
 

Throwing injuries no longer just for the pros

April 30 2014

Baseball season is back and so are the injuries. But, elbow injuries, once
seen as a problem for professional athletes, are becoming more prevalent
among high school and middle school athletes due to increased play and
competition at the youth level. Repetitive stress to a pitcher's ulnar
collateral ligament (UCL)—an important stabilizing ligament of the
elbow joint—can lead to pain and eventually to the inability to pitch and
throw. 

According to a literature review in the May 2014 issue of the Journal of
the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons (JAAOS), overuse is the
main cause of UCL injury. Year-round sport—with the addition of
numerous leagues, travel teams, showcase events and other opportunities
for youth to play baseball outside of their school—has contributed to a
10-fold increase of UCL reconstruction in the last decade. 

The USA Baseball Medical and Safety Advisory Committee discourages
young athletes from participating in multiple teams, especially during the
same season, to help prevent overuse injuries. 

"Despite all our efforts to educate youth athletes, parents and coaches,
the trend of UCL injuries continues to be on the rise," says lead author
Jeremy Bruce, MD, an orthopaedic surgeon specializing in sports
medicine and a clinical instructor at The University of Tennessee's
College of Medicine Chattanooga. "The success we've had in improving
our techniques and outcomes with UCL reconstruction may be adding to
our problems in preventing the injuries. The belief that some have about
UCL reconstruction being a safe, simple way to improve one's ability to
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throw is a great misconception that may be adding to our epidemic." 

UCL Injury: Prevention is Key

Throwing with fatigue is the main risk factor for overuse injury, whether
it is event fatigue (too many pitches in a game), season fatigue (too many
pitches in one season) or year-round fatigue (not taking the appropriate
3-4 months off from throwing). In fact, throwing athletes with fatigue
are 36 times more likely to suffer shoulder and elbow injuries. 

Understanding the risk factors with fatigue and overuse can help prevent
UCL injuries:

Follow recommended guidelines from the American Sports
Medicine Institute (ASMI) or STOP Sports Injuries on pitch
count, avoid playing on multiple teams, get appropriate rest and
follow proper mechanics.
Proper throwing mechanics are vital as well as the
encouragement to play a variety of sports instead of focusing on
one sport year-round. The throwing athlete needs at least three
months of rest a year, which can occur by playing other non-
throwing sports such as soccer.
Participate in core and shoulder/scapula stabilizer strengthening
programs such as "Thrower's Ten" exercises. If the program is
guided by a professional, it can help address motion/strength
deficits that could become problematic.
Recognize early symptoms and begin an early therapy program to
help prevent unnecessary surgery. If surgery is necessary, ensure
all parties—the coach, parent and patient—understand there are
no short-cuts to get back on the pitching mound earlier. Only
time and rehabilitation will prepare the athlete for return to
competition.
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After the Injury

A trial of nonsurgical measures (e.g., rest followed by rehabilitation) is
appropriate, especially for the young athlete with an acute injury or
partial UCL tear. 

Approximately 10 percent of all major league pitchers have undergone
UCL reconstruction and that number is likely to rise. Many of those
athletes return to sport because of dedicated therapy and strengthening
after the procedure. UCL reconstruction—as with any surgery—is not
without risk. While most pitchers are able to return to MLB, and some
with a significant improvement in pitching performance, not all athletes
return to the same high level of throwing. 

According to Dr. Bruce, adolescent athletes in the 14 to 16 year old age
group have a lower return to sport after UCL reconstruction surgery than
the 18 and over age group, 75 percent versus 85 percent, respectively. It
is unknown "whether it is the lack of appropriate post-injury
rehabilitation or the loss of interest after having to take a year away from
the sport" contributes to the lower percentage of return. Additionally,
UCL reconstruction is an adult surgery and more information on the long-
term survivorship of the procedure is needed if offered to the adolescent
age group. 
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