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Research Update: Combating the Overuse Epidemic 


As elite competition 


increases in youth 


sports so, too, do 

the injuries. 

By Greg Bach 
and Adam Shilling 

n to day's fast-paced world of 


I
youth sports-full of carpools 


and meals on the go-safety is 

not always at the forefront of 
everyone's mind. Because some 

coaches and parents can get too 

wrapped up in X's and O's and wins 

and losses, park and recreation profes

sionals and youth league administrators 

need to be aware of the bigger picture: 

making sure that participants are as safe 

as possible. 
Ensuring safety can be difficult, espe

cially these days, as youth sports con

tinue to intensify and overuse injuries 

continue to spread. Because it's unreal

istic to expect an enthusiastic young 

athlete or an overzealous parent to rec

ognize the severity of the issue and con

sequently know when to ease back, it's 

up to recreation professionals and 
youth sports administrators to get the 

word out on preventing overuse 

InJunes. 
Keep in mind that youth sports are 

intended to be a recreational activity 
that, when enjoyed in moderation, can 

enhance a child's physical and emo

tional development. But, as many 

young athletes are learning the hard 

way, sports participation in overabun

dance can be detrimental to physical 

and emotional development and result 
in an overuse-related injury. 

Overuse Overview 
Today's youth athletics are rife with sin

gle-sport specialization, heavy practice 

schedules, and year-round training. The 

result is that a disturbing number of 

young athletes have their seasons 

chopped short-and their long-term 

health jeopardized-by overuse 

InJunes. 
As more and more youngsters are 

forced to visit doctors' offices for every

thing from bone fractures and Little 

League elbow to shin splints and dam

aged knees, the alarm is being sounded 

loud and clear by sports medicine pro
fessionals that too much of the same 

activity can do more harm than good. 
Overuse injuries are sabotaging what 

should be a fun and rewarding experi

ence for millions of young athletes. 

These children, who are breaking down 

due to the constant stress being placed 

on their young and developing bodies, 
often face the unenviable prospect of 

long and sometimes painful rehabilita

tions-and even surgery-to repair the 

damage. 

"Overuse injuries are extremely com

mon in youth sports," says Dr. Johnny 
Benjamin, chairman of the Department 

of Orthopedic Surgery at the Indian 
River Medical Center in Vero Beach, 

Fla. "The dynamics of youth sports have 

changed over the years. No longer does 

a talented athlete play all sports and 

move from one sport to another as the 

seasons change. Now these child ath

letes are forced to specialize in a single 

sport year round, and they participate 
on multiple teams in multiple leagues, 

many times simultaneously." 

Overuse injuries have emerged as a 

disturbing trend fueled by several fac

tors: kids specializing in one sport 

before puberty; parents blinded by the 
pursuit of athletic scholarships, pushing 

their children beyond what is accept

able; youngsters participating on travel 

teams or playing on multiple teams 

during the same season; negligent 

coaches pushing youngsters to unac
ceptable levels just to win games; and 

young athletes simply not giving their 

bodies any rest between seasons. 
The American Academy of Pediatrics 

estimates that more than 30 million 

children and teens participate in organ
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ized sports each year. Of those, approxi While specific data do not exist re community that they are on the rise. 
mately 3.5 million seek treatment for garding the number of overuse injuries "We do know that there are approxi

overuse injuries and chronic fatigue occurring in yo uth sports, there is little mately 30 million children involved in 

from overtraining. debate among the sports medicine some form of youth sports," says Dr. 

What Can Recreation Professionals Do? 

A
s a recreation professional or someone involved in admin
istering youth sports leagues, here are some preventative 
steps that can be taken to curb overuse injuries: 

• Monitor enrollment. If you notice a child repeatedly signing 
up for just one sport, and doing so year-round, it is not out of line 
to speak to the parents about the importance of a well-rounded 
sports experience. Maintaining an organized database of all your 
league's participants is a great way to keep tabs on who plays 
what sport and when. 

