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                    Abstract
The aim of this study was to evaluate a possible role of microcracks in the pathogenesis of bisphosphonate-related osteonecrosis of the jaw (ONJ) and to discuss an etiological model. Bone samples from 35 patients with ONJ were analyzed. Control samples were taken from five patients with osteomyelitis (OM), ten patients with osteoradionecrosis, seven patients with osteoporosis and bisphosphonate medication without signs of ONJ, and six osteoporotic elderly patients. Samples were examined using scanning electron microscopy. In 54% of the bone samples of patients with ONJ, microcracks were seen. Inflammatory and connective tissue reactions within the microcracks were evident in 82% of the cases, indicating that these cracks were not artificial. In contrast, only 29% of samples from patients with oral bisphosphonate medication without ONJ, no sample from patients with OM, none of the osteoradionecrosis group, and only 17% from patients with osteoporosis showed microcracks. Statistically significant differences could be found between the ONJ group and the group after irradiation and the group with OM, respectively. The evidence of microcracks could be a first step in the pathogenesis of bisphosphonate-related ONJ. The accumulation of these microcracks leads to a situation that could be named “non-symptomatic ONJ”. Disruptions of the mucosal integrity may then allow bacterial invasion, leading to jawbone infection with exposed bone, fistulas, and pain. This state could be called “symptomatic ONJ”. Furthermore, an assumed local immunosuppression as indicated by various studies could explain the severe courses of therapy-resistant ONJ as regularly observed.
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