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Snow Sports Injury Prevention: Physical Conditioning and Proper Equipment are Keys to Safety 
GREENWICH, CT – Each year hundreds of thousands of winter sports fans rush to the slopes as soon as the first snow falls, but most of them do little to get themselves ready for the physical demands of skiing and snowboarding. Even the best of athletes will suffer when under-prepared muscles meet the extreme stresses of winter sports activity for the first time in many months.

According to Steven Hindman, M.D. of Orthopaedic and Neurosurgery Specialists (ONS) in Greenwich, CT, there is a lot you can do to avoid the common aches and more serious strains to joints and muscles that may occur after a day or two of skiing. “On their first day of skiing or boarding, most people go from their car straight to the ski lift without so much as a single stretch,” says Hindman. “It doesn’t make much sense. Skiing requires the use of certain muscles and muscle groups that are used very little the rest of the year. If you don’t prepare by strengthening and stretching muscles, you’re going to feel it. More importantly, you’re putting yourself at greater risk for injury. Conditioning your body can help reduce the risk.”  

“Ideally, strengthening and conditioning should begin two to three months prior to the first trip up the mountain, but if you’ve passed that point, start a program now,” says Hindman, who has treated numerous skiing and snowboarding injuries over the past 20 years. “Your body will still benefit,” says Chalon Lefebvre, PT and ONS Physical Therapy Clinical Manager, who recommends finding a training and conditioning program geared toward the winter mountain sports. “The major leg muscles work the hardest when skiing or snowboarding. Conditioning should consist of a combination of building muscular endurance and strength to maintain good balance and resist fatigue throughout a day of activity. Exercises should focus on strengthening thighs, hamstrings, calves and hips, while improving flexibility and stamina. Yoga, which develops strength, flexibility, balance and breathing works well for many people,” she adds. “Pilates, a deep muscle exercise system can improve core body strength and flexibility.”
An additional factor in injury prevention according to Dr. Hindman, is equipment. “Using quality equipment that fits your body and ability level can make a big difference in ski safety,” he says. “Advances in ski bindings provide more protection against injuries because they release at more angles than earlier bindings, making the investment in the latest technology worth considering. However no matter how new your equipment, improperly set bindings can cause injury to the best skier when they fail to release at a critical moment during a fall. If the binding holds on to the ski too long, the knees are more likely to be injured. Recent studies done by a team of physicians in France suggest that the customary standards for settings may be too high. We expect to hear new recommendations for settings regarding gender, weight, size and level of ability when studies are completed. In the meantime, make sure your binding tensions are adjusted on a regular basis.        
Improvements in ski equipment and binding technology have resulted in a decrease in leg injuries over the past 20 years. However, the overall number of ski and snowboard injuries has not declined. Doctors are seeing an increase in wrist, shoulder and collarbone injuries, partially attributed to the types of accidents more common to snowboarders.


An injury particularly feared by skiers is a torn ACL or anterior cruciate ligament. One of four ligaments in the knee, the ACL is the most frequently injured body part in skiing, often caused when a skier tries to recover from a fall where his weight drops backward over the ski tails. This causes the muscles on the front of the thighs to contract dramatically. The ankle is held in place by the rigid boot and the backward weight shift triggers the skies to shoot forward. Tension on the ACL can cause it to rupture, an injury that usually requires surgery and a lengthy recuperation at best.  “Accurately adjusted bindings can make a big difference here,” says Dr. Hindman. “If the boot releases from the binding in time, the tension on the ACL is relieved too.  “Conditioning can play an important role in prevention. Evenly strengthening the upper and lower leg muscles will help stabilize the knee when the skier encounters a stress situation involving involuntary shifts and impulsions.”
Last but not least is fatigue, the most common cause of accidents according to Dr. Hindman. “Most injuries happen on the second day of a ski trip when muscles reach a high degree of fatigue and become weakened. If you get tired, stop,” he says. 

Snow Sport injury prevention tips
· Condition your body - It is best to begin conditioning eight to ten weeks before you head to the slopes but it is never too late. Power walking, cycling or other cardiovascular workout are a good way to start. 

· Check equipment - Ski boots should fit snugly and comfortably. Bindings should be adjusted and ski edges sharpened by a professional.

· Warm up – Simple stretches will help your body wake up and will help with coordination and balance.

· Ski and snowboard at your level- Take a lesson. The best way to become proficient at either sport is to learn from a professional who can teach not only how to ski or snowboard, but also injury prevention techniques. The National Safety Council recommends that even experienced skiers or snowboarders should take a refresher lesson or two at the start of the season.  

· Begin slowly - Don’t ski for six hours on the first day out. Take breaks and listen to your body. If you are getting tired or something begins to ache, take a break to assess the situation or call it a day.  

· Drink plenty of fluids and don’t let your body get dehydrated, which can contribute to fatigue.

· Ski responsibly. Most injuries are a result of a fall, so ski in control. The National Ski Safety Initiative created “Your responsibility Code” in 2000 to help keep people safe when enjoying the ski slopes. If you don’t know it, visit www.nsc.org/skisafe.htm. 

Orthopaedic and Neurosurgery Specialists is the largest multi-specialty orthopaedic and neurosurgery practice in Fairfield and Westchester counties. ONS physicians provide expertise in all musculoskeletal conditions and injuries, sports medicine, minimally invasive orthopaedic and spine and brain surgery, joint replacement and trauma. The main office is located at 6 Greenwich Office Park on Valley Road, Greenwich, CT. For more information, please visit www.onsmd.com or call (203) 869-1145.
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