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Abstract

Altered movement patterns during single-leg movements in soccer increase the risk of
lower-extremity non-contact injuries. The identification of biomechanical parameters
associated with lower-extremity injuries can enrich knowledge of injury risks and facilitate
injury prevention. Fifty-six elite youth soccer players performed a single-leg drop landing
task and an unanticipated side-step cutting task. Three-dimensional ankle, knee and hip
kinematic and kinetic data were obtained, and non-contact lower-extremity injuries were
documented throughout the season. Risk profiling was assessed using a multivariate
approach utilising a decision tree model (classification and regression tree method). The
decision tree model indicated peak knee frontal plane angle, peak vertical ground reaction
force, ankle frontal plane moment and knee transverse plane angle at initial contact (in this
hierarchical order) for the single-leg landing task as important biomechanical parameters
to discriminate between injured and non-injured players. Hip sagittal plane angle at
initial contact, peak ankle transverse plane angle and hip sagittal plane moment (in this
hierarchical order) were indicated as risk factors for the unanticipated cutting task. Ankle,
knee and hip kinematics, as well as ankle and hip kinetics, during single-leg high-risk
movements can provide a good indication of injury risk in elite youth soccer players.
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Abstract: Altered movement patterns during single-leg movements in soccer increase the risk of
lower-extremity non-contact injuries. The identification of biomechanical parameters associated with
lower-extremity injuries can enrich knowledge of injury risks and facilitate injury prevention. Fifty-six
elite youth soccer players performed a single-leg drop landing task and an unanticipated side-step
cutting task. Three-dimensional ankle, knee and hip kinematic and kinetic data were obtained, and
non-contact lower-extremity injuries were documented throughout the season. Risk profiling was
assessed using a multivariate approach utilising a decision tree model (classification and regression
tree method). The decision tree model indicated peak knee frontal plane angle, peak vertical ground
reaction force, ankle frontal plane moment and knee transverse plane angle at initial contact (in
this hierarchical order) for the single-leg landing task as important biomechanical parameters to
discriminate between injured and non-injured players. Hip sagittal plane angle at initial contact,
peak ankle transverse plane angle and hip sagittal plane moment (in this hierarchical order) were
indicated as risk factors for the unanticipated cutting task. Ankle, knee and hip kinematics, as well
as ankle and hip kinetics, during single-leg high-risk movements can provide a good indication of
injury risk in elite youth soccer players.

Keywords: injury prevention; risk factor; biomechanical screening; youth soccer; decision tree

1. Introduction

The majority of all injuries (70-88%) in youth soccer players occur in the lower extrem-
ities, affecting the knee and ankle joints and the thigh and hip muscles [1,2]. Up to 72% of
lower-extremity injuries in elite youth soccer players are reportedly non-contact injuries [3].
Altered neuromuscular control during high-risk movements in soccer is assumed to be the
underlying mechanism of non-contact lower-extremity injuries [4-6]. In particular, sudden
decelerations combined with a rapid change of direction while cutting or landing from a
jump are frequent injury situations [7,8]. An injury ultimately occurs in these high-risk situ-
ations when tissue stress reaches a tissue’s maximal capacity. Excessive loading can result
in mechanical failure and induce acute injuries, such as ligament sprains or muscle-tendon
strains [4,9-11].

The assessment of kinematics and kinetics during jump-landing tasks can help identify
non-contact injury risk (primarily of the knee joint) in different populations [12-15] defined
to separate players at high risk from the rest [16,17]. An altered biomechanical motion of
the lower extremities while completing this movement allows the ground reaction forces
(GREF) to affect the lower-extremity alignment and is therefore a modifiable injury risk
factor [18,19]. More specifically, an increased knee valgus angle, high knee abduction
moments, reduced hip and knee flexion angles, internal rotation of the femur on the
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tibia and decreased range of motion of the ankle are associated with mainly anterior
cruciate ligament (ACL) injuries in double-leg sagittal plane landings [12,20-22]. The ankle
and hip joints are also essential components within the closed kinetic chain, and altered
biomechanics of these joints influence the impact forces on the knee joint [22]. However, the
effect of ankle biomechanics in the sagittal, frontal and transversal planes in prospective
injury risk studies is an unexplored scientific area [19].

Soccer-specific movements often differ from double-leg actions (e.g., during change of
direction movements, passing or landing after a header), requiring the athlete to bear all
bodyweight through a single limb [23,24]. Although providing meaningful data, double-
leg actions may not fully represent athletes’ neuromuscular strategies during high-risk
movements [25].

Using single-leg screening tests may help identify soccer-related injury risk factors, as
the previously mentioned dynamic multi-segmental malalignment patterns may become
more apparent because of the absence of support for the contralateral leg and the smaller
base of support [13,26]. Furthermore, biomechanical differences between double- and
single-leg landings have already been observed. Studies have shown that landing with a
single leg shows significantly less flexed knee and hip angles and higher joint moments,
which increase the risk of lower-extremity injuries [25,27].

