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Simultaneously cutting recovery times, 
getting patients mobile more quickly and 
restoring full function is the holy grail 
for every surgeon. It is a vanishingly rare 
outcome, but one that has been achieved 
through the use of a revolutionary new 
technique being used to treat damaged 
ligaments. Recovery times have been 
halved, the patient regains some mobility 
almost immediately, while the ligament 
not only regains full function but is 
actually stronger.
 
The technique – known as an ‘internal 
brace’ – was developed by Professor Gordon 
Mackay at BMI Healthcare’s Ross Hall 
Hospital in Glasgow, and is rapidly becoming 
widespread across the world, especially in 
the treatment of elite sportsmen and women. 
It is an innovation which is challenging 
conventional treatments and achieving 
remarkable results. 
 
“Usually, a patient is immobilised after their 
injury, then the dead and damaged tissue 
is removed,” Professor Mackay explained. 
“In an injury to the cruciate ligament in the 
knee, for instance, the surgeon will take the 
Achilles tendon and use that to replace the 
cruciate ligament, which means you now 
have two injuries.
 
“With the internal brace, however, we 
only operate on the damaged ligament 
and we harness the body’s natural healing 
process to fast-track recovery. There is 
no immobilisation period, no prolonged 

rehabilitation, and the joint is as stable and 
as flexible as it was before the injury.”
 
A former professional footballer with 
Glasgow Rangers whose own career 
was disrupted by a knee ligament injury, 
Professor Mackay’s technique sees him 
attach a tiny polymer bungee to the bones 
either side of the damaged ligament using 
two 2mm biodegradable screws. This 
“internal brace” stabilises the joint, allowing 
the damaged ligament to heal and tissue to 
grow naturally through the polymer until it 
reattaches itself to both bones. The polymer 
acts as a seatbelt, taking the strain until the 
ligament recovers enough to do so. 
 
The method, which should be employed 
as soon after the injury as possible, is 
now employed around the world to repair 
ligament injuries of all kinds. Professor 
Mackay works with high-performance 
professional and Olympic athletes across 
a range of disciplines, with the remarkable 
results achieved accelerating the 
technique’s adoption. 

One such example was 36-year-old GB 
bobsleigh pilot John Jackson, who ruptured 
his Achilles tendon in August 2013 and was 
told he would still be in plaster by the time 
of the Sochi Olympics in February 2014. 
Instead, he had an internal brace fitted and 
won silver. As Dr Rod Jaques of the English 
Institute of Sport said: “I’ve been working 
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in the field for 23 years and have never 
seen improvements like this. I’m astounded 
– the milestones he’s hit so rapidly are 
phenomenal.”
 
With athletes and coaches desperate for 
a return to action as soon as possible, 
and with potentially enormous savings if 
professional athletes can cut their time on 
the sidelines in half, the Internal Brace is 
proving extraordinarily popular with patients 
and professional sports team managements. 
And although it is slowly making its way 
into the NHS, Professor Mackay finds that 
surgeons are still cautious.
 
“I would expect some caution, but I think 
they sometimes misunderstand, believing 
it to be a synthetic ligament,” he said. “It is 
not; it acts like a wick in a candle through 
the damaged tissue. The key is that we 
minimise surgery and maximise recovery 
– which are exactly the outcomes that 
everyone wants.”


