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TRAUMA 

C-SPINE X RAY INTERPRETATION 

    

  

  

Lateral View 
 
Adequacy: C1 – T1 should be visible. 
Alignment: assess vertebral alignment using the 
coloured lines (displacement threatens cord): 

 Green: anterior vertebral line 

 Orange: posterior vertebral line 

 Red: spinolaminar line 
Bones: assess each vertebra’s cortical outline 
and height. Steps or reduced height = fracture. 
Cartilage: disc spaces should be roughly equal. 
Pre-vertebral soft tissues (*): widening 
represents haematoma possibly associated with 
a fracture. Also assess for surgical emphysema. 
Normal width: 

 Above C4: <1/3 vertebral body width 

 Below C4: <whole vertebral body width 
Corticated ring: the lateral masses of C2 form a 
corticated ring (red O) – a fracture can 
sometimes be seen as a step in its outline. 
 
Open Mouth View 
The alignment between the lateral masses of C1 
and C2 should be visible (red O). 
The distance between the peg and the lateral 
masses of C1 should be equal (*). The lateral 
edges of the C1 and C2 should line up.  
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AP View 
 
Adequacy: the whole cervical and upper thoracic 
spine should be visible. 
 
Alignment: the transverse processes of the cervical 
spine should be aligned (red lines). 
 
Bone: trace the cortical outline of each vertebra. It 
is more difficult to spot fractures on the AP 
compared with the lateral. 
 
Spacing: the spinous processes (yellow) should be 
in a straight line and approximately the same 
distance apart. 
 
Soft Tissues: assess for surgical emphysema. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Swimmer’s View 
 
This is an oblique view of the cervicothoracic 
junction. The aim is to have the humerus clear of 
the vertebrae. 
 
It is performed when the lateral view does not 
visualise the lower C-spine and T1. More often a CT 
will be performed when this is the case as these 
XRs are technically difficult to perform and 
interpret. 
 
Check the alignment of the visible vertebrae by 
matching them corner to corner. 
 
Ensure that you have a good enough view of the 
lower cervical and upper thoracic vertebrae. 
 


