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Football fans were bitterly 
disappointed when England 
captain leah Williamson was 
ruled out of the World Cup 
earlier this year after ruptur-

ing the anterior cruciate ligament 
(aCl) in her knee.

but leah had good company on the side-
lines: three of her arsenal teammates — 
beth Mead, Vivianne Miedema and laura 
Wienroither — suffered the same injury last 
season. last month, Scotland midfielder 
Caroline Weir also suffered an aCl injury.

In fact, female athletes — including foot-
ballers — are between three to eight times 
more likely to suffer an aCl injury than 
their male counterparts, depending on 
the study. 

With women’s football now more popular 
than ever, researchers are trying to discover 
why the female body seems to be more vul-
nerable to certain injuries and, crucially, 
what can be done to help elite young 
sportswomen — and women of any age who 
enjoy sports such as tennis or skiing — 
avoid them.

the aCl is a strong band of tissue that 
stabilises the knee and keeps the shin bone 
stable and aligned with the thigh bone.

However, a sudden change in direction, or 
a sudden stop while running, can cause it to 
rupture.

It’s a painful injury which can be cata-
strophic for young people — many don’t 
return to the sport they loved: they’re also 
more at risk of osteoarthritis (and knee 
replacement surgery) down the line.

Surgeons can replace the ligament with a 
graft, usually taken from the patient’s ham-
string (the muscle at the back of the thigh) 
in a keyhole procedure. 

but rehab to rebuild former strength and 
stability can take up to a year. 

there’s been a ‘precipitous rise’ in aCl 
injuries, particularly for females (sporty or 
otherwise) aged five to 14, according to an 
analysis published in the lancet last year, 
based on knee injury rates from 1998 to 2018 
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in australia. 
Meanwhile in the UK, a study 

published in the bone and Joint 
Journal in 2020 found that aCl 
reconstructions in under-20s in 
the NHS had increased 29-fold 
over the past 20 years, with the 
b i g g e s t  g r o w t h  i n  1 5  t o 
19-year-olds.

and one year on, a paper in the 
british Journal of Sports Medi-
cine called for more to be done to 
address the fact that ‘over 20 
years of research has failed to 
decrease the aCl injury rates in 
girls and women’.

THE rise in injuries among 
elite sportswomen is 
merely a ‘high-profile tip 
of a very large iceberg’, 

says William Jackson, a consult-
ant orthopaedic surgeon from 
oxfordshire, specialising in liga-
ment reconstruction.

‘We are seeing an alarming rise in 
knee injuries in teenagers and 
young adults — but particularly in 
girls — across the world,’ he says.

but why would young people, in 
particular women, be at greater 
risk? 

there is no one single factor, say 
experts. It may be partly anatomi-
cal: women have a slightly broader 
pelvis, which means the knee is 
more likely to be slightly angled 
inwards (and so vulnerable to 
injury by increasing the element of 
rotation), suggests Mr Jackson.

they also have a slightly nar-
rower knee, which means the aCl 
can be pinched inside the joint.

another possibility is that hor-
monal changes due to the men-
strual cycle may play a role.

For example, it’s known that 
oestrogen causes greater laxity in 
tendons and ligaments, raising 
the risk of injury — however, 
experts are divided on the strength 
of the evidence for this.

Experts also point to ‘environ-
mental’ factors: women could be 

p lay ing  on poorer  qual i ty 
pitches, for instance (uneven 
surfaces increase the risk of trip-
ping, for example).

and football boots have tradi-
tionally been designed for male 
feet which differ in shape. 

Research by Dr Katrine okholm 
Kryger, a senior lecturer in sports 
medicine at St Mary’s University 
in london, based on scans of male 
and female feet, identified a 
number of key differences — these 
included the area where the foot 
naturally bends; a higher arch in 
women’s feet; and differently 
shaped heels.

Even the stud length is designed 
based on men’s movement, she 
says, which could increase the 
chances of women’s boots sticking 
in the ground, causing injury.

It’s thought that poor comfort 
and fit affect performance, increas-
ing fatigue and the risk of injury.

another potential factor is train-
ing. as Mr Jackson explains: ‘We 
all have to prepare our bodies for 
sports like football, netball and 
tennis, which require rapid 
changes of direction, whatever our 
age and whatever level we are at.

