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Abstract

The aim of this study was to gather players” own experiences of how their injuries
occurred and thereby draw a greater picture of the circumstances involved in ACL injuries
occurring in elite female football. The data were collected via structured interviews on an online
tool called Phonic where the players recorded their answers in audio. Thematic analysis was done
and resulted in three main themes: (1) The perceived reason why, (2) The day of the injury, and
(3) The everyday life before the injury. The primary conclusions that were drawn were that there
are more factors and circumstances that are perceived to influence the occurrence of ACL injuries
and that the time before both during the day but also for a longer time before is perceived to have
a crucial impact. Implications that the study contributed to is a new perspective and knowledge
on ACL injuries among elite female football players that coaches and other leaders can use within
the medicine- and performance team so that the result may in the future prevent and reduce ACL
injuries.

Keywords: elite female football players, anterior cruciate ligament injuries, risk factors,

psychological factors and experiences.
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Sammanfattning

Syftet med studien var att samla in spelares egna erfarenheter om hur deras skador
uppstod och darigenom ge en béttre bild av omstéandigheterna kring korsbandsskador som
intraffar inom kvinnlig elitfotboll. Data samlades in via strukturerade intervjuer pa ett online
verktyget, Phonic, dar spelarna fick spela in sina svar i ljudform. Tematisk analys gjordes och
resulterade i tre huvudteman: (1) Den upplevda orsaken till varfor, (2) Dagen for skadan och (3)
Vardagen fore skadan. De primdra slutsatserna som drogs var att det finns flera faktorer och
omstandigheter som upplevs paverka att framre korsbandsskador intraffar och att tiden fore bade
under dagen men aven under en langre tid innan upplevs ha en avgérande betydelse.
Implikationer som studien bidragit till &r ett nytt perspektiv och kunskap om korsbhandsskador
bland kvinnliga elitfotbollsspelare som kan anvéndas av tranare och andra ledare inom medicin-
och prestations teamet sa att resultatet i framtiden kan forebygga och minska korsbandsskador.

Nyckelord: kvinnliga elitfotbollsspelare, framre korsbandsskador, riskfaktorer,

psykologiska faktorer och upplevelser.



“You had a lot of thought and feelings in your body”: A qualitative study about elite female
football players own experiences of their ACL injuries

Today, 16.6 million females play organized football (soccer), a 24% growth since 2019.
In addition, there are 3.9 million registered female players and 19.064 professional female
players globally (FIFA, 2023). Female football is the area within the sport that has the most
growth opportunities, and it is a prioritized area within the Fédération Internationale de Football
Association (FIFA, w.y.).

The biggest sport in the world comes with risks for injury, an Anterior Cruciate
Ligament (ACL) injury is considered one of the most severe ones that can occur during a career
(Volpi et al., 2016S). ACL injuries are the second most common knee ligament injury among
typical elite female football team could count on approximately 0.7 ACL injuries during a
season (Hallén et al., 2024). Females are shown to have two to three times the risk of an ACL
injury compared with male football players (Waldén et al., 2011).

In the human knee, there are two cruciate ligaments, the anterior cruciate ligament and
the posterior cruciate ligament, which has the purpose of stabilizing the knee and holding the
femur together with the tibia and calf. It is usually the anterior cruciate ligament that is damaged
and which, in the event of an injury, usually breaks completely or partially. Twisting your knee
severely is the most common cause of an injured cruciate ligament and occurs mainly in the
practice of sports such as football and downhill skiing (Martinez, 2022). In football, it is most
common for the ACL injury to occur in a non-contact situation, situations that include for
example: landing from a jump in or near full extension, change of direction, pivoting with the
knee near full extension, cutting maneuvers combined with deceleration, and a planted foot

(Alentorn-Geli et al., 2009).



