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ABSTRACT
Damage Control Orthopedics (DCO) is a staged surgical strategy developed to 
manage severely injured polytrauma patients in whom immediate definitive 
fixation of fractures may worsen physiological instability. The concept is rooted in 
trauma physiology, particularly the “first hit” injury and the subsequent “second 
hit” induced by extensive surgical intervention. DCO emphasizes temporary 
stabilization of fractures, hemorrhage control, and physiological resuscitation 
before definitive fixation. Over the past two decades, DCO has evolved into a 
widely accepted strategy, particularly for unstable patients with multiple injuries 
involving the chest, abdomen, pelvis, or long bones. However, controversies 
remain regarding patient selection, timing of conversion to definitive fixation, 
and overuse of external fixation. This editorial reviews the evolution, principles, 
indications, physiological basis, clinical applications, and ongoing debates 
surrounding Damage Control Orthopedics in modern trauma care.
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INTRODUCTION
The management of polytrauma patients has undergone a major transformation 
over the last few decades. Traditionally, early definitive fixation of fractures—
known as Early Total Care (ETC)—was considered the gold standard. However, 
clinical observations revealed that aggressively pursuing definitive fixation 
in physiologically unstable patients could lead to catastrophic systemic 
deterioration, including acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) and 
multiple organ failure (MOF).

This realization led to the development of Damage Control Orthopedics (DCO), a staged approach that prioritizes survival over 
immediate anatomical reconstruction. DCO has become a cornerstone of modern trauma care, especially in patients with 
hemodynamic instability or significant metabolic derangement.

As described in trauma literature, the concept is closely linked to the systemic inflammatory response triggered by severe injury 
and surgical intervention, commonly referred to as the “second hit phenomenon.”

Historical Evolution of Damage Control Orthopedics

The roots of DCO can be traced back to military surgery and damage control principles used in abdominal trauma. Orthopedic 
adaptation of this philosophy emerged in the late 1990s when clinicians observed high complication rates following early 
intramedullary nailing in unstable trauma patients.

Early studies demonstrated that temporary external fixation significantly reduced complications in patients with multiple injuries, 
particularly femur fractures.

By the early 2000s, DCO became a widely discussed concept in trauma orthopedics, challenging the dominance of Early Total 
Care.
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Pathophysiological Basis of DCO

1. The “First Hit”

The initial trauma event triggers:

•	 Hemorrhagic shock

•	 Tissue destruction

•	 Release of inflammatory mediators

•	 Endothelial dysfunction

2. The “Second Hit”

Surgical intervention, especially prolonged definitive fixation, may worsen the inflammatory response:

•	 Increased cytokine release

•	 Immunological dysregulation

•	 Pulmonary injury (ARDS)

•	 Coagulopathy

This amplified response can lead to systemic inflammatory response syndrome (SIRS) and multiple organ dysfunction.

Principles of Damage Control Orthopedics

The fundamental principles of DCO include:

1. Life over Limb Philosophy

Priority is given to:

•	 Airway stabilization

•	 Hemorrhage control

•	 Hemodynamic resuscitation

2. Temporary Fracture Stabilization

•	 External fixation of long bones

•	 Pelvic binders or external frames

•	 Splinting of unstable fractures

3. Minimization of Surgical Time

Short operative procedures

Avoidance of reamed intramedullary nailing in unstable patients

4. Staged Definitive Management

Delayed conversion to internal fixation once physiological stability is achieved

DCO is now widely accepted as a staged management strategy in unstable trauma patients.

Indications for Damage Control Orthopedics

DCO is indicated in patients with:

•	 Hemodynamic instability

•	 Severe chest trauma

•	 Abdominal injuries requiring urgent intervention

•	 High Injury Severity Score (ISS)

•	 Hypothermia (<35°C)

•	 Acidosis (pH < 7.2)

•	 Coagulopathy

•	 Massive transfusion requirement
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Clinical Applications

1. Long Bone Fractures

Femur fractures are a classic indication for DCO. Temporary external fixation stabilizes the limb and reduces bleeding and fat 
embolism risk.

2. Pelvic Injuries

Pelvic binders and external fixation help control life-threatening hemorrhage.

3. Spinal Trauma

Temporary stabilization reduces secondary neurological injury risk.

4. Polytrauma Management

DCO is most effective in multi-system trauma where prolonged surgery would worsen outcomes.

DCO vs Early Total Care Debate

A major debate persists between DCO and Early Total Care (ETC).

Approach	 Advantage	 Risk

ETC	 Early definitive fixation, faster mobilization	Second hit syndrome

DCO	 Physiological stabilization, reduced complications	 Delayed recovery, multiple surgeries

Evidence suggests DCO reduces mortality in unstable patients, while ETC is beneficial in stable patients.

Early Appropriate Care: A Modern Refinement

The concept of Early Appropriate Care (EAC) emerged to refine patient selection for definitive fixation. It relies on metabolic 
parameters such as:

•	 Lactate levels

•	 Base deficit

•	 Physiological stabilization markers

EAC aims to combine benefits of both DCO and ETC strategies.

Complications and Limitations of DCO

Despite its advantages, DCO has limitations:

•	 Risk of overuse of external fixation

•	 Increased hospital costs

•	 Need for multiple surgeries

•	 Pin-site infections

•	 Delayed functional recovery

•	 Lack of standardized protocols in some centers

Additionally, the concept is not fully validated in large prospective randomized trials.

Current Trends and Future Directions

Modern trauma care is evolving toward:

•	 Hybrid protocols (DCO + ETC selection models)

•	 AI-based trauma scoring systems

•	 Biomarker-guided surgical timing

•	 Minimally invasive fixation techniques

•	 Enhanced critical care integration

The trend is toward individualized trauma management rather than rigid protocols.

CONCLUSION
Damage Control Orthopedics represents a major advancement in the management of polytrauma patients. By prioritizing 
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physiological stabilization over immediate anatomical correction, DCO has significantly reduced trauma-related mortality in 
unstable patients. However, careful patient selection remains critical, as indiscriminate use may lead to unnecessary procedures 
and increased healthcare burden. The future of trauma surgery lies in precision-based, physiology-guided decision-making 
integrating DCO, ETC, and EAC principles.
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