Moreover, soccer players perform an average of 726 cutting manoeuvres of 0-180°
during match play [28]. Kinematic and kinetic analyses of unanticipated cutting move-
ments may more closely simulate the kinematics and kinetics that the lower extremities
experience during soccer-specific movements than the analysis of anticipated movements
does; this is because of the limited time for the central nervous system to identify and
accept the relevant input and perform neurocognitive processing to generate a dynamic
neuromuscular response for successfully completing a movement with a low risk of being
injured [29,30].

Numerous studies have described the kinematics of a lower-extremity injury during
unanticipated cutting, especially ACL injuries. This occurrence could be explained by
the fact that cutting movements have the propensity to create hazardous multiplanar
knee joint loading when the foot is planted, such as high knee abduction moments and
internal rotation moments, both of which might increase ACL strain and thus the risk of
injury [31,32].

In summary, there is some indication that altered movement patterns in single-leg
landings and unanticipated cutting movements increase the risk of lower-extremity in-
juries and that these high-risk movements represent non-contact injury scenarios well [33].
However, a significant amount of research about biomechanical risk factors is based on
ACL injuries in female athletes, as they have a 2.3-9.7 times higher risk of ACL rupture
than male athletes [34-36]. Nonetheless, ACL injury is a rather unusual soccer injury,
constituting just slightly more than 5% of all injuries [36]. By contrast, muscle injuries
(81-70%) and ligament injuries of the ankle (9-18%) account for most injuries in soccer [1,2].
As an altered biomechanical motion of the lower extremities can lead to exceeding the stress
tolerance not only for the ACL but also for muscles (e.g., hamstring strain or adductor
strain), tendons and ligaments in the ankle joint (e.g., ankle sprain) and knee joint (e.g., ACL
rupture), more research is needed on how these movement patterns affect common injury
types in soccer [37-40]. Additionally, previous studies have often used a local approach to
determine risk factors. Non-local risk factors, which can be located distally or proximally
to the site of injury, also seem to impact injury risk [41].

Prospective studies investigating the relationship between kinematics and kinetics of
the lower extremities in all three planes of motion during high-risk movements and injury
occurrence in elite youth soccer are rare. Prospective studies to identify cut-off scores,
which play an important role in the practical implementation of preventive measures to
distinguish injury-prone and non-injury-prone players, are also lacking. Therefore, the
purpose of this study is (1) to assess ankle, knee and hip kinematics and kinetics during
single-leg movements using a 3D motion analysis, (2) to investigate their association with



Biomechanics 2022, 2

283

the risk of non-contact lower-extremity injuries in elite youth soccer players and (3) to
provide practice-relevant cut-off scores. It was hypothesised that ankle, knee and hip
kinematics and kinetics during single-leg movements are associated with lower-extremity
injury risk.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design, Participants and Injury Data Collection

This investigation was a prospective cohort study. Teams of the under-16 up to the
under-19 age categories from the youth academies of two professional German soccer
clubs were requested to take part in this study. Three teams (<16, <17 and <19 years old)
volunteered to participate. Written information about the study design, the purpose of
the study and the potential risks and benefits of participating in the study was provided
to all members of the playing squad and their parents or legal caretakers for each team.
The Ethics Committee of TU Dortmund University confirmed that the requirements of the
Declaration of Helsinki were met.

Sixty-two male elite youth soccer players gave written informed consent to participate.
Trained assessors, coordinated by the principal investigator (MK) to guarantee an equal
testing process, tested these players at the beginning of the preparation period of the
2018/2019 season via laboratory-based injury risk screening in the laboratories of TU
Dortmund University. On the day of testing, the assessors asked the players to complete a
questionnaire to collect their demographic data, background information and history of
previous lower-extremity injuries. All lower-extremity injuries up to 6 months before the
assessments had to be reported.

Immediately after the testing, the players were tracked over a 10-month period to
prospectively record any injuries sustained during training and competition. The injury
data collection followed the procedures outlined in a consensus statement on injury def-
initions and data collection procedures in studies of soccer injuries [42]. Only time-loss
non-contact lower-limb injuries were considered. Further information about the inclusion
and exclusion criteria, as well as the injury data collection process, has been described in
detail elsewhere [43].

2.2. Experimental Protocol

All players performed a standardised warm-up, including 5 min of cycling on a bike
ergometer, followed by movement preparation and plyometric exercises. After the warm-
up, the players completed a single-leg drop landing (SLDL) task and an unanticipated
side-step cutting (USSC) task with both legs. Adequate familiarisation with the tasks was
facilitated in the form of two practice trials. Once the participants were comfortable with
the tasks, they were asked to perform three successful trials for each leg. All landing and
cutting tasks were performed on two force plates (AMTI Inc.®, 176 Waltham St, Watertown,
MA, USA) measuring 0.9 m x 0.6 m each at a 1000 Hz sampling rate.

The SLDL task consisted of the participants starting on top of a box (30 cm in height),
with their feet shoulder width apart and their hands fixed at the hip. The participants were
instructed to shift their weight onto one leg and to position the other leg in front of the box.
Starting from this position, they were asked to drop down (not jump) off the box to the
force plate with the weight-bearing leg, adopt the landing for 2 s and not touch the ground
with the opposite leg [44] (see Figure 1).

