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Introduction 
 
Injuries are an inevitable risk in athletics, and football is no exception. In fact, a study sponsored by the 
Centers for Disease Control showed that football has almost twice as many injuries as other sports. 
Another study showed that more than 500,000 high school and college football injuries are treated each 
year. High school, college, and professional football players all suffer from common injuries as a matter 
of course, which is why athletic programs employ trainers and other health professionals to help prevent 
injuries before they happen, and treat them when they do.    
 

Trainers play a valuable role in athletics. Both players and 
coaches depend on them to reduce the impacts of injuries 
and keep the team in top shape. The right resources and 
tools are essential for ensuring that trainers can get players 
back on the field as quickly as possible. Being prepared for 
the most common football injuries and having the best 
possible treatment options will help keep all the players on 
the field and in optimal performance condition.   

 
The Five Most Common Football Injuries 

 
Concussions and other head-related football injuries have 
drawn much attention lately; however, the most common 
football injuries happen on running plays, with more than 50 
percent of them occurring in the lower extremities.  The five 
most common football injuries are: 
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1. Knee injuries    
 
The cause: Knee injuries are the most common type of football-related injury, partially because of 
the pivoting and quick directional changes a player must make throughout the game, and partially 
as a result of tackling that impacts joints, ligaments, and muscles surrounding the knee. The three 
most common knee injuries occur to the ACL (anterior cruciate ligament), MCL (medial collateral 
ligament), and the meniscus.  Blows to the knee can cause ACL and MCL injuries; twisting the 
knee while keeping the foot planted typically causes a torn meniscus.   
 
The treatment: The most serious knee injuries will require surgery;  immobilizing the joint, resting, 
heat/cold therapy, and compression may be used treat less severe ones.   
 
The recovery time: Serious knee injuries may require several months to recover, particularly if 
surgery is required. With proper treatment and rest, less severe injuries may heal in a matter of 
several days or a few weeks. 
 
2. Ankle injuries    
 
The cause: The ankle is composed of several small joints, muscles, and other tissues that are 
susceptible to injury, particularly when it must support a lot of weight or pressure. Suddenly 
changing direction while running or getting tackled can cause an inversion sprain that can result in 
varying degrees of injury to the muscles and ligaments. Ankle injuries can range from simple 
sprains to serious fractures.   
 
The treatment: Traditional RICE (rest, ice, compression, elevation) therapy is frequently 
prescribed for ankle injuries. Fractures may require surgery or joint immobilization.   
 
The recovery time: A minor ankle injury can take 2-6 weeks to heal, while a fracture will take 
longer depending on its severity. 
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3. Shoulder injuries    
 
The cause: Impacts from tackling, blocking, diving, and other maneuvers can result in shoulder 
injuries such as dislocation or separation. Players who must frequently throw the ball might also 
suffer from overuse injuries such as tendinitis.   
 
The treatment: Shoulder dislocation or separation is often treated with rest and joint 
immobilization. Overuse injuries may be treated with rest in minor cases or surgery in more 
extreme or chronic cases.    
 
The recovery time: A dislocation or separation injury can take up to 12 weeks to fully heal. 
Recovery from overuse injuries can take weeks to months, depending on the severity of the injury 
and the treatment course.      
 
4. Leg injuries    
 
The cause: Football players use their leg muscles in virtually every moment of a game or practice. 
Overuse and muscle strain are common, especially in the hamstrings. These muscles can tear 
when an athlete attempts a burst of speed if they are either fatigued or not properly warmed up. 
Another common football injury is a contusion, sometimes also called a “dead leg”, which is deep 
muscle bleeding that results from a direct blow.   
 
The treatment: Heat/cold therapy and rest are frequently prescribed for an injury to the hamstring 
muscles. Contusions are treated with ice therapy and compression to control the bleeding in the 
muscle.   
 
