Giving an "Off Season" to Cheerleaders Can Reduce Injury 
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When it comes to sporting events, "taking the field" may also mean, to a cheerleader, putting one's health at risk. No longer a male-dominated, sideline activity, cheerleading has evolved into a front and center sport -- but it is not often recognized as the physically demanding sport that it has become today, according to PAMF pediatrician and sports medicine physician Sally Harris.

In October 2002, Dr. Harris gave a presentation on cheerleading injuries at the American Academy of Pediatrics National Convention in Boston. Subsequently, her topic generated international coverage in both print and television media, and helped to raise awareness of the frequency and severity of cheerleading injuries as part of the often misunderstood, yet physically demanding, sport.

"In the last 10 to 20 years, cheerleading has become a very organized, extracurricular and competitive sport, which requires a high level of gymnastics maneuvers, such as pyramids, partner stunts, tumbling and more," Dr. Harris said. "Yet, for all its physical demands, cheerleading is not recognized by most schools for its athletic feats, and doesn't get the appropriate facilities, coaching, equipment and other perks that other athletes get.

"In cheerleading, we see a higher rate of more serious injuries in comparison to other sports. Cheerleading needs to get the same level of attention by professionals, schools and coaches in order to prevent these injuries."

As part of the evolution of cheerleading, universal standards and safety guidelines were first developed in the 1980s. National cheerleading competitions for junior and senior high school and collegiate squads are now commonplace. Eighty-five colleges offer scholarships, and the highly competitive sport includes 3 to 5 million cheerleaders nationally, who undergo year- round training, competitions, and even cheerleading camps starting at age five.

According to Dr. Harris, the physical requirements for cheerleading are comparable to those of gymnastics and ballet. "Schools often place high demands on cheerleaders to perform all year, yet because cheerleading is not often viewed as a sport, cheerleaders lack the support and privileges afforded to other varsity athletes. This can result in catastrophic injuries," she said.

"In fact, several studies that have compared cheerleading with other sports have found a relatively low risk of injury, but more severe, and more days lost per injury in cheerleading than any other sport."

Risk factors in cheerleading injuries include inadequate conditioning, insufficient supervision, difficult stunts, inappropriate surfaces and equipment, and no "off season."

Dr. Harris explained that prevention of injuries should include conditioning to increase flexibility and strength, better equipment, such as appropriate shoes, and practicing on mats or pads. "Coaches also need to be trained in gymnastics skills, proper technique, proper spotting and a gradual progression of skills, as well as having good medical care and emergency plans in order to prevent injury to cheerleaders," she said.