The USSC task was performed from a fixed starting distance of 3.5 m in front of the
two force plates. Two poles with one light-powered LED sensor (Fitlight®, VISUS GmbH,
Herrenberg, Germany) at a height of 1.5 m were placed directly behind the force plates.
One pole with LED sensor at a height of 0.8 m was placed on the side 2 m after the start
line and used as a light barrier. Poles placed 35° and 55° from the long axis of the runway
were used to force the participants to cut at an angle of approximately 45° to the right or
left side [45,46] (see Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Representation of the testing situation of the SLDL used in this study.

Figure 2. Runway used for the USSC. Players started from a fixed starting position. Poles placed
35° and 55° from the long axis of the runway were used to force the players to cut at an angle of
approximately 45° to the right or left side.
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The participants stood in an athletic ready position and accelerated towards the force
plates. Immediately after passing the light barrier, they saw a flashing light on either the left
or right sensor, indicating the intended cutting direction. The athletes were instructed to
perform the side-step cutting task as fast as possible and as close as possible to a match-play
situation (see Figure 3). Three successful trials for each side, performed in random order,
were selected for further analysis. A rest period of at least 30 s was provided between
repetitions, and rests of at least 2 min were provided between tasks to reduce the effect of
fatigue [47-50].

Figure 3. Representation of the testing situation of the USSC used in this study.
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2.3. Kinematic and Kinetic Analysis

The participants’ lower-body motion was captured using a 3D motion capture system
that consisted of 12 infrared cameras (120 Hz, Qualisys®, Goteborg, Sweden) and was
time-synchronised to the force plates and a lower-body marker set of 40 markers [51] (see
Figure 4).

Figure 4. Lower-body marker set-up used for 3D motion analysis.

Marker trajectory and force plate data were filtered with a fourth-order digital Butter-
worth filter with a cut-off frequency of 20 Hz to avoid impact-related artefacts in lower-
extremity joint moments [52,53]. Lower-extremity joint angles and resultant internal joint
moments were determined using a rigid body model of the lower extremities, including
the forefoot, rearfoot, shank, thigh and pelvis segments [54,55]. Therefore, a customised
MATLAB code (MathWorks Inc.®, Natick, MA, USA) was used to calculate kinematic
and kinetic parameters during the ground-contact phase using a 3D inverse dynamics
model. The ground-contact phases for the SLDL and USSC tasks were defined as the
interval from foot strike on the force plate to take-off using a threshold of 20 N of the
smoothed vertical GRF [46,49]. Hip and knee flexion—extension, abduction-adduction and
internal-external rotation angles and ankle dorsiflexion—plantarflexion, eversion-inversion
and internal-external rotation angles were calculated as kinematic variables. Kinetics
implied hip and knee flexion—-extension, abduction-adduction and internal-external rota-
tion moments; ankle dorsiflexion-plantarflexion, eversion-inversion and internal-external
rotation moments; and vertical GRF (vGRF). Joint moments were expressed as the external
moment applied to the joint. Body mass was used to normalise all kinetic parameters. Joint
torques were expressed in the anatomical coordinate systems of the respective proximal
segments. Kinematic parameters were determined at two points during the stance phase:
initial contact (IC) and peak (PEAK), whereas kinetic parameters were determined at PEAK
only. IC was defined as the first instance of the ground-contact phase, whereas PEAK was
defined as the peak value within the first 100 ms after IC [49]. This period was chosen
because ACL injuries are likely to occur in this period [56]. The average value of both legs
and three successful trials was calculated for each parameter and considered for further
analysis for each task.

2.4. Statistical Analyses

Data are presented as means & standard deviations. A decision tree was utilised to
discriminate between injured and non-injured players. The tree was created using the
classification and regression tree (CART) method [57]. In each iteration of the optimisation,
the method chooses the cut in all available variables that maximises the reduction of the
Gini impurity from the given observations to the subsequent partition into two groups.
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This process is repeated iteratively for all resulting partitions until the reduction is less than
0.01 or a partition contains fewer than 20 participants. This leads to a hierarchical tree-like
structure of binary decisions, which is highly interpretable (e.g., via a dendrogram).

Once the decision tree was optimised, the association to injury was assessed using a
2 x 2 contingency table based on the decision tree’s classification and the true injury status
of the players. Relative risk, sensitivity and specificity were calculated from the contingency
table. Relative risk describes the increase in the probability of injury from players classified
as injured to players classified as non-injured, whereas sensitivity and specificity served
as performance measures for the decision tree [58-60]. Further information about the
optimisation process of the decision tree and the calculation of relative risk, sensitivity and
specificity has been described in detail elsewhere [43].