The recovery time: Both hamstring tears and contusions can take 1-6 weeks to fully heal.     
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5. Sprains and strains    
 
The cause: More than two-thirds of football injuries are sprains and strains, typically in the lower 
extremities.     
 
The treatment: Although this type of injury is the most common, it is also the easiest to treat. 
Traditional RICE therapy is the most effective and most frequently prescribed treatment.   
 
The recovery time: Healing time for a sprain or strain depends on its level of severity and ranges 
from a few days to a few weeks. In many cases, the time to return to normal activity is relatively 
fast, but the time required for the injury to heal completely is much longer.  

 

Common Treatments for Football Injuries 
 

Doctors and trainers employ a variety of treatment options, 
often in combination, to control pain and help athletes 
recover more quickly. Each of these treatment courses has 
benefits and, in some cases, drawbacks.    

 
RICE Therapy 

 
Rest, ice, compression, and elevation have been prescribed 
for decades to treat sprains, strains, muscle soreness, and 
other football injuries. RICE is often the first course of 
treatment immediately following an injury because it helps 
reduce and prevent inflammation, swelling, and edema.    
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Rest is essential for almost every injury. Allowing muscles and other tissues to use valuable energy to 
repair themselves will make the healing process faster. However, rest inevitably takes time, which can 
be challenging for athletes and coaches.    
 
Ice therapy, or cryotherapy, is proven to help control swelling, inflammation, pain, and edema. The 
colder temperatures slow down cellular metabolism, which reduces secondary tissue growth and 
reduces the demand for oxygen. However, ice therapy comes with two drawbacks: risk of injury to the 
skin and warming that inhibits the efficacy of the treatment. If applied directly to the skin, ice or gel packs 
can cause ice burn or frostbite. Furthermore, even the coldest ice pack loses efficacy over time as the 
heat from the injury warms the surface of the cold treatment.   
 
Compression helps reduce the incidence of edema, or excess fluid, and inflammation. By compressing 
the area around an injury, excess fluid is not allowed to form. Potential drawbacks of compression 
include making the wrap too tight, which can restrict blood flow too much, or not having it tight enough to 
produce a therapeutic effect.   
 
Elevation uses gravity to help prevent edema and control swelling by keeping the injured area above the 
level of the heart. Elevation often goes hand in hand with rest because both require the patient to be in 
the same position for long periods of time.   
 
Active Cold and Compression   
 
New technologies have made the ice and compression components of RICE therapy safer and more 
effective. Specialized wraps that conform to the body are designed to maintain a consistent, safe, cold 
temperature, while a pneumatic system provides active compression that produces a pumping effect.  
 
The constant temperature that is applied over the entire surface of the injured area allows the 
therapeutic cold to penetrate deeper and last longer than ice alone. The pumping effect created by  
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active compression more effectively removes edema and cellular waste products while delivering fresh, 
oxygen-rich blood and nutrients to help damaged tissues heal more quickly.   
 
Joint Immobilization   
 
In some cases, joints such as knees, ankles, and shoulders must be immobilized because of a fracture, 
dislocation, or major sprain. Splints, casts, slings, and braces are frequently used to prevent athletes 
from using the joints that are healing, including after some surgeries.    
 
Rest and elevation are commonly recommended, particularly for the first few days after an injury that 
requires immobilization. Depending on how long the joint is immobilized, the athlete may suffer from 
muscle atrophy and may require physical therapy after the injury has healed.    
 
Surgery   
 
Some football injuries, such as a torn ACL, always require 
surgery. However, for an injury such as tendinitis in the rotator 
cuff, surgery is just one of many options. Athletes and their 
doctors sometimes must make difficult decisions in 
determining when the time for surgery is right. They must 
consider factors such as the severity of the injury, the health 
and age of the athlete, and the potential benefits and risks of 
the surgery. The drawbacks of surgery include the potential 
risks during the operation itself, infection, and a longer 
recovery time.   
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Pain Medications   
 
Not all injuries are so severe that the athlete must stop performing. Minor sprains, muscle soreness, and 
chronic inflammation can be painful, but they do not necessarily mean that the player must be benched.  
 
