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ABSTRACT
Discoid menisci are thought to be heritable. However, few documented cases of this 
occurring within families exist. We present the case of siblings with lateral discoid 
menisci, documented by knee magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), reinforcing the case 
for the existence of familial discoid menisci. The children’s father also reportedly had a 
discoid meniscus, but proof was unavailable due to his country of origin’s poor record 
keeping. We put this into the context of other rare, reports of similar cases.

Teaching Point: We present further case of discoid menisci occurring within families, a 
long-held belief with little concrete supporting evidence.
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INTRODUCTION

The meniscus is a crescent-shaped fibrocartilaginous 
structure which functions as a shock-absorber, helps 
joint lubrication, as well as aiding in nutrient and axial 
load distribution [1]. Menisci appear as low-intensity 
structures on both T1 and T2-weighted MRI imaging [1]. 
A discoid meniscus, defined as an enlarged meniscus, 
extending centrally into the tibio-articular surface, arises 
in 1 to 5% of knees, being 10–20 times more likely to 
affect the lateral meniscus [1]. Discoid menisci are more 
prone to treatment-requiring tears [1].

Discoid menisci have long been thought to be 
heritable, but few well-documented cases exist, with 
most being anecdotal and lacking hard proof.

CASE HISTORY

A boy and girl of north-African origin, born of the same 
non-consanguineous parents, presented to orthopaedist 
complaining of recurrent knee pain and swelling. The 
girl underwent a knee X-ray and ultrasound, both 
were unremarkable. A follow-up magnetic resonance 
imaging (MRI) was ordered, revealing a degenerative 
and subluxated lateral discoid meniscus,  determined 
to be causing her ailment (Figure 1). Her brother also 
underwent a knee MRI and was found to have a discoid 
meniscus, with a posterior horn lesion alongside an 
anterolateral ligament complex and popliteal ligament 
injury (Figure 2). When the father was questioned, he 
claimed have also had a discoid meniscus, though 

Figure 1 Proton density fat-saturated image of the girl’s knee showing a lateral discoid meniscus (arrow) in a coronal plane (A) and a 
degenerative, disinserted, meniscus with an anterior subluxation and posterior residual meniscal fragment facing the popliteal hiatus 
(arrow) in an axial plane (B).

Figure 2 Proton density fat-saturated image of the boy’s knee showing a lateral discoid meniscus (arrow) in a coronal plane (A) and a 
complex posterior horn lesion (arrow) in of the meniscus in an axial plane (B).
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his medical records were lost in his country of origin, 
making verification impossible. Both siblings underwent 
surgery for their discoid menisci, leading to an uneventful 
recovery. 

COMMENTS

Although theories about the origin of discoid menisci 
abound, the precise origins are unknown. Smillie 
suggests the discoid shape may be a foetal intermediate 
stage, failing to progress into a mature state, though 
embryological evidence is lacking [2, 3]. Kaplan theorises 
that it originates from a deficient posterior meniscal 
attachment, resulting in hypermobility and associated 
micro-traumatisms, causing morphological changes [4]. 
However, this theory doesn’t explain cases with normal 
posterior meniscal attachments [3].  The third theory is 
that discoid meniscuses have a hereditary component 
yet proven familial cases are rare [3]. A literature search 
revealed only five other reported cases of families with 
multiple members presenting with discoid menisci. One 
case included two brothers in whom discoid menisci 
were found following MRIs for knee pain, the mother 
also claiming to have had a discoid meniscus discovered 
after arthroscopy, though her claim is based on her self-
reported history and drawing by her surgeon [5]. Another 
report, from France, found bilateral lateral discoid menisci 
in three brothers and one sister but not their parents 
[6]. Yet another report from the USA describes a family 
in which discoid menisci were discovered in a brother 
and sister as well as their father, with arthroscopic 
confirmation [7]. A further case from the USA reported 
bilateral lateral discoid menisci in identical twin sisters, 
with X-rays and arthrograms performed, confirmed by 
arthrotomy [8]. The father was also symptomatic, but 
his arthrogram was negative [8].  Finally, there exists 
a series of Chinese reports, finding six cases of two 
generations having arthroscopically confirmed discoid 
menisci [9].

We presented a case of lateral discoid menisci in 
siblings with MRI evidence, and anecdotal evidence of a 
discoid meniscus in the case of their father. Our case is 
unique due to the high quality of the imagery, not found 
in the other cases, providing proof of the diagnosis. We 
add further solid evidence for the heritability of discoid 
menisci. 

CONCLUSION

Discoid menisci are rare, occurring preferentially in 
the lateral meniscus [1]. They are believed to have 
a heritable component, but few documented cases 
exist. We provide a clear-cut example of siblings with 

lateral discoid menisci, with anecdotal evidence in the 
case of their father. We provide further evidence that 
discoid menisci are heritable, supporting this long-held 
belief. 
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