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CASE from last Friday

• 16 R elbow pain x 3 mo
• FROM
• TTP medial epicondyle
• MRI – apophysitis

• Treatment
• No throwing
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CASE from last Friday

• Feels better 
• Pitches in a game
• TTP medial epicondyle
• ROM 20-110
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Wednesday

Sport Specialization

• 60 million children participate in 
organized sports in the US

• Participation increased in this country 
every year for the last 20 years
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Game Changes 
10

Sandlot Baseball

Game Changes 
11

Little League World Series 
Williamsport, PA

Elbow Injuries in Throwing Athletes

New York Times Magazine 8/7/2009 “Arms-
Control Breakdown”
2008 Little League World Series 
12 pitcher wearing braces on his teeth
Crowd of 28,500 
4 seam, 2 seam, cut FB, split finger, slider, change
Won 12-3
In a space of 10 days - pitched in 4 games + threw 
288 pitches
Over similar 10 day period
• CC Sabathia threw 214 in 2 games for the Yankees
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"When I had it done in 1974, I didn't think it would be the 
epidemic it is right now. It's absolutely inexcusable. 
Personally I think it borders on child abuse. You get a parent 
that sees a kid that has pretty good ability and will hire 
coaches. They'll train year-round and then they'll wonder 
why their arm goes at 13 years old.“

Tommy John 

Winning is the most 
important thing in my 
life, after breathing. 
Breathing first, 
winning next. 

George Steinbrenner

Sport Specialization

Why Specialize????

• 10,000 hours

• Musicians ave # to achieve mastery

• Extrapolated across athletic achievements

Malcolm Gladwell
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Sports Specialization

Definition

Intense, year round training in a single sport 
with the exclusion of other sports

Sports Specialization

UCL Recon in NY State by Age Cohort

Greater number of reconstructions in 17-18 & 
19-20 year-old age groups (P < 0.001)

17-18

19-20
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Overuse 
Injuries

Misconception

Early Sports Specialization

By ALAN SCHWARTZ
Published: July 3, 2010

By DAVID WALDSTEIN
Published: August 27, 2010
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UCL Injuries in Young Throwers

Abuse
Reckless since 
believe that surgery 
can solve all 
problems

Elbow Injuries in Throwing Athletes

Chief Complaint
“My son needs Tommy John Surgery”

Public Perceptions

Is surgery indicated for decreased throwing 
velocity and control?
51% of high school athletes believed 
surgery should be performed without 
elbow injury to enhance performance

Does overuse cause UCL injury?
31% of coaches and 25% of parents did not 
believe that excessive throwing to be a risk 
factor

Ahmad et al, Physician and Sports Med, 2012
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Tommy John surgery: The next student steroid?
By Loren Grush

Published September 21, 2012
FoxNews.com

UCL Injuries in Young Throwers

Ahmad et al, Physician and Sports Med, 2012

UCL Injuries in Young Throwers

Elbow Injuries in Throwing Athletes

25 yo RHP
Minor league
Prospect
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Elbow Injuries in Throwing Athletes

Spring training 2013

Media
New York Times search
Tommy John Surgery

2,031 Results
ACL reconstruction

130 Results
GOOGLE SEARCH
ACL Reconstruction

About 689,000 results (0.35 seconds)
Tommy John Surgery

About 1,670,000 results (0.41 seconds)

30
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Public Misconceptions

Selective portrayal of MLB players 
successfully returning from UCL 
reconstruction

Members of the MLB Media
• 45% ≠ if an athlete needed an elbow injury for UCL 

reconstruction
• 25% believed the primary indication was performance 

enhancement 
• 20% felt pitching speed was ↑ following surgery 

compared with pre-injury velocities

The Physician and Sports Medicine 

Public Misconceptions 
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Rehabilitation is 
Physically and 
Emotionally 
Challenging

34

After Surgery

After Surgery
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After Surgery

Survey study – 203 active players
• Aged 8-18 years, New Jersey

Novel survey
• Injury history
• Pain incidence, quality, impact

AJSM 2015

Arm Pain in Youth BB Results

74% Pain when throwing

80% Pain after throwing

55% Less fun playing due to arm pain

47% Encouraged to play through pain !
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Journal Sports Health 2017
• 235 athletes ages 7 to 18 (mean age 14) 
• 31% played a single sport
• 70% of athletes had collegiate or professional 

ambitions

41

Study of Sport Specialization at Columbia

• Mean age to specialize in Sport 8.1 years
• 47% considered quitting during the last season
• 74% reported a sports-related injury

• 70.6% aspired to play collegiately/professionally

• 84% of players wish they could play more sports

• 33% told by coach to not play any other sports

External and Intrinsic Influences
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Parents
• 25.1% hired personal trainers 

for children
• 5% would ‘redshirt’ children 

an academic year to gain 
advantage

Parental Influence on Specialization

37.9% of players with an injury history had elite regional 
or professional coaches vs 7.1% of players w/o injury hx
(p < .001) 

Coaching Impact on Injury Hx
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Dangers of Early Sports Specialization
1) Early Specialization increases the chance 

of injuries

2) Early Specialization creates worse overall 
athletes

3) Early Specialization makes kids less likely 
to participate in sports as adults
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Dangers of Early Sports Specialization
4) Early Sports Specialization creates a false 
barrier to participation, eliminating kids who 
might otherwise succeed in a more open 
system

5) Early Specialization increases burnout risk

So What is the Cost of the 
Professionalization of Youth Sports?

There are studies that show up to 70% of school age 
kids that participate in organized out of school athletic 
will QUIT by the age of 13 because of unpleasant sports 
experiences

That’s at least 17.5 million 
dispirited, unhappy Children!

Does Early Specialization Work?

• Summarized numerous studies
• No clear advantage to specializing before 11 or 

12 years of age looking at elite athletes in 
numerous different sports and countries

51

2015

Feeley et al, AJSM 2015
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Sport Specialization

Lynch, Ahmad et al, submitted AOSSM
• MLB draft picks 2008 to 2016 
• 747 players
• 68% single-sport 
• 32% multi-sport
• Multi-sport athletes played sig more (362.8 vs. 

300.8, p < 0.01) 
• Single-sport athletes had sig gerater injuries (136 

vs. 55, p < 0.01) 

52

Solutions

csa4@cumc.columbia.edu
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Just Let the Kids Play
"You gotta have fun. Regardless of how 
you look at it, we're playing a game

2
csa4@cumc.columbia.edu
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Prevention

Research
Education
Policy
Culture

csa4@cumc.columbia.edu
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csa4@cumc.columbia.edu
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https://www.drahmadsportsmedicine.com/u
nderstanding-tommy-john/
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THANK YOU

csa4@cumc.columbia.edu