Trainers often prescribe pain medications or anti-inflammatory drugs to help manage the player’s 
discomfort. Cortisone injections can also be used to help control inflammation.   
 
Although they might be a good short-term solution, medications do not treat the injury itself and should 
not be used as the only method of treatment. Pain medications might also come with unwanted side 
effects, allergic reactions, or the risk of dependency.    
 
Physical Therapy   
 
Whether after a surgery or while recovering from an injury, physical therapy can be a useful means of 
getting players ready to resume play. Physical therapy can also help prevent future injuries by helping 
athletes build the muscles that support the joints and learn how to avoid future injuries. Physical therapy 
can also be a good alternative to surgery in some cases.  
 

 
How to Optimize Recovery from Football Injuries 
 
Injuries happen in football. When they do, it helps to be prepared so players can quickly return to the 
game. Trainers and coaches can help optimize injury recovery by following proven steps to accelerate 
healing, by taking cues from the pros, and by helping athletes be financially prepared. 
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Seven Steps for Accelerating Injury Recovery 
 
1. Injury prevention – The fastest injury recovery is the one that doesn’t happen at all. Taking steps to 
prevent football injuries will keep athletes healthy and teams stronger. However, even the best injury 
prevention strategy will not always work, but if preventive steps have been taken, the recovery will be 
faster. Strengthening and stretching the muscles around joints—particularly the knees, ankles, and 
shoulders—can help encourage faster healing in the event of an injury. The healthier athletes are before 
the injury, the more quickly they will be able to recover. 
 
2. Rest – Damaged tissues require energy for healing. The more energy an athlete diverts away from 
the healing process, the longer recovery will take. Although taking the necessary time to rest can be 
frustrating for coaches and players, it ultimately accelerates the healing process and gets athletes back 
in the game more quickly.   
 
3. Cryotherapy – Therapeutic cold is proven to reduce inflammation, control pain, and contribute to a 
faster recovery. The disadvantages of traditional ice-water therapy can be overcome with the use of new 
technologies that provide consistent cold at a safe temperature. Cryotherapy can be used both 
immediately after an injury and throughout the recovery process to accelerate healing.   
 
4. Active compression – Excess fluid buildup can slow the healing process, but active compression 
can help pump it away along with the waste products that are created as tissue is repaired. Active 
compression also pumps fresh, oxygen-rich blood to the injury, which helps further accelerate healing.   
 
5. Healthy living – Even though athletes are encouraged to rest during injury recovery, this does not 
mean they can adopt unhealthy habits. Proper nutrition and ample sleep both contribute to faster 
healing.   
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6. Pain management – If the injury is painful, the athlete might benefit from a pain management 
strategy. This could include medications, cryotherapy, or a combination of the two. However, 
medications should not be used to mask pain so that the athlete can continue to perform. Rest, 
cryotherapy, and active compression are recommended as primary approaches that can be 
supplemented with medication when necessary.   
 
7. Physical therapy – As the injury starts to heal, many athletes can benefit from physical therapy to 
strengthen and/or stretch the muscles and soft tissues surrounding the affected area. If coaches or 
trainers do not have expertise in this area, a professional therapist should be consulted.  
 
Insider Tips from Athletic Trainers and Physical Therapists 
 
Athletes may only have to deal with a handful of injuries during their entire career, but athletic trainers 
and physical therapists handle football injury recovery on a daily basis. So what insider tips do they have 
to offer?   
 

• Be prepared – This is the single most important part of injury recovery. Trainers and coaches 
need the right tools on hand to address injuries of any type. This includes both immediate care 
and equipment for use throughout the healing process.   
 