3. Results
3.1. Injury Epidemiology

Sixty-two elite youth soccer players (age: 17.2 £ 1.1 years; height: 179 + 8 cm; weight:
70.4 £ 9.2 kg) were enrolled in the study. Because of technical problems, the data of
six players could not be included in the analysis, which resulted in an attrition rate of 9.6%.
Therefore, the data analysis was based on 56 players. There is no significant difference
in age (p > 0.05), height (p < 0.05) and weight (p > 0.05) between injured and non-injured
players. In this cohort, 23 non-contact injuries were registered over the 2018/2019 season,
with 39% of the players (n = 22) having one or more non-contact injuries. Sixty-one percent
of the players (n = 34) remained injury-free. The overall non-contact injury incidence was
1.2/1000 h of total exposure time (0.5 injuries per 1000 h of training and 3.9 injuries per
1000 h of competition). The most frequently injured body parts were the ankle (36%) and
thigh muscles (hamstrings: 18%, quadriceps: 18%), followed by the adductors (16%) and the
knee (12%). Sprains (48%) and strains (39%) were the most common injury types. Overuse
injuries accounted for 13% of all non-contact injuries, whereas no fracture was counted.

3.2. Multivariate Analysis

Tables 1-3 present the descriptive statistics for all kinematic and kinetic parameters
obtained from the biomechanical injury risk screening.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (mean + standard deviation) for ankle, knee and hip kinematics during
the SLDL of all players investigated according to their injury state (injured/non-injured).

Joint Kinematics at IC (°) and PEAK (°) Al(;l;las)grs Inj u(r:ci I;lza;yers Non 1131 uie?il)l’ layers

Ankle

Plantarflexion(+)/Dorsiflexion(—) IC 242 +£53 242 £5.1 241+£5.5
Plantarflexion(+) /Dorsiflexion(—) PEAK 26.1 +6.1 26.9 + 6.4 25.6 + 6.0
Eversion(+)/Inversion(—) IC —-82+38 —82+42 —83+35
Eversion(+)/Inversion(—) PEAK —94+39 —9.6 42 —92+£37
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) IC —-1.84+39 —154+4.0 —-2.04+39
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) PEAK —32+45 —29+46 —34+44
Knee

Flexion(+)/Extension(—) IC 15.1 +£5.0 15.0 +4.8 15.1 +5.2
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) PEAK 523+ 4.6 53.0+4.3 51.8 + 4.8

Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) IC 20+£29 1.6 £3.0 22+29
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Table 1. Cont.

Joint Kinematics at IC (°) and PEAK (°) Al(;l;lasygrs nj u(r:ci I;lza;yers Non-hz; uie;l)l’ layers
Adduction(+)/Abduction(— PEAK —094+4.0 —2.0+46 —0.1+34
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) IC 20+4.0 1.5+42 24+38
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) PEAK —10.0+44 —94+46 —104 + 4.3
Hip
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) IC 30.0 £ 6.9 301+75 30.0 = 6.6
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) PEAK 444 1+ 8.6 444+ 9.8 444+79
Adduction(+)/ Abduction(—) IC —-96+28 —10.0 £ 2.7 —94+30
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) PEAK 03+3.3 04+35 02+32
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) IC 48+45 48 +5.6 48 +3.8
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) PEAK —0.6+42 —1.1+49 —-02+37

SLDL, single-leg drop landing; IC, initial contact: first instance of ground-contact phase; PEAK, peak value: peak

value within the first 100 ms after IC; (°), degrees.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics (mean =+ standard deviation) for ankle, knee and hip kinematics during
the USSC of all players investigated according to their injury state (injured /non-injured).

Joint Kinematics at IC (') and PEAK () All Players Injured Players - Non-Injured Flayers
Ankle
Plantarflexion(+)/Dorsiflexion(—) IC —29492 —-1.7+11.1 —38+77
Plantarflexion(+)/Dorsiflexion(—) PEAK 33+65 47+ 69 24 +6.1
Eversion(+)/Inversion(—) IC —12.8 +£58 —13.0+ 6.0 —12.7+£57
Eversion(+)/Inversion(—) PEAK —22.04+49 —2224+53 —2194+47
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) IC 3.1+51 31+£59 31+45
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) PEAK —02+52 09+54 —1.0£5.0
Knee
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) IC 428 +12.1 38.6 +£12.3 456 +11.2
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) PEAK 56.6 £ 5.4 555+ 6.0 574+ 438
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) IC —1.14+43 —1.14+4.0 —1.14+46
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) PEAK —6.0+4.7 —6.2+47 —59+48
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) IC —71+£58 —6.1+64 —78=+53
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) PEAK —12.6 54 —11.5+5.8 —13.4+5.0
Hip
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) IC 66.7 = 8.9 64.0 = 10.7 68.5+7.0
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) PEAK 68.2 + 8.6 65.6 + 10.1 70.0+7.0
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) IC —71+44 —714+45 —724+43
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) PEAK —3.6 £4.6 —4.0+£47 —33+45
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) IC —26+47 —254+59 —2.74+37
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) PEAK 6.1+54 63+71 6.0+4.1

USSC, unanticipated side-step cutting; IC, initial contact: first instance of ground-contact phase; PEAK, peak
value: peak value within the first 100 ms after IC; (°), degrees.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics (mean =+ standard deviation) for ankle, knee and hip kinetics during the
SLDL and the USSC of all players investigated according to their injury state (injured /non-injured).