• Follow rules. Across the season, coaches must be monitored 
to ensure that they are following the rules for equal playing time 
and are not overusing particular players-specifically baseball 
and softball pitchers. Restrictions, such as innings-pitched maxi
mums, are developed for a reason and must be followed. 

pating in tournaments that feature mUltiple contests in one day. 
Playing the occasional all-day tournament is OK, but it should not 
be a regular activity for a young athlete. 

• Educate. Most parents and coaches mean well but are simply 
unaware of the severe dangers associated with overuse injuries. 
Mandatory education and training sessions for coaches and par
ents, such as those provided by the National Alliance for Youth 
Sports (www.nays.org), are a great way to make people aware of 
the importance of keeping kids safe. 

• Recognize injuries. Remind your coaches to closely monitor 
the health of their young athletes at all times. If a child complains 
of a sore arm or another ache, the coach should always take it 
seriously. This could be the sign of the start of an injury that has a 
much better chance of healing quickly if it is addressed right 
away. Dismissing the complaint could possibly lead to a more 

• limit tournaments. Discourage athletes from regularly partici- serious injury. 

MoteRex'"Sport Surfaces 
WHERE THE E'XCITEMENT BEGINS! 

e know sport surfaCing. We're the original. Our state-of

the-art tiles are engineered for professional performance 

with near bulletproof durability. Our tile is portable and 

very low maintenance. An excellent choice for any sport surface. And 

that's not all-we make them affordable and easy to install. TMM teB
So all that's left to do is get the excitement started-have some fun! 

The Original Modular Flooring 

Excitement from the creators of the original modular tile. www.mateflex.com 800.926.3539 
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Research Update 


John DiFiori, professor and chief of the 

Division of Sports Medicine at UCLA 

and team physician for the UCLA 
Department of Intercollegiate Athletics. 

"We also know more and more of 

these kids are participating on nearly a 

year-round basis," he continues, "and in 

some cases, without question, more of 

them are participating in a single sport 
at a young age. In the past some might 

playa particular sport in the fall and 
something different in the winter, but 

now some kids are participating in the 

same activity in different forms year 

round. We know the kinds of things 
that will contribute to the development 

of overuse injuries and we're seeing 
them in our office, no question about 

that." 

Since the advent of organized youth 

sports, sitting on the bench while team

mates played has never been fun for 
children. Yet nowadays, that is where 

many youngsters find themselves when 
their bodies simply aren't developed 

enough to withstand the wear and tear 

of a heavy load of games, practices, spe

cialty camps, and the never-ending 

training sessions they go through. 

The Tommy John ligament surgery, 
an elbow procedure named after the 

former Los Angeles Dodgers pitcher 
who was the first to receive it, used to 

be performed on pitchers in their 20s

but not any longer. Because the pitching 
motion is an unnatural one, and with 

children throwing too many pitches, 

coupled with inadequate rest, it's not 
uncommon for kids who haven't yet 

reached their teens to receive this sur

gery to repair their arms. 

Dr. James Andrews, a nationally re

nowned orthopedic surgeon, says that 

he is seeing four times as many overuse 
injuries in youth sports from five years 

ago, and that more kids are having sur
gery for chronic sports injuries, too. 

Speaking with the Sarasota Herald
Tribune, Dr. John Moor, orthopedic 

surgeon for the Cincinnati Reds, said, 

Greg Bach, vice president of communi
cations for the National Alliance for 
Youth Sports, is the author of Coaching 

"Unless we do things differently, we're Baseball for Dummies. E-mail: 
giving these kids life-altering injuries. gbach@nays.org. Adam Shilling is the 
We're taking away their ability, as they director ofpublic relations at NAYS and 
become adults, to really enjoy the full editor of SportingKid magazine. E
extent and range of their bodies." mail: ashilling@nays.org. 

CIRCLE 17 PROOUCT INFORMATION CARD OR VISIT WWWNRPA . ORGIFREEINFO 

PAR K S & R E eRE A T ION AUG U 5 T 2 0 0 8 27 

mailto:ashilling@nays.org
mailto:gbach@nays.org