• Focus on workout recovery – There isn’t much athletes can do to prepare for traumatic 
injuries that result from an impact, but they can take action to prevent other types of injuries. 
Many trainers believe that athletes who take the time to focus on workout recovery benefit from 
fewer injuries. Getting adequate rest between workout sessions, staying hydrated, eating 
properly, sleeping well, therapeutic massage, and cryotherapy are all techniques that 
professional athletes use to recover from workouts faster and help prevent injury.   
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• Continue exercising – Although adequate rest is 

critical for faster recovery, athletes can and should 
continue to exercise parts of the body that are not 
injured, when possible. This not only keeps players 
active, but also can be beneficial for team dynamics. 
 

• Ease back in – After an injury has healed, many 
athletes attempt (or expect) to return to their previous 
activity level. Coaches and players must be aware 
that this is not realistic and could potentially result in 
another injury. Taking steps to speed the recovery 
process is pointless if players immediately get injured 
again because they pushed too hard.   

 
 
Leveraging Insurance Programs 
 
Recovering from an injury is not just about physical healing. Players and their families also must 
consider the financial impacts of an injury, especially ones that involve surgery, multiple doctor visits, or 
physical therapy. These expenses can quickly add up, especially if insurance coverage is inadequate or 
nonexistent.    
 
Football teams that get preauthorized for athlete insurance can dramatically reduce the cost of medical  
expenses related to injuries. Certain programs allow college and professional teams to cover the costs 
of equipment that helps accelerate recovery from football injuries.   
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The Science Behind Active Cold Compression Therapy 
 
Trainers use cryotherapy and compression for almost every type of football injury because of the many 
benefits these therapies provide. 
 
Active Cold and Compression for Football Injury Recovery  
 
Two essential components of RICE therapy, cold and compression, are frequently used for both minor 
and serious football injuries. Active cold and compression is proven to increase the efficacy of 
cryotherapy.  Active cold compression therapy provides the following benefits for athletes recovering 
from football injuries:   
 

• Less pain 
• Fewer muscle spasms 
• Removal of edema 
• Less swelling 
• Faster recovery time 
• Better lymphatic drainage 
• Enhanced therapeutic effect 

 
A primary reason that active cold and compression is used instead of traditional ice-water therapy and 
compression bandages is that it is proven to help athletes recover faster.   
 
In fact, more than 91 percent of people who used active cold and compression to recover from an injury 
reported that they were able to return to daily activities more quickly. More than 94 percent of surgical 
patients reported a better recovery than with other types of cold therapy. For athletes and trainers, this 
means getting back in the game faster.  
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How Does Active Cold Compression Therapy Work? 
 
Cryotherapy has been used for decades to help athletes recover more quickly, particularly from 
edematous injuries. Understanding the science behind active cold compression therapy requires some 
knowledge of what happens to the body in the event of an injury.    
 
Inflammatory Response   
 
Tissue inflammation is the body’s natural 
response to an injury and, in fact, is an 
important component of the healing process. 
Most athletes are familiar with the symptoms of 
inflammation resulting from an injury: redness, 
warmth, pain, swelling, and limited ability to 
function.   
 
Cellular Response   
 
At the cellular level, injuries cause damage to cell walls, which disrupts the normal metabolic process of 
the cells in the surrounding tissue. These damaged cells use a mechanism of energy production that 
cannot be sustained, which impacts the cell’s ability to regulate concentration gradients. This results in 
excess water being allowed to enter the cell, eventually causing the cell walls to rupture due to swelling. 
In response, the body produces chemical mediators to help control inflammation and remove damaged 
cells and debris, thus allowing tissue repair to occur.    
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Vascular Response 
 
As part of the inflammatory response, blood vessels in and near injured tissue dilate to increase the flow 
of blood, nutrients, and other important healing elements to the area. This vasodilation is what causes 
the redness and heat that are associated with injuries and inflammation. Greater blood flow also 
increases pressure in the capillaries, compressing nerve endings and causing pain.   
 
