction and rotation) of the shoulder joint 
as a result of absence of the head of humerus, this 
study was not able to ascertain if the absence of the 
head of the humerus was congenital or as a result of 
f racture because of lack of proper records of 
documentation. 

The case report described above has not only 
added to the existing literature of absence of the head 
of the humerus, but can also occur in a Nigeria, sub-
Saharan Af r ican . However, the f requency of 
occurrence and sex distribution of the absence of 
the head of the humerus should be fu r the r 
determined. 
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