PEAK Joint Moments (Nimkg) All Players tnjured Players  Non-Injured Players
Ankle
Plantarflexion(+) /Dorsiflexion(—) SLDL —0.1+0.0 —0.1+0.0 —0.1+0.0
Plantarflexion(+)/Dorsiflexion(—) USSC 0.1+0.2 02+02 0.1+02
Eversion(+)/Inversion(—) SLDL —04+0.1 —04+0.1 —-04£0.1
Eversion(+)/Inversion(—) USSC —-03+0.1 —-03+0.1 —-03+0.1
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) SLDL —04+01 —04+0.1 —04+0.1
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) USSC —-0.1+0.1 —0.1+0.1 —0.1+£0.1
Knee
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) SLDL 25+04 25+04 25+04
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) USSC 22+05 23+05 22+£05
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) SLDL —-074+03 —074+03 —-074+03
Adduction(+)/ Abduction(—) USSC —-09+0.2 —0.8+0.2 —09+02
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) SLDL —0.1+0.1 —0.1+0.1 —-0.1£0.0
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) USSC —-03+0.2 —-03+03 —-03+02
Hip
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) SLDL 3.6 £0.6 37+06 3.6 £05
Flexion(+)/Extension(—) USSC 37+07 3.6+07 3.8+06
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) SLDL 1.0+0.2 1.0+0.2 1.0+0.2
Adduction(+)/Abduction(—) USSC 0.6 £0.3 0.6 £03 0.6 £03
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) SLDL —0.6+0.2 —-0.7+03 —0.6 £0.1
External Rotation(+)/Internal Rotation(—) USSC —0.6+0.2 —-0.7+03 —0.6 £0.1
PEAK vGRF (N/kg) Al(;l;laS}g;rs Inju(r:(i I;lza)yers Non-Ilz'1u£e?::E1 )Players
vGRF SLDL 384 +39 38.1+3.2 38.5+4.3
vGRF USSC 209 +25 208+ 1.8 209 + 2.8

USSC, unanticipated side-step cutting; SLDL, single-leg drop landing; vGREF, vertical ground reaction force; Nm,
newton meter; N, newton; kg, kilogram; PEAK, peak value: peak value within the first 100 ms after IC.

The decision tree model indicated the knee frontal plane angle PEAK, peak vGRF,
ankle frontal plane moment and knee transverse plane angle IC (in this hierarchical order)
for the single-leg landing task (see dendrogram in Figure 5) as important biomechanical
parameters to discriminate between injured and non-injured players. The hip sagittal plane
angle IC, ankle transverse plane angle PEAK and the hip sagittal plane moment (in this
hierarchical order) were indicated for the unanticipated cutting task (see dendrogram in
Figure 6).
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Figure 5. Decision tree model for the SLDL to discriminate between injured and non-injured players.
The number on the edge shows the optimal cut-off point ((°), Nm/kg or N/kg) to distinguish between
injured and non-injured players. For each cut, the node with more non-injured players appears on
the left and the node with more injured players appears on the right in the dendrogram. The lower
number in the leaf node indicates the proportion of the sample, whereas the upper number indicates
the proportion of the injured players in the node.

Hip sagittal plane angle IC
2 56

<56
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Ankle transverse plane angle PEAK
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0 0.33 0.56 0.89
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Figure 6. Decision tree model for the USSC to discriminate between injured and non-injured players.
The number on the edge shows the optimal cut-off point (either (°) or Nm/kg) to distinguish between
injured and non-injured players. For each cut, the node with more non-injured players appears on
the left and the node with more injured players appears on the right in the dendrogram. The lower
number in the leaf node indicates the proportion of the sample, whereas the upper number indicates
the proportion of the injured players in the node.
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The classification of the decision tree model for the single-leg landing task showed
a sensitivity of 0.70 and a specificity of 0.87. The relative risk was calculated as 3.5 (see
Table 4).

Table 4. A 2 x 2 contingency table for the decision tree model for the SLDL. The frequency distribution
of players that have been classified as injured or non-injured by the decision tree is displayed against
the frequency distribution of players that did or did not suffer an injury.

Decision Tree Classification SLDL

Injured Non-Injured
Injured 19 4
J True positive (TP) False positive (FP)
Injury Status 8 %

Non-Injured False negative (FN) True negative (TN)

The classification of the decision tree model for the unanticipated cutting task showed
a sensitivity of 0.68 and a specificity of 0.82. The relative risk was calculated as 3.1 (see
Table 5).

Table 5. A 2 x 2 contingency table for the decision tree model for the USSC. The frequency distribution
of players that have been classified as injured or non-injured by the decision tree is displayed against
the frequency distribution of players that did or did not suffer an injury.

