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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

An investigation of the rate, type and nature of injuries associated with modified Australian Rules Football

Researchers: Karen Grimmer1 and Jenny Williams2
1. Centre for Allied Health Research, University of South Australia

2. Sports Medicine Australia, South Australian Branch

This study investigated physical attributes and injuries of young Australian Rules football players over a season (2000).  To be eligible for selection to participate in this study, junior teams needed to meet the following criteria:

· play a full season in a club/school competition (for instance we excluded teams which played knock out competition, or were part of a state squad selection)

· have a school or club which fielded at least three teams across the primary modified rules categories, and two high school categories 

· be categorised as either city or country on an SANFL  league/zone basis.  

Pre-season data

Pre-season data was collected from 1386 players aged between 6 and 17 years.  We used eight of the 20 Brace tests to measure balance, strength and agility (Brace 1927), These tests were selected on the basis that they represented essential developmental skills for football, and also reflected specific balance, coordination and agility tasks reflected by the football game.  We also tested items from the Sports Search Skills list (described by Graham 1987) as being related to successful and ongoing participation Australian Rules Football, these being height, weight and arm span, vertical jump, agility run, push ups, shuttle run, and length of left and right foot football kick. 

We compared our data set with other data sets on adolescents to determine differences in the attributes of young footballers compared with those of the general population of a similar ageComparison data was obtained from several sources: 

· Pheasant (1988) (height, arm span) (Tables 4.10 – 4.23)

· The first two years of the anthropometric data from the longitudinal study being run by the Centre for Allied Health Research (CAHR), University of South Australia (1999, 2000) (Brace tests, vertical jump, shuttle run, height, weight)

· Booth, Macaskill, McLellan et al (1997) (shuttle run, height, and weight).  

The under 9 year age group and under 11 year age group Australian Rule Football players displayed no differencesin physical attributes when compared with other Australian males of similar age.   From the under 13 year age group to the U17 year age group, Australian Rule Football players were generally heavier and taller, had a wider arm span, and had greater aerobic fitness than other Australian young males of similar age.   There are no differences at comparable ages of club and school-based competition in height or armspan.  Club players were lighter on the whole than school players in the junior and middle primary years.   There was a dramatic increase in weight of club players from U13 years onwards, with a consistent pattern thereafter that club players were heavier than their school-based counterparts.   Once players entered high school (generally at the 13 year old level), club players were consistently aerobically fitter (reflected by high scores on the shuttle run) than school-based players, when comparing like age groups.  School-based players showed higher agility scores than club players.   Club-based players had overall better coordination / balance scores when compared to similarly aged school players.  The older players were more agile than the younger players, right foot dominance was most prevalent and age, but not agility, was related to coordination / balance.  

Injury data

Injury events, time lost from games and training, and game and training times were described and collated per player, and per team throughout the season. The injury location, type, nature and mechanisms are reported in terms of prevalence and rate, and comparisons are made between injury types and the factors associated with them.  698 players from 32 teams spread over the age groups of under 9’s to under 17’s provided injury data. Overall, injury numbers were low, and the injury rate per 1000 hours was also low, even for the most injured age groups.   The three most commonly injured individual body parts were the knee, ankle and thigh, with the most commonly injured age group (adjusted for player numbers) being the under 15 year age group.   The most common type of injury was soft tissue contusion, followed by cuts / abrasions.  The most common mechanisms of injury was being struck by another player or injury by  overexertion.   Playing surface did not appear to contribute to the injury type or nature.  Fatigue was related to injury, with predominantly the most frequent injuries occurring towards the end of the game.   A high number of injuries were also reported at training, where there may be a higher exposure to running and ball handling than may occur in the game for many players.  After grouping body locations in general body areas, the leg, the head, neck and face, and the hand, wrist and fingers were the most commonly injured body locations.  Most injuries were sustained in these areas by the U13 – U15 players.   While not high in number, these injuries (particularly those to the head) highlight the need for more education of players, coaches and parents in prevention, treatment and management.  The player positions most commonly associated with injury were the rover and ruck positions.   

The type of player who sustained multiple injuries was identified for three age groups.   For the Year 6-7 group, the players with more than one injury were aerobically fitter than their non-injured peers, and were more ambidextrous with their kicking.  For the Under 15’s, the players with more than one injury were more aerobically fitter than their peers. For the Under 17’s, the players with more than one injury were also more aerobically fitter and shorter than their peers, with a lower vertical jump.   Most multiple injuries were sustained by mid fielders.   

We audited games throughout the season to assess team rule modification compliance, umpiring adherence to the rules and general player compliance with injury reporting.  We were pleased to find overall general compliance with rules by players, umpires and coaches.  

Our recommendations were that:

· There be recognition and rewards for these volunteers by the AFL in order to maintain the current, high standard and committed adult organisational base for junior football.  

· Game strategies, positioning and player rotations for the U13 - U15 players should be reassessed in light of the injury findings in this report.    

· Education on Injury Prevention and Management should be widely available to underage players, their parents, coaches and teachers

· Further research should be undertaken to further explore the findings of this study, in particular choices in sports participation, and ongoing participation in football into adulthood. to investigate the relationship between possession of ‘football’ attributes and propensity for injury.   
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