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Abstract:   

Background: Ossification of the posterior longitudinal ligament (OPLL) is a common disease among the elderly population of East 

Asian countries, although it is seen in all ethnic groups. OPLL is a multifactorial condition caused by ectopic hyperostosis and 

calcification of the posterior longitudinal ligament. Cervical OPLL is often misdiagnosed on magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). 

Accurate diagnosis of OPLL is of important since it can cause severe central canal stenosis and myelopathy. Familial inheritance and 

genetic factors have been implicated in the aetiology of OPLL. The cervical spine is most commonly affected followed by the 

thoracic spine. The clinical manifestations range from asymptomatic to myelopathy or myeloradiculopathy. 

Materials and Methods: 

A retrospective study was conducted and cases from September 2020 to September 2022 in MVJ Medical College were included. All 

the patients who were suspected to have cervical OPLL on lateral x-ray of cervical spine who underwent MRI cervical spine were 

considered in this study. T1 and T2 weighted MRI sagittal images were obtained which delineated a thick low-signal posterior 

longitudinal ligament were considered as diagnosis of OPLL. 

Results: 

 A total of 50 patients suspected to have cervical OPLL on lateral x-ray who underwent MRI cervical spine were identified 

from September 2020 to September 2022. 

 Out of 50 patients a total of 10 (20%) patients were diagnosed of OPLL on MRI.    

 Out of 10 patients with OPLL on MRI the majority of the cases were in the elderly age group with peak age group of 50 to 

60 years 8 cases (80 %), no patients had OPLL below 40 years age group. 2 cases (20%) were seen at 40 to 50 age group. 

 A total of 40 cases (80%) did not have OPLL on MRI. 

 Majority of cases were seen in male 9 cases (90%).  

 

Conclusion: Diagnosing cervical OPLL using lateral radiograph alone or MRI alone is prone to overestimation. Multimodality use of 

lateral x-ray and cervical MRI presents a powerful tool in the diagnosis of cervical OPLL. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Ossification of the posterior longitudinal ligament (OPLL) is typically an entity seen in patients of Asian descent, although it is 

seen in all ethnic groups. It is characterized by, as the name suggests, ossification of the posterior longitudinal ligament. 

There is a recognized greater prevalence in males and in the elderly1. The incidence is more common in the Japanese/Asian 

population (2.4%) 2. Patients may be asymptomatic, or have evidence of radiculopathy and/or myelopathy3. If present, symptoms 

usually manifest in the 4th-6th decades of life 4, 5. The exact pathogenesis of OPLL is rather unclear6. 

OPLL is often associated with several other entities like diffuse idiopathic skeletal hyperostosis (DISH), ossification of the 

ligamentum flavum, ankylosing spondylitis7, schizophrenia: possible (in one study)8 . This typically seen in the mid cervical spine 

and results in central canal stenosis, predisposing the patient to cord injury from minor trauma.  

T2-weighted sequences are considered the most effective in the evaluation of spinal cord compression due to both the ossification 

and abnormal signal intensity of the spinal cord9. 

II. AIMS AND OBJECTIVES: 

Multimodality use of lateral x-ray of cervical spine and cervical MRI in the diagnosis of cervical OPLL. 

 

III. MATERIALS AND METHODS: 

 

It is a hospital based retrospective study which includes cases from September 2020 to September 2022 in MVJ Medical College 

with cases obtained through a computer based search of database. All the patients who were suspected to have cervical OPLL on 

lateral x-ray of cervical spine who underwent MRI cervical spine were considered in this study. T1 and T2 weighted MRI sagittal 

images were obtained which delineated a thick low-signal posterior longitudinal ligament were considered as diagnosis of OPLL. 

Firstly, a lateral radiograph was checked identifying a high-density structure along the posterior aspect of vertebral bodies as OPLL. 

Secondly, T1 and T2 weighted MRI sagittal images were obtained which delineated a thick low-signal posterior longitudinal 

ligament as OPLL.  

Instrumentation/imaging modalities included 1.5 Tesla Siemens magneto essenza, T1 and T2 weighted sagittal of MR sequences 

were evaluated for OPLL.  

Microsoft word & Excel were used to generate graphs, tables etc.  For descriptive statistics & correlation study, statistical package 

for social sciences (SPSS) version 17.0 was used.  
 

Inclusion criteria: 

All the patients who were suspected to have cervical OPLL on lateral x-ray of cervical spine who underwent MRI cervical spine were 

considered in this study. 

Exclusion Criteria: 

 Patients who refused MRI. 

 Patients with contraindications for MRI study (eg., Non MRI compatible metallic implants) 

 Study which could not be properly assessed due to motion artefacts. 

 

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

  

 A total of 50 patients suspected to have cervical OPLL on lateral x-ray who underwent MRI were identified from September 

2020 to September 2022. 

 Out of 50 patients a total of 10 (20%) patients were diagnosed of OPLL on MRI.    

 Out of 10 patients with OPLL on MRI the majority of the cases were in the elderly age group with peak age group of 50 to 

60 years 8 cases (80 %), no patients had OPLL below 40 years age group. 2 cases (20%) were seen at 40 to 50 age group. 