The majority of ACL injuries are non-contact injuries and of those which are direct
contact injuries the majority involves being tackled. Three primary situations for the
indirect/non-contact ACL injuries are: (1) when the player went for defensive action, to either
go up to press or go into tackle, (2) regaining balance after kicking, and (3) indirect contact
while being tackled. In addition to this the majority of the non-contact injuries occurred in the
first half of the match (Lucarno et al., 2021).

Football players have a bigger chance of reinjury than non-football players, there is no
significant difference between graft tear versus contralateral tear (Allen et al., 2016). The
chances of a second ACL injury, graft tear or contralateral tear, are more common for those
who return to competitive football after their first injury than those who does not. Female
football players have an enhanced risk of both contralateral and graft retear compared with
other athletes, graft tears tend to occur within the first year after returning to the sport while
contralateral tears occur later. Age are, in addition to this, associated with graft tear, the older
the player, the greater the chance of a graft tear (Allen et al., 2016).

Most of the injuries happen in non-contact situations is identifying risk factors of value
and if risk factors can be identified, prevention strategies can evolve and the risk of injuries may
increase (Mancino et al., 2024). Alentorn-Geli et al. (2009) conducted a review of the literature
with a focus on mechanisms and risk factors for non-contact ACL injury among football
players. They conclude that it is a combination of several risk factors rather than an isolated one
that is thought to influence the chance of sustaining an ACL injury. External factors like dry
weather conditions and artificial turf increase the risk of non-contact ACL injury (Alentorn-Geli
et al., 2009). Players' strength in core and hamstrings, but also strength and size of the ACL, can
affect the risk of a non-contact ACL injury among football players (Alentorn-Geli et al., 2009).

In addition to this are there physiological factors that are specific for females and are relevant



concerning non-contact ACL injuries. Sex hormones that contribute to a decreased motor
coordination and the preovulatory phase of the menstrual cycle in females not using oral
contraceptives tend to be risk factors (Alentorn-Geli et al., 2009).

Physiological, biomechanical and psychological demands is something that is related to
elite sport and having difficulties coping with these demands tends to increase the risk of
getting injured (Johnson, 2021). A number of the demands and factors that have an influence on
the injury risk are psychological and daily hassles and negative life-events stress are two broad
psychological stressors that may increase the risk of injury (Solingard et al., (2016). It is
empirically proven that there is a relationship between psychosocial aspects and sport injuries
(Johnason, 2007). History of stressors, stress responses, the internal factor of personality
aspects such as anxiety and behavior in relation to cognitive constructions are factors that are,
more or less, vulnerable to occurrence of injury (Ivarsson et al., 2017).

Ivarsson et al. (2019) conducted a qualitative study aimed at investigating elite female
football players' perception of emotions, cognitions, and behaviors in relation to sociocultural
factors and intra- and interpersonal aspects of sporting experiences before their ACL injury.
The result displayed numerous factors that could have been affecting the risk of an ACL injury.
Being mentally and physiologically exhausted prior to injury occurrence is one risk factor,
deficient relationship with teammates and coaches together with an extra job alongside the sport
were factors that influenced the exhaustion. Another risk factor was pressure from teammates
and coaches that affected the players' emotions, cognitions and behaviors. The relation to
previous injuries, not being physically or psychologically healed from the last injury with
emotions like: fear, anxiety, stress reactions and worries, is a risk factor for new injuries.

(Ilvarsson et al., 2019).



The five most importantly perceived internal risk factors according to McCall et al.
(2015) are: (1) previous injury, (2) accumulated fatigue, (3) muscle imbalance, (4) physical
fitness, and (5) balance/coordination. The five most importantly perceived external risk factors
are: (1) reduced recovery time between matches, (2) training load in clubs before the World
Cup, (3) training load during World Cup and congested match schedule, (4) number of matches
played during club season and poor pitch quality, and (5) recovery facilities (McCall et al.,
2015). In addition to this female athletes' social pressures and lifestyle which include a higher
prevalence of unhealthy dietary behaviors, sports specialization, low self-esteem, lack of sleep,
substance use and abuse, depression and anxiety trends affect the risk of becoming injured
(Elliot et al., 2010).