‘Elite female footballers are 
extremely skilled, but have not 
always been exposed to the same 
strength and conditioning train-
ing as their male counterparts.’

and a problem affecting young 
people in general — regardless of 
gender — is our sedentary screen-

loving lifestyles, says Mr Jackson. 
‘Kids no longer go out after school 
to kick a ball about, or to play on 
their bikes.

‘and they get limited PE time at 
school too — so as a result, they’re 
just not fit and strong enough to 
avoid injury when they do engage 
in sport,’ he says.

‘In australia, all sports now have 
a knee injury prevention pro-
gramme, but in the UK we are 
way behind.’

these kinds of schemes are effec-
tive — a 2018 review of aCl injury 
reduction training by the ortho-
paedic Research Society found 
they reduced the risk of aCl inju-
ries by two thirds in female ath-
letes, and half in all athletes.

Mr Jackson is part of a group of 
leading orthopaedic specialists 
who are involved in a charity 
called Power Up to Play, which is 
pressing for sports coaches across 
the UK to teach a standardised, 
evidence-based warm-up pro-
gramme for boys and girls to 
reduce the risk of injury. 

this combines agility exercises 
(such as shuttle runs), stretching 
(calves, hamstrings, thighs, hip 
flexors), plyometrics (jumping 
and hopping) and strengthening 
exercises for the muscles around 
the knee.

It’s not just leg injuries. the 
rapid rise in the popularity of 
women’s football following the 
success of the lionesses at this 

year’s World Cup has also intensi-
fied concerns about women’s risk 
of long-term damage from head-
ing the ball. 

boxers, rugby players and foot-
ballers are now known to be at 
risk of a degenerative brain dis-
ease called chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy (CtE) and 
dementia caused by repeated low-
level trauma to the brain.

BRaIN scans show that 
women suf fer  more 
changes in ‘white matter’ 
(part of the brain, which 

is associated with cognition) after 
heading a ball compared with 
men, reported a 2018 study in the 
journal Radiology.

anatomy may play a role: women 
footballers experience concussion 
more often than their male 
counterparts. 

and a review by the University of 
otago in New Zealand suggested 
there may be a number of factors, 
including differences in neck 
strength (meaning the force of the 
ball may cause more damage) and 
hormones, although there is insuf-
f i c i e n t  e v i d e n c e  t o  a l t e r 
guidelines. 

However, it’s the number of 
times players head the ball — and 
the mini-concussions it can cause 
— that seems to be the main prob-
lem for men and women alike, and 
the Football association (Fa) now 
has guidelines limiting the number 
of headers to ten per week for men 
and women.

When it comes to aCl injuries  
in elite women’s football, the Fa 
says an ongoing study it’s con-
ducting with Nottingham trent 
University previously revealed 
that the rate of injuries in the top 
two tiers had decreased over a 
four-year period, and was not 
higher than men’s. 

a spokesman told Good Health: 
‘the update from this season’s 
data will help us to understand 

whether or not this is a continu-
ing trend. 

‘We need this long-term overview 
to help understand whether some 
risk factors are becoming more 
prevalent and therefore need fur-
ther action to protect players.’ 

Specialists in sports medicine 
warn that it’s not just elite ath-
letes at risk. 

the same concerns apply to any-
one who chooses to play football 
or run around a tennis court at 
the weekends or hit the ski slopes 
this winter.

but just ten minutes of balance, 
co-ordination and strength exer-
cises twice a week can go a long 
way to protecting amateur ath-
letes and ‘weekend warriors’ alike, 
says Steph Davies, a specialist 
musculoskeletal physiotherapist 
(sports-injury-physio.com). 

Given that it requires  so little 
time, ‘it’s hard to understand why 
so few people bother,’ she adds.

Ms Davies points to exercise-
based prevention programmes, 
such as the FIFa 11+ injury pre-
vention programme designed to 
build muscle strength, balance 
and agility in soccer players, which 
have been shown to reduce over-
all injuries by 30 per cent and seri-
ous injuries (such as aCl dam-
age) by half.

However endurance also mat-
ters, she warns. 

For example, research on wom-
en’s injuries in the German pre-
mier league, recently published in 
the Clinical Journal of Sports 
Medicine, found injury incidence 
doubles after the 60th minute of 
the game when fatigue starts to 
set in.

She says proper strength train-
ing is also essential. 

and it’s not enough just to do a 
few rounds of wall sits, for instance, 
before starting regular sessions on 
a squash or tennis court, or set-
ting off on a ski holiday. 

‘that won’t give you the balance 
and control you need to avoid a 
nasty aCl injury,’ she says.
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