Decision Tree Classification USSC

Injured Non-Injured
Injured 17 6
J True positive (TP) False positive (FP)
Injury Status 3 %

Non-Injured False negative (FN) True negative (TN)

4. Discussion

Understanding the movements and forces distributed throughout the lower limbs
during single-leg high-risk movements is required to understand potential biomechanical
injury risk factors. Multivariate analysis using a decision tree model indicated the knee
frontal plane angle PEAK, peak vGRF, ankle frontal plane moment and knee transverse
plane angle IC for the single-leg landing task as important biomechanical parameters to
discriminate between injured and non-injured players. The hip sagittal plane angle IC,
ankle transverse plane angle PEAK and hip sagittal plane moment were indicated for
the unanticipated cutting task. Players who were classified as injured according to the
decision tree model for the single-leg landing task and for the unanticipated cutting task
had a threefold increase in injury risk compared with those who were classified as non-
injured. The properties of the decision tree model for the single-leg landing task indicated
that the corresponding classification correctly identified 70% of injured players as being
injured, whereas the classification correctly identified 68% of injured players as such for
the unanticipated cutting task. In addition, the classification correctly identified 87% of
uninjured players as such for the single-leg landing task and 82% for the unanticipated
cutting task. Therefore, measuring ankle, knee and hip kinematics, as well as ankle and hip
kinetics, during single-leg high-risk movements provides good indication of injury risk in
elite youth soccer players.

To the best of our knowledge, the present study is the first to analyse kinematic and
kinetic parameters of the ankle, knee and hip via 3D motion analysis as injury risk factors
in elite youth soccer. There is currently a lack of evidence describing the kinematics and
kinetics of the lower extremities during landing and cutting tasks for elite youth soccer
players in general. In this respect, appropriate comparisons with previous studies are
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limited. Given the complexity of the decision tree results, we decided to discuss the cuts
of the decision tree optimisation and to discuss only the paths that predict the highest
probability of injury.

4.1. Single-Leg Landing Task

As aresult of numerous studies with mostly small samples, knee abduction has become
widely accepted as an undesirable movement pattern and injury risk factor [12,21,61]. The
investigation of knee abduction during jump-landing tasks is valuable for identifying the
non-contact injury risk for the knee joint and especially the ACL [12-14]. The results of
our prospective injury risk factor identification process confirm this finding. The peak
knee frontal plane angle was selected in the first cut of the decision tree optimisation
and served as the root node. The related leaf node included 16% of the players with
peak knee abduction angles greater than 4.1°, of whom 89% sustained an injury. At first,
the importance of the knee abduction angle was surprising, as only three of the twenty-
three injuries in this study affected the knee joint. In addition, only one injury could be
described as traumatic (ACL rupture); the other two were due to overuse (patellofemoral
pain). In general, a low number of knee injuries may be a consequence of successful
injury prevention programmes in the last decade, especially those focused on reducing
knee abduction (or dynamic valgus collapse; [62,63]). This notion is supported by the
fact that Hewett, Myer, Ford, Heidt, Colosimo, McLean, van den Bogert, Paterno and
Succop [12] found a 9° peak knee abduction angle in a landing task, whereas our data
showed only a 0.9° peak knee abduction angle, which seems insufficient to damage knee
structures [64]. However, we observed notably altered kinematics in the ACL-injured player
compared with the non-injured players. Specifically, the ACL-injured player demonstrated
a 15-fold higher peak knee abduction angle, and he was one of the players assigned to
the related node. In contrast to our study, Krosshaug et al. [65] found no association
between knee abduction kinematics and kinetics and the risk of ACL injury in their large
cohort study. In their meta-analyses, Cronstrom et al. [66] and Romero-Franco, Ortego-
Mate and Molina-Mula [64] did not find that the knee abduction angle at initial contact,
peak knee abduction angle and peak knee abduction moment were injury risk factors.
However, Krosshaug, Steffen, Kristianslund, Nilstad, Mok, Myklebust, Andersen, Holme,
Engebretsen and Bahr [65], Cronstrom, Creaby and Ageberg [66], and Romero-Franco,
Ortego-Mate and Molina-Mula [64] investigated only knee injuries, especially injuries
to the ACL. Additionally, Krosshaug, Steffen, Kristianslund, Nilstad, Mok, Myklebust,
Andersen, Holme, Engebretsen and Bahr [65] used a double-leg vertical drop jump. These
methodological differences make comparison with the present study difficult, because ACL
injuries have different underlying injury mechanisms than, for example, muscle injuries [67].
Further, double-leg actions may not fully represent athletes” neuromuscular strategies
during high-risk movements [25], and the dynamic multi-segmental malalignment patterns
may become more apparent during single-leg screening tests because of the absence of the
support of the contralateral leg and smaller base of support [26]. Interestingly, half of the
ankle injuries in the present study occurred within the related leaf node. Therefore, knee
abduction seems to be a critical kinematic variable for more than knee (and especially ACL)
injuries. This interpretation is supported by a prospective study by Powers et al. [68], who
found that weak hip abductor muscles predict ankle sprains in soccer players. Hip abductor
weakness has also been related to increased knee frontal plane motion. Associations
between hip abductor muscles and knee abduction were previously identified during
a single-leg squat test and a landing task [69,70]. More research is needed on how the
different elements (e.g., specific faulty movements or strength and postural control) of
clinically oriented screening tools predict future lower-extremity injuries in elite youth
soccer players.