Unlike American football players, football players are not at a greater risk of injuring
the ACL on artificial turf (Balaz et al., 2014). Thus natural grass has less rotational traction
characteristics than artificial grass (Villwock et al., 2009). When it comes to shoes, the torque
or rotational stiffness does not precede the cleat pattern, on the other hand, the material from
which the upper side of the shoe is made of can have an impact (Villwock et al., 2009).
According to Lusion et al. (2018) is there a greater chance of getting injured when playing
midfielder and wearing shoes with circular cleats. Thomson (2020) concludes that since females
are at greater risk of sustaining an ACL injury, female football boots that fit the female foot
anatomy should be prioritized by the manufacturers.

According to Allen et al. (2016), there is a small amount of research conducted on elite
female football players. Research on ACL injuries in football is lacking, despite the fact that the
phenomenon is common in the sport, it is lacking both in quantity, evidence and contradictory
results, hence the need for more research within the area (Volpi et al., 2016). Although ACL

injuries are common among female football players, they are less studied in this area (Martinez-



Lagunas et al., 2014). Accordning to Martinez-Lagunas et al. (2014) the demand for research
evolves and future research should focus on female players and contexts such as pregnancy,
menstrual cycle, usage of contraceptive pills, lactation, and especially risks of head and knee
injury. Alentorn-Geli et al. (2009) means that more research in general is needed to get a clearer
picture of the various risk factors for an ACL injury and the actual impact on football players.

The current study believes that the choice of using a qualitative method will give
another perspective in comparison to the previous quantitative research that has been done. In
addition to this, is the idea that the chosen method will bring out new important knowledge
about risk factors when the players' own experiences are presented. ACL injuries may be
reduced if risk factors can be identified so that preventive strategies can develop (Mancino et
al., 2024). This is something that the current study with its choosen method hopes to generate.
New and more knowledge about the are and contributing to identify risk factors that may, in the
future, contribute to preventing and reducing the number of ACL injuries in elite female
football. The result from this study would be of importance for coaches, performance- and
medical staff to have in mind for future ACL injury prevention.

This study is part of a larger research project and is therefore based on the same research
aim. The aim of this study is to gather players” own experiences of how their injuries occurred
and thereby draw a greater picture of the circumstances involved in ACL injuries occurring in
elite female football.

Methodology
Ontological and Epistemological Positions

Due to the fact that the aim of the current study is to find out the participants' thoughts,

experiences and stories about their ACL injuries, a qualitative method with structured

interviews and an inductive approach were chosen. The interview is a great design to create



conversations that enable the participants to tell their stories and experiences what they think is
meaningful, it is a source of knowledge regarding experience and meaning (Smith & Sparkes,
2019). Structured interviews are also beneficial becouse they are easy to administer (Howitt &
Cramer, 2020), which is necessary in the current study where the interviews are conducted
online.

Ontology refers to how the world is constituted (Allwood & Eriksson, 2017), the current
study has an approach of ontological relativism. Ontological relativism implies that reality is
entirely dependent on human interpretation, what we know and what is real depends on time,
context and where the knowledge is produced (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Relativism implies that
there are multiple realities due to the attitude that there are many subjective realities depending
on the individual's perception and context (Allwood & Eriksson, 2017). Ontological relativism
fits the current study because it wants to take part in different realities in the participants'
stories.

Epistemology is about knowledge, what legitimate knowledge is, and what it is possible
to know (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The current study has a social constructionism epistemology
approach. Social constructionism considers knowledge to be created by social interactions and
communication processes (Allwood & Eriksson, 2017). Knowledge is objective and related to
the existing social world, it is a result of human perceptions and understandings with the created
knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2013). According to social constructionism, there is not one truth
or one knowledge but there are several truths and knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2013). This is
aligned with the aim and chosen method for the current study which hopes to generate
knowledge together with the participants and their experiences and stories.