 Majority of cases were seen in male 9 cases (90%).  

 A total of 40 cases (80%) did not have OPLL on MRI. 

 A total of 8 cases (80%) had both cervical OPLL, disc bulges and disc protrusions. 

 Most common cervical vertebral level involved was C3, C4 and C5 levels. 
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Figures and Tables 
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REPRESENTATIVE IMAGES: 

 

Case 1: Cervical OPLL Diagnosis using X-rays and MRI in 69-Year-Old Male. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lateral radiograph: Multiple ossifications are visualized along the vertebral bodies at the level of C2, C3, C4, C5, 

C6 and C7 (arrows). Bridging spur formations are visualized at the level of C4/5 and C5/6. Ossification of anterior 

longitudinal ligament is seen between C6 and C7. 

T2 weighted sagittal MR image: The longitudinal ligament thickening is demonstrated from C2 to C7 (arrow). 

Spotty high signal intensity area suggestive of myelomalacia is present at the level of C4/5. 
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Case 2: Cervical OPLL Diagnosis using X-rays and MRI in 70-Year-Old Male. 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lateral radiograph: Dense lesion known as ossification is present at the level of C2, C3, C4, C5 and 

C7 (arrows). Ossification at C6 level is indistinct. Some spur formations and ossification of anterior 

longitudinal ligament are visualized at level of C5/6 and C6/7. 

T2 weighted sagittal MR image: Diffuse longitudinal ligament thickening with irregular margin is 

present from C2 to C7 (arrows). Suspected cervical cord compression from C3 to C6. 
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Case 3: Cervical OPLL Diagnosis using X-rays and MRI in 56-Year-Old Male. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V. DISCUSSION: 

 

Cervical OPLL was first reported in Japanese population in 1960 by Tsukimoto10. In 1964, Terayama11 defined the cervical OPLL 

as a clinical entity on the basis of histological findings. Recording cervical X-rays is the first step in the diagnosis of cervical OPLL. 

In the lateral radiograph, ossification appears as a continuous or segmental bony density projecting into the central spinal canal. 

However, severe spondylosis and hypertrophy associated with facet joints and pedicles hinder the detection of OPLL in the lateral 

radiograph. In addition, the appearance of OPLL-like dots within 3 mm thickness is difficult to detect on the lateral radiograph. 

Conversely, there are difficulties in distinguishing ossifications from ligament hypertrophy via MRI12. In MRI, OPLL presents two 

different types of patterns: The first displays a thick posterior longitudinal ligament with diffuse low signal intensity in both T1 

weighted and T2 weighted images. The second pattern illustrates a thick posterior longitudinal ligament with mixed high and low 

signal intensity in both T1 weighted and T2 weighted images suggestive of bone marrow component. If the bone marrow component 

is included with the thick posterior longitudinal ligament, that area is absolutely consistent with OPLL. However, if a thick posterior 

longitudinal ligament with low signal intensity is only present in the MRI report, it would be difficult to diagnose the condition 

correctly.  

  

Lateral radiograph: Band like ossification is present along the vertebral body at level of C4, C5 and C6 (arrows). Some 

spur formations and ossification of the anterior longitudinal ligament are also seen at the level of C4-5, C5/6 and C6/7. 

T2 weighted sagittal MR image: The longitudinal ligament shows partial thickening at the level of C3, C4, C5, C6, and C7. 

This range is longer than the X-ray. Suspected cervical cord compression at C3/4 and C4/5 levels. 
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Detection of OPLL on each vertebral body varied between X-rays and MRI. Both X-rays and MRI presented respectable accuracy of 

cervical OPLL at the level of C2, C3 and C4. As for C5, X-rays yielded good accuracy (95.5%), but MRI was prone to 

overestimation (110.6%). Okada et al13 reported that the presence of cervical disc degenerative changes was higher in patients with 

disc extrusion/hernia. Cervical disc hernia at C4/5, C5/6 and C6/7 is particularly more common than the ones at any other level. 

Accordingly, the overestimation of MRI at C5 could be caused by cervical disc herniation. 

In addition, at C6 and C7, low accuracy was observed with MRI and X-rays. Lower levels of cervical spine such as C5, C6 and C7 

present a lot of motion and would be associated with more severe osteoarthritis than the upper level of cervical spine14. It interferes 

with the accuracy of X-rays. Regarding cervical OPLL treatment, cervical laminoplasty has become the standard technique for 

patients with myelopathy. Hori et al15 reported that young patients with continuous or mixed-type OPLL and C3 ossification had a 

risk of progression in OPLL thickness following surgery. From our study, detection of OPLL at level of C3 was noteworthy.  

 

VI. CONCLUSION: 

Diagnosing cervical OPLL using lateral radiograph alone or MRI alone is prone to overestimation. Regarding the diagnosis through 

MRI, it would be difficult to distinguish ossifications from ligament hypertrophy. Multimodality use of lateral x-ray and cervical 

MRI presents a powerful tool in the diagnosis of cervical OPLL. 
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