How Cryotherapy Affects Injuries   
 
The application of cold to an injury provides four important therapeutic effects:   
 

1. Vasoconstriction and reflexive vasodilation – An 
ice pack or other cold source transfers thermal energy 
from an injury to the ice through conduction, effectively 
absorbing heat from the body. The result of this heat 
transfer is immediate vasoconstriction, or narrowing of 
the blood vessels, which restricts blood flow to the 
injured area. The body’s response to vasoconstriction is 
reflexive vasodilation to restore blood to the tissues. 
This sudden decrease in blood flow helps remove 
cellular debris and edema from the area, while the later 
influx of fresh, oxygen-rich blood contributes to the 
healing process.    
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2. Decreased local metabolism – When cold is applied to an injury, the temperature of the tissue 
is reduced and the rate of chemical reactions is slowed. This causes a decrease in the cell’s 
demand for energy, which is important because glycolysis (the method of energy production that 
injured cells use) eventually leads to cell death. Using cold therapy to lower the metabolism of 
injured cells allows more tissue to survive during the healing process.    
 
3. Decreased muscle activity – Two common responses to an injury are muscle spasms and 
muscle guarding, both of which can be painful for athletes. The application of cold helps decrease 
muscle spindle fiber activity, thus reducing the incidence of these two painful responses.   
 
4. Decreased pain – When an athlete is injured, the activation of certain nerve fibers can cause 
an increase in the perception of pain. Therapeutic cold slows down the conduction of these nerve 
fibers, thus providing an analgesic effect.    

 
All these factors combine to reduce the body’s inflammatory response, which leads to faster healing and 
players back in the game more quickly.    
 
How Active Compression Affects Injuries 
 
Compression can be used on its own or in combination with cold therapy for a greater therapeutic effect. 
Static compression employs bandages or wraps to apply constant pressure to the injured area. Active 
compression uses a pneumatic system to simultaneously provide pressure and a pumping effect that 
mimics the body’s actions.   
 

1. Removal of edema – The excess fluid, or edema, created by the rupturing of damaged cells 
can contribute to swelling and discomfort. The pumping effect created by active compression helps 
remove this excess fluid more quickly, thus allowing the tissue to repair faster.   
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2. Better contact with cold source – When combined with cold therapy, active compression 
allows the cold source to be more uniformly applied to the surface of the skin. This means that the 
therapeutic cold can reach more damaged tissue and provide a greater benefit.   
 
3. Reduction of blood flow – Compression helps restrict blood at the same time that cold therapy 
causes vasoconstriction, which helps control the body’s inflammatory response.   
 
4. Insulation effect – Active compression combined with cryotherapy allows the therapeutic cold 
to penetrate more deeply and reach more damaged tissue. It also keeps the tissue colder for a 
longer period of time. This insulating effect can also help the tissue cool more rapidly, which is 
important for treating an acute injury and for reducing the body’s immediate inflammatory 
response.  Whether on its own or in combination with cryotherapy, active compression helps 
contribute to a faster healing process, which means that injured players can get back to supporting 
the team faster. 
 
 

How Game Ready Uses Active Cold and Compression 
 
New technologies have allowed active cold and compression therapy to be taken to a new level that 
traditional RICE therapy simply can’t achieve. Game Ready’s unique system enables the simultaneous 
circulation of air and water, so athletes get the benefits of cryotherapy and active compression in one 
easy-to-use system.  
 
ATX Technology 
Game Ready’s patented Active Temperature Exchange (ATX) technology is based on the same 
concepts that NASA scientists use to develop space suits. The system combines an ice reservoir with a 
chamber system that facilitates a highly efficient transfer of heat from the injury. As cold water flows 
through the system and draws heat from the body, it is continuously replenished to maintain a constant 
therapeutic temperature. 
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Active Pneumatic Compression 
In addition to the internal chamber that allows 
ice water to constantly flow through the system, 
a separate chamber allows air to be 
pneumatically pumped through at an adjustable 
rate. This active pumping action facilitates the 
removal of edema, and the constant 
compression enhances the cooling effect by 
increasing the surface area of the therapeutic 
cold and providing an insulating effect. 
 