With the epistemology and ontology approach in mind, the personal values, knowledge

and experience from the author can not be disregarded from the result and will be considered
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and discussed. The author of the current study has a degree of bachelor of social science with a
major in psychology, speaks fluent Swedish and has very good knowledge of the language
English and in addition to this a lot of experience when it comes to football. The author plays
football herself and without this present season, she has 17 seasons as a player, of which five of
them were in a female elite club as an academy player, and six of them at senior level. In
addition to this, the author has some experience of being a coach and referee for juniors in the
sport. The author has never had an ACL injury herself but has been with several teammates who
have suffered the injury and thus has external experience in terms of stories and observations of
the ACL injury.

Participants

To recuit participant a quota sample was conducted, which means that participants that
were suitable for the current study were choosen and recuited (Howitt & Cramer, 2020). The
recruitment was done in a way where female elite football players, teams, associations and
unions were contacted and informed about the study, thus they were asked to share the study
with potential participants. The inclusion requirements for this study was that the participants
had to be over 18 years old and female. In addition, they must be elite football players with a
history of sustaining an ACL injury while playing football. Elite in this study is defined to be a
player who plays in one of the world's top leagues in female football.

The number of participants for the current study was based on saturation, which
according to Smith and Sparkes (2019) means that the collected data starts to become repetitive.
With the chosen analysis method, the sample size is not decisive, the key thing is that the
collected data leads to patterns that are meaningful, important and have a story to tell (Braun et
al., 2016). In this study 8 players participated, they were given other names in order to keep

them anonymous. In table 1 below, the participants' descriptive data is presented.



Table 1

Participant characteristics

Number of

Name  ACL injuries Timesince Age

Johanna 1 57 months 17

Fanny 1 36 months 15
Elsa 1 54 months 22
Julia 1 24 months 16
Ella 2 108 months 19
Sara 1 96 months 25
Sofie 3 8 months 28
Nellie 2 96 months 25

Position

Center
Midfielder
Attacking
Midfielder
Full back /
Wing back
Full back /
Wing back.

Striker/
Forward.
Attacking
Midfielder

Full back /
Wing back

Attacking
Midfielder

League

F19 Allsvenskan,

Sweden
Division 2,
Sweden

College soccer,
USA

Elite Clubs
National League,
USA
Damallsvenskan,
Sweden

Base e
professional,
Brazil

Brasileirdo Série
Al, Feminino,
Brazil
Primeira divisao
brasileirdo, Brazil

Note. All data is based on the participants' most recent ACL injury.

Preferred
kicking leg

Right
Right
Right

Both

Left

Both

Left

Both

Injured leg  Occurrence

Right
Left
Right

Right

Right

Right

Right

Both

Contact

Non contact

Non contact

Non contact

Non contact

11

Event
Game
Game
Game

Game

Training

Non contact Training

Non contact

Non contact

Training

Game
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Ethics and Procedure

Since the current study is part of a larger research project, this study was approved by
the St Mary's University Ethics Committee to implement. The current study follows the same
ethical guidelines and has the same method as the larger research project. Ethical guidelines
from St Mary's University have been followed, guidelines regarding, among other things,
information letters, consent forms and confidentiality. The information letter contained an
invitation, an explanation of the purpose of the study, information about whom and why the
research is carried out, why they have been contacted, participation and dropouts, possible
benefits and risks of participating, and confidentiality.

Participation in the study is voluntary, the participants have the option to drop out at any
time during the survey, if they have not completed the whole survey, they will not be included
in the results. In addition to this, the participants also have the opportunity to drop out after the
survey is completed by contacting those who are responsible for the study.