The GRF is an important variable in biomechanical studies and presents an approxi-
mate measure of the external loading of the lower-extremity musculoskeletal system [71].
Peak vGRF was selected as the second splitting variable for the optimisation of the deci-
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sion tree. One normally expects players who experience more severe loading to be at an
increased risk of injury [72]. However, the optimisation of the decision tree showed that
the risk of suffering a non-contact lower-extremity injury was higher for players with a
lower vGRF. One potential explanation for the contrasting results could be that previous
research on vGRF and injury risk focused on knee loading [27,73], whereas the knee was
a rarely injured body part in the present study. Specifically, a stiff or low-flexion landing
contributes to greater knee loading and results in greater vGRF compared with a soft or
high-flexion landing [74]. A meta-analysis also showed no significant differences between
the GRF of individuals with lower limb stress fractures and those in the control groups [75].
Therefore, we speculate that a soft landing strategy results in a greater relative contribution
from the hip extensor to attenuate GRFs and that repetitive movements could exceed the
tolerance of these muscles, which are frequently injured in soccer.

The ankle frontal plane moment was selected as the third splitting variable to opti-
mise the decision tree. In principle, this classification showed that the risk of suffering a
non-contact lower-extremity injury was higher for players with a higher ankle inversion
moment. Koshino et al. [76] found that an internal rotated foot during a single-leg landing
increased the ankle inversion moment, which we can confirm with our results, as injured
players landed with a 9.6° internal rotated ankle. It has been frequently hypothesised
that contacting the ground in an increased inversion position could result in an ankle
sprain [77-79], which was the most frequently injured body part and injury type in the
present study. However, to date, little is known about the biomechanical abnormalities of
the ankle joint, especially in the frontal plane, in prospective injury risk studies.

Finally, the knee transverse plane angle at initial contact was selected as the fourth
splitting variable to optimise the decision tree. In principle, this classification showed that
the risk of suffering a non-contact lower-extremity injury was higher for players with a
higher knee external rotation angle. This is in line with previous research investigating ACL
injury risk and focusing on the “position of no return’ [80,81], which includes components of
tibial external rotation and knee valgus [82]. By contrast, Everard et al. [83] and Dai et al. [84]
emphasised the combined effects of less knee flexion and more significant knee internal
rotation on an increased risk of knee injuries. However, all these studies investigated only
knee injuries, especially those of the ACL, and therefore can only be compared with the
present study to a limited extent. Overall, the role of knee transverse plane kinematics
as injury risk factors in single-leg landings should be thoroughly investigated in future
studies with larger sample sizes.

4.2. Unanticipated Cutting Task

During dynamic tasks, downward momentum of the body is stopped by flexing the
joints of the lower limb after foot—ground contact to absorb the GRFs [85,86]. The need to
attenuate and redirect forces in the sagittal plane is important, especially when changing
direction [87,88]. The capability of appropriate joint flexion to absorb the generated kinetic
energy and thus mitigate stress on passive structures, such as ligaments and tendons,
has been discussed intensively [19,22,89]. This discussion is supported by a substantial
body of evidence showing that sagittal plane factors contribute to acute and overuse
injuries [12,90,91]. In line with these findings, the hip sagittal plane angle at initial contact
was selected for the first cut in the present study to optimise the decision tree and serve as
the root node. This showed that the risk of suffering a non-contact lower-extremity injury
was higher for players with a lower hip flexion angle. The related leaf node included 16% of
the players with a hip flexion angle of less than 59° at initial contact, 89% of whom sustained
an injury. We assume that increased hip-joint stiffness reflects a compensating hip-dominant
movement strategy during the USSC task, which has been identified in individuals in
the chronic stages of lateral ankle sprains, a common injury in youth soccer [1,2]. A
compensatory redistribution of the load within the limbs occurs in non-injured players to
increase their reliance on the proximal joints and absorb the impact forces, thus protecting
the ankle from injury [92]. The association between increased hip-joint stiffness and



Biomechanics 2022, 2

294

increased injury risk is supported by the selection of the hip sagittal plane moment as the
third splitting variable for the optimisation of the decision tree. This showed that the risk
of suffering a non-contact lower-extremity injury was higher for players with a lower hip
flexion moment. This finding supports our conclusion that a high-risk posture in the USSC
task for lower-extremity injuries includes hip-joint stiffness in the sagittal plane.

The peak ankle transverse plane angle was selected as the second splitting variable for
the optimisation of the decision tree. This indicates that the risk of suffering a non-contact
lower-extremity injury was higher for players with a greater ankle external rotation angle.
The selection of the ankle transverse plane angle seems surprising, as researchers have
demonstrated that the primary sagittal plane motion of the ankle is associated with injuries
to the ankle, Achilles tendon and plantar-flexor muscles [22,93,94]. However, our results
are supported by an overview of sub-optimal cutting techniques by Donelon, Dos’Santos,
Pitchers, Brown and Jones [87]. An outwardly rotated foot has been shown to lead to
increased susceptibility to eversion and pronation, which could also lead to knee abduction
and tibial external rotation [87], which describes the “position of no return” introduced
by Ireland [80]. Overall, the role of ankle kinematics and kinetics as injury risk factors in
single-leg high-risk movements should be investigated thoroughly in future studies that
include larger sample sizes.