Specialized Wraps 
These two technologies are combined in 
patented wraps with an integrated dual-chamber system that allows water and air to flow simultaneously. 
Each adjustable wrap is designed to conform to the body, enabling better coverage and enhancing the 
beneficial effects of cold therapy. 
 
Game Ready has designed wraps for most of football’s major injuries: 
 

• Shoulder wrap – For stabilization after surgery, sprains, strains, and pain management after a 
separation or dislocation 
 

• Knee wrap – For use after ACL or MCL surgery, recovery from a torn meniscus, or pain 
management after a traumatic knee injury 
 

• Articulated knee wrap – Allows movement for use during physical therapy 
 

• Half-leg boot wrap – Stabilizes the ankle for recovery of sprains, strains, and surgery 
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• Ankle wrap – For ankle sprains, strains, and fractures 
 

• Hip/groin wrap – Covers the hip and upper leg for recovery from torn hamstrings and hip injuries   
 
Game Ready also makes wraps that cover the back, elbow, wrist, and hand to accommodate less 
common football injuries.   
 
 

How Game Ready Works in the Real World 
 
Football players and other athletes at all levels use Game Ready to get back in the game faster. 
Whether healing from an injury or recovering from a hard workout, Game Ready can help athletes stay 
in top condition throughout the season. 
 
Game Ready Programs for Athletes 
 
Game Ready makes it easier for high school and college football programs to use this advanced 
technology through two unique programs. 
 
The Game Ready Goodwill Program 
 
Many high school and college football programs simply don’t have the budget to invest in the technology 
that can help athletes heal faster. However, with the Game Ready Goodwill Program, smaller schools 
can use the same active cold compression system that the pros use.    
 
As technology advances and new versions of Game Ready become available, professional teams 
upgrade their systems. Game Ready refurbishes the old equipment to meet the original performance 
specifications and makes these units available at a lower price for high schools and small Division III 
colleges.    
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Packages include wraps for ankles, knees, and shoulders, so you can tackle the most common football 
injuries and keep your team in top shape.   
 
Game Ready Athlete Insurance 
 
When athletes get injured, be prepared with the right 
equipment and the right insurance. All you have to do is get 
preauthorized to find out if your team is eligible for full or 
partial coverage of a Game Ready active cold compression 
system.    
 
The preauthorization process is simple. Just obtain the 
information packet, complete a couple forms, get a 
prescription and letter of medical necessity from a qualified 
healthcare provider, and submit the completed packet. If you 
qualify, you may be able to have insurance cover some or all 
of the cost of your new Game Ready system.  
 

 
Get Back in the Game Faster with Game Ready 
 
Getting back in the game as safely and quickly as possible is a priority for athletes, trainers, and 
coaches. Although many factors are not in your control, you can help players get back on the field more 
quickly by accelerating the healing process with active cold and compression.   
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The facts speak for themselves:   
 
1. Injuries occur in football more than any other sport. 
 
2. The most common football injuries are routinely treated with cryotherapy and compression. 
 
3. Active cold compression therapy is proven to be more effective than ice alone. 
 
4. Professional athletes use Game Ready to get back in the game faster. 
 
5. Affordable equipment is available through the Game Ready Goodwill program and athlete insurance.   
 
With all these benefits, why wouldn’t you use Game Ready for your football team? 
 
 

Athletes at all levels deserve the best treatment 
after an injury, and Game Ready is here to help. 

 
 

For more information about the Game Ready Goodwill program 
or athlete insurance, visit http://blog.gameready.com/athlete-

insurance-goodwill or call 1-888-Game-Ready (1-888-426-3732). 