The participation in this study is confidential. Only those responsible for the study will
have access to the original material. The material will be deleted as soon as the study is
compiled and the data is no longer needed. Potential risks for participating in the study are few,
one might be that the participants are asked to answer questions about difficult situations that
could contribute to an increased feeling of stress and discomfort.

When the study was approved by the St Mary's University Ethics Committee an
interview guide was created to then compile the survey on an online tool called Phonic (GDPR
protected). The online tool was chosen to enable a large amount of data from a high number of
participants which were of importance primary for the bigger project which this study is
connected to. A pilot interview was conducted and minor adjustments were made, to create the

best possible conditions for receiving data in line with the aim of the study. When the survey
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was ready to publish the link for the survey was shared. The participants conducted the survey
on a technical device, all eight participants answered on their phones.

The survey is based on interviews where the participants were asked to answer various
questions regarding the occurrence of their ACL injury. Participants answer the questions by
either checking boxes, writing shorter answers in text or recording verbally. The aim of the
survey was to give the opportunity to the players to tell their stories and experiences regarding
the occurrence of their ACL injuries. Therefore the participants were asked to provide the
answeres to the main questions in an audio recording, enabling them to provide a more in depth
reply. The survey was available in five different languages (Danish, Polish, Italian, Brazilian
Portuguese, and English). All films were in English with subtitles approved by experts in the
field, using their native language. Participants were asked to respond in the language which they
felt most comfortable in.

It took in average 16:24 minutes for the participants to complete the survey. After the
participants had finished the survey the answers were transcribed, in total 29 pages were
transcribed. In order to successfully transcribe the collected data, google translate was used as
an instrument to translate the answers that were not in English or Swedish. Then the analysis
process where started, to then produce a result, a discussion and a conclusion.

Survey Guide

The survey started with a welcome, followed by the information letter and consent form.

An introduction movie followed by background questions answered in text form, main

questions answered in audio recordings and ending questions answered in text form.

The survey strated with a introduction film were an elite female fotball player welcomes

the participants, followed by seven background questions, answered by checking boxes or short
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answers in writing. One example of a background question is: What position did you play when
your (most recent) ACL injury happened?

Next, seven main questions, asked in video formats recorded by the same elite female
football player who recorded the introduction film. To minimize missunderstandings the
questions were available in textformat, in order to reach the answer that is requested and favor
the validity of the study. The participants answerd by recording an audio recording. The main
questions were divided into three main areas: the injury, the day of the injury, and the
appearance of everyday life the time before the injury. One example of a question within the
area "the injury” was: Talk us through the moment you got injured, anything that you think is
important for us to better understand how the injury happened. An example of a question within
the area “the day of the injury” is: Do you feel like any special emotions, life events, or
experiences could have contributed to the injury happening? If so, can you tell us why? And
lastly an example of a question within the area “the appearance of everyday life the time before
the injury”: What was life like? Both inside and outside football, in the two months leading up
to your injury?

The survey was concluded with three ending questions which were asked and answered
in text form. An example of such a question is: Do you have anything else you would like to
mention related to how you got your ACL injury?

Data Analysis

In the present study, reflexive Thematic Analysis (TA) was chosen to analyze the
collected data. According to Clarke and Braun (2017), TA is about identifying and developing
patterns in the collected data and describing the importance and meaning of these (Braun et al.,
2016). One thing that characterizes TA is its flexibility, TA is partly not firmly connected to any

theoretical framework, but it is also flexible when it comes to design in the form of data
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collection and sample size (Braun et al, 2016; Clarke and Braun, 2017). This is something that
makes TA suitable for the current study which does not use the most common method of
collecting data. Another reason why TA is suitable for the current study is because Braun et al.
(2016) means that TA is a good approach to analyzing people's experiences linked to a chosen
research area, which is in line with the aim of the study to give the players voice back. A third
reason why TA is considered the appropriate analysis method for the current study is that TA
considers the analysis to be an active process where it is produced by the person who analyzes a
combination of that person's experiences, knowledge and assumptions in relation to the
collected data and not just there to be discovered. This is in line with the epistemology of the
study.