4.3. Practical Applications

In a targeted and successful injury prevention model, understanding why an injury
occurs and the extent to which the occurrence of the injury is the result of a non-linear inter-
action between multiple risk factors is important [58,95,96]. Using the CART method [57],
a decision tree was optimised, in which not only were risk factors identified using a mul-
tivariate procedure (as in previous research), but their interactions were also captured at
the same time that practice-relevant cut-off values were determined, which is somewhat
unique in injury prevention research. The resulting tree structure has a natural visualisation
through its paths and nodes and thus a good data interpretability. Therefore, the use of the
decision tree model and the identified cut-off values will allow practitioners and coaches
to determine the injury risks of their players and enable customised injury prevention
programmes to be provided as part of each player’s daily training schedule. It has been
shown that injury prevention programmes have the potential to change faulty motion
patterns in single-leg movement, which results in a decreased injury risk [97-99] and de-
creased injury rates [100,101]. This is supported by several reviews and meta-analyses on
the effects of multicomponent exercise prevention programmes for effective injury risk
reduction [102-106].

4.4. Limitations

A limitation of all laboratory studies is that one cannot conclude how the measured
movement patterns relate to the biomechanics of real soccer-specific movements [49].
However, we added an unanticipated stimulus to the cutting task that may more closely
simulate the kinematics and kinetics that the lower extremities experience during soccer-
specific movements, as there is limited time for a player to make postural adjustments [30].
Accordingly, the unanticipated cutting protocol in the present study was not easy to
standardise, as all athletes used their preferred cutting technique. However, the resulting
variation in side-step cutting techniques likely reflects the variation in the cutting techniques
used during active gameplay [30,49].

While biomechanical analyses of cutting have focused primarily on manoeuvres per-
formed at lower degrees (e.g., 45°), research suggests that cutting to larger angles results in
different lower-extremity biomechanics and higher knee loading in male athletes [107,108].
However, we had the players cut at an angle of approximately 45° to be consistent with the
methods used in comparable studies (e.g., Pollard et al., 2007; Jeong et al., 2021).
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It has been shown that jump and cutting speed affect lower-extremity biomechan-
ics [109]. As we used a drop landing task, the jump height could not be used as a perfor-
mance parameter.

Each injury was weighted equally, regardless of its occurrence during the season. As
the physical performance level of the players has a tendency to deteriorate over the season
and the overall level of fatigue may accumulate, the injury risk has to be evaluated during
the time more closely preceding the injury event [110,111]. Therefore, a single preseason
evaluation of players has limited value in predicting injury risk throughout the season
because of the changing nature of the risk factor profile, and there is a need for multiple
assessments throughout the season. Solely screening players in a non-fatigued state may
not accurately identify those individuals whose movement patterns deteriorate towards
the end of a match, affecting their relative risk of injury. Furthermore, changes in injury
risk at different stages of the development of youth soccer players seem probable [112].

Knee joint angle measurements taken from skin-mounted markers are challenged by
problems such as skin motion and soft-tissue artefacts. Consequently, in our calculations,
we applied a method in which the marker coordinates of each trial were mathematically
optimised to improve their compliance with rigid body assumptions [113]. Despite the well-
known problems in calculating accurate joint kinematics, particularly for the transverse
plane, the applied method is currently considered the gold standard approach for the
non-invasive calculation of 3D joint kinematics.

Notwithstanding the many advantages of the decision tree (e.g., illustration of inter-
actions and determination of cut-off scores), because of the underlying database, a sharp
distinction between at-risk and non-at-risk players on the basis of the cut-off score must be
treated with caution. Care should be taken when interpreting the present results, especially
practice-relevant cut-off scores.

Furthermore, the primary purpose of the study was to investigate between-group
differences. However, taking into account that soccer players are exposed to asymmetric
musculoskeletal loading because of their dominant and non-dominant legs is important.

Taking all these limitations into account, the association between larger cutting angles
and the risk of injury should be considered in further research. Additionally, the approach
speed (m/s) in the unanticipated side-step cutting task should be determined and injury risk
analyses of inter-subject differences should be conducted between injured and non-injured
legs and between dominant and non-dominant legs. Finally, the number and distribution of
injuries did not allow for in-depth analyses by subgroups, such as by type of injury, which
could be beneficial for more detailed injury prevention programmes. Therefore, larger
samples are required in future research. Finally, the occurrence of an injury represents a
complex systemic reaction that includes not only biomechanical or neuromuscular risk
factors but also psychological risk factors [95]. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is
categorised as a trauma disorder, and symptoms are a direct result of a severe injury [114].
However, the extent to which severe injuries in youth soccer players can lead to PTSD,
which in turn influences future movement patterns during high-risk movements, is still
not well-known.

5. Conclusions

This research suggests that assessing ankle, knee, and hip kinematics as well as ankle
and hip kinetics during single-leg high-risk movements can provide a good indication
of injury risk in elite youth soccer players. These preliminary results may have practical
implications for future directions in injury risk screening and for planning and developing
customised training programmes to counteract intrinsic injury risk factors. An enhanced
understanding of the associated coupled lower-extremity joint kinematics and kinetics in
all movement planes may help determine distinct movement strategies that can decrease
lower-extremity injury risk in elite youth soccer players. However, the role of lower-
extremity biomechanics as injury risk factors in single-leg high-risk movements should be
thoroughly investigated in future studies with larger sample sizes.
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