TA is a six-phase design with aim to develop patterns across the collected data. The
process between these six phases is not a completely straight and clear path forward, instead, it is
this active process that requires its detours were you go back and forth between the phases to
create the analysis (Braun et al., 2016). The six phases are: familiarization, coding, theme
development, refinement, naming and writing up (Braun et al., 2016).

Familiarization is the first phase of TA and is about immersing and getting well-known
with the collected data. This, becoming familiar, is achieved by reading the data over and over
again (Braun et al., 2016). In this current study, this phase started during the transcription,
followed by the data being read again and again here in this phase but also throughout the entire
analysis process.

The second phase is coding, which is a significant step in TA since it is a crucial step for
the upcoming phases, especially theme development. To be familiar with the data facilitates this
phase (Braun et al., 2016). Something that is interesting and that is considered significant within

the data is defined as a code. Codes can be either latent or semantic. Coding involves reading
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the data thoroughly and taging parts of that data that might be relevant to the aim of the study
(Braun et al., 2016). This is what has been done in the current study, the data was read
thoroughly and both semantic and latent codes were identified and tagged.

The third phase, theme development, together with the fourth and the fifth phases is the
primary analysis part within TA (Braun et al., 2016). This phase involves organizing, sorting
and clustering codes into different potential themes. Developing themes is to generate patterns
in the coded content patterns that are important, interesting, and telling about the data (Braun et
al., 2016). In the current study, this was made by marking and sorting codes in different colors.
Codes can be sorted in different hierarchies, overarching themes, themes and sub-themes (Braun
et al., 2016). In the current study, this was made using a thematic map to great structure within
the themes. According to Braun et al. (2016), a thematic map is beneficial to review, develop
and get an overview of the existing themes.

Reviewing is the fourth phase and involves examining and going through the analysis
that has been done this far and the data in its entirety (Braun et al., 2016). The purpose of this
phase is partly to see if the analysis reflects the collected data, but also to guarantee, to the
greatest extent possible, that the analysis is understandable, convincing and relevant in relation
to the purpose of the study (Braun et al., 2016). Writing definitions of the themes is something
that the current study used when reviewing the themes and the analysis in total. This is
something that according to Braun et al. (2016) can clarify the meaning and purpose of the
different themes. In the current study, this was also made to ensure that the themes are unique
and distinct in each so that they cannot be merged. Furthermore, conclude that the themes are of

such great importance that they are relevant to include.
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The fifth phase is to generate names to the themes, important when naming the themes is
that they should capture the core of the theme (Braun et al., 2016). In the current study, the
definitions of the themes together with the content of the theme helped naming.

Lastly, the sixth phase is writing up, this is something that Braun et al. (2016) mean
takes place throughout the course of the analysis process and not something that appears after
the analysis is finalized. This was something that the current study did by writing a little bit
throughout the process. In this phase, suitable quotes from participants were chosen and written
for the various themes. Each participant was quoted at least once in the results.

Result
Their stories

With the study’s aim in mind, a result was produced using TA. The final product consists
of three main themes and their sub-themes, which is presented in the thematic map (See appendix
1). The main themes that were constructed were: (1) The perceived reason why, (2) The day of
the ACL injury, and (3) The everyday life before the injury.

The perceived reason why

The first part of the players' stories concerning the occurrence of their ACL injury is their
experiences and thoughts about different factors that could have affected or been a contributing
cause of the injury occurring. The players mean that an ACL injury is multifactorial and they
show, throughout the data, several perceived factors why the injury occurred. To describe these
factors four sub-themes were created: (1) The perceived impact of previous injuries, (2) The
importance of having a body that can handle all the physical challenges of the sport, (3) ”You had
a lot of thoughts and feelings in your body”, and (4) The preparations are taking their toll.

The importance of having a body that can handle all the demands of the sport. When

talking about perceived contributing factors for the injury the players bodies were central.
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Strength, control, weight and length were something that the players perceived to have
contributed. One such factor is not having the right muscle mass for their bodies and their sport.
Ella describes that she is a tall player and that she perceives that at the time of the injury, she did
not have the muscle mass required to be able to resist as one factor contributing to her ACL
injury. In addition, Ella mentions her knees being predesposed to hyper extention as a possible
contributing factor. Elsa's injury happened at the end of the season and something that she
experienced could have contributed to the occurrence of her injury was that she lost a lot of
muscle mass and weight during the course of the season. “I think I was underweight for what I
should have been at that time. | do not think | was maintaining weight or muscle throughout the
season” (Elsa).

Lack of the right training and muscles were factors that the players perceived contributed
to their ACL injuries. One explanation that Fanny perceived may have contributed to her injury

was that she and her team had poor knee control:

When | was seventeen, | had probably never been to a real gym and kind of trained like
pure strength. With the strength program we had then, it was probably more endurance-
oriented, a little more balanced and like those parts, not like building muscle mass. Which

| then did in the rehab and after that, peppa peppa, the knee has remained very stable.

In additoint to what Fanny perceived Johanna tells how she experienced a contributing factor to
bed that she did not have the right strength and training that was required before she was injured,
but that today, after her rehabilitation, she worked more on getting a larger and suitable muscle

mass for the demands of the sport.
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The perceived impact of previous injuries. One factor that the participants feel may
have contributed to their most recent ACL injury is their previous injuries. Earlier ACL injuries
or other injuries like quads and feet are perceived to have affected the players in different ways
and thus been a contributing factor to their most recent ACL injury. The previous injuries are
perceived to have affected the players' playing style during the match when their injury occurred,
Fanny explains such a perceived contributing factor: "I sprained my foot that week and I think |
was running strangely”.

Another consequence experienced by the players in relation to previous injuries that may
have affected the ACL injury is a fatigue, hurting, not fully healed or worn-out muscles that do

not work as it should.

I believe there were several different factors as to why the injury occurred. (...) [ had
recurring quad issues that always occurred throughout those years, probably the last five

years leading up to it. And I still have those quad problems (Elsa).

Julia perceives that if she had possibly taken better care of her previous injuries, she might have
been able to avoid her ACL injury: “I also heard it in the past, so maybe just taking care of
previous injuries”.

Players who had multiple ACL injuries also felt that it may have had an impact on their
most recent one. Similar to not feeling completely healed after a previous injury, some players
experienced regret for not fully having recovered from their earlier ACL injury and that this
contributed to the new one. Sofie explains how all of her three ACL injuries have occurred on the
right knee: “All my injuries occurred in different ways and all on the right leg I never had an

injury on the left”.
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”You had a lot of thoughts and feelings in your body” (Johanna). Psychological
factors are something that players believe could have contributed to causing their ACL injuries.
Sofie explains how she believes that emotion is a contributing factor even though she may not
believe that it was the cause of her own injury: “l do believe that emotional factors can contribute
to this type of injury, but in my case, | do not remember anything different then. | believe it has
nothing to do with my injurie” (Sofie).

The players describe different thoughts and emotions that they experienced at the time of
the injury and that they believe may have contributed to the ACL injury. Thoughts and emotions
like stress and confusion were something that the players experienced and may have affected
their way of playing at the time their injury occurred. “I think stress could have been a part of it
because my coach was telling me one thing and another coach was telling me the other. So
maybe being indecisive and the choice I was making on the field” (Julia).

Different thoughts and emotions were perceived not only to affect the way the match was

played but also how present and focused the players were on the actual match or training.

It could have been that you had a lot of thoughts and feelings in your body precisely
because it was [name of the tournament] and that there were a lot of impressions and a lot
of life and movement on the side of the plan as well as maybe you did not have them the

best conditions, and that you might not have been fully connected during the match.

Johanna explains how the frame of the match felt to have affected her and her thoughts, feelings
and presence when she injured her ACL.
The preparations are taking their toll. The players were clear about their knowledge of

the importance of preparation and that they invested a lot of time and energy to give themselves
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the best possible conditions. Deficient preparation is something that the players mentioned as a
factor contributing to their occurrence of their injury. An important part of the preparation is the
warm-up, “I think I could have had a better warm-up” (Julia). A lack of warm-up is something

that several of the players bring up as a perceived contributing factor to their ACL injury.

But then it is clear it was a hot summer day, maybe you had not prepared in the best way.
You had slept in the school hall and so it was perhaps also an impact that you might not
have been, well, one hundred percent in the preparations and that you might not have been

one hundred percent connected in the match (Johanna).

Johanna brought up the hot weather and not the best sleep as two preparation factors that
she perceived affected her injury occurring. In addition to this, she believes that her choice of
shoes may have been a preparation that could have been a contributing factor. She feels that
playing with grass shoes on an artificial field might not have been the best thing to do.

Another perceived contributing factor related to preparation is the amount of training and
matching that players have prior to the time of their injury. “It was the last match of our season
and | had played every minute of the matches. So, like probably the end of a 23-match stretch at
the end of that season” (Elsa). The balance in their preparation between resting or training before
was something the players perceived could have contributed to their ACL injury. Johanna
mentioned that she would actually have been off or resting when the injury occurred and that she
had not given herself the best possible preparation in her training before the match when her

injury occurred.
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The day of the ACL injury

The day of the injury and a couple of hours before the occurrence of the injury looked
different for the players but is perceived to have had an impact on players' ACL injury. This is
what the second theme is presenting, the players' state of mind the day of their injury, using two
sub-themes: (1) “It was actually a very exciting day”, and (2) Not really being there and on the
cutting edge. Feelings and emotions which in various ways have been experienced affected the
players.

“It was actually a very exciting day”(Elsa). For the day when the players' injury
occurred some of the players illustrated a perfect and hectic day full of excitement and joy, “It
was actually a very exciting day” (Elsa). The players expressed how these exciting days were not
like any other day but consisted of, in one way or another, a special match that was perceived to
have affected the players. Johanna explains: “You had a lot of impressions in your head and it
was just kind of fun and good feelings”.

Among the players that had a positive feeling during the day, they also were full of
expectations. Nellie describes that she perceived that she was very confident physically and

mentally that day but also motivated and prepared for what awaited her.

| was very excited, very confident physically and mentally, (...), I was super excited about
the match, super confident, very motivated and very ready there prepared for the match

very concentrated and it was a shock getting hurt in those matches (Nellie).

Within the players' excitement, the expectations for the day looked different and for some of the
players they did not know what to expect of the day. An example of this is Elsa who never played

a match similar to that before, with a lot of different emotions ande excitement.
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So it was a really positive day leading into it. So going into it, it was really exciting. It
was definitely a different day because | had never been a senior before experiencing all
that, but most of the feelings were exciting and | guess also emotional because you are

sad that you are a senior and leaving college and all of that (Elsa).

Not really being there and on the cutting edge. Unlike the players who entered the day
with energy and positive feelings, there were those players who experienced the opposite, Fanny
describes: “I was not that excited”. The players explain how not all days are perfect and filled
with joy and energy. According to the players some perceived lack of excitement due to the fact
that their bodies did not feel the way they wanted. Some players were still affected by prior
injuries, some felt tired due to their hectic training and playing schedule and some perceived that
their bodies were fine but that their heads were tired. Ella explained what she perceived when she
got injured: "I know I felt quite tired in the head during the training, more than usual. Not so
much in the body but more in the fact that the head was not really fully involved.”

The everyday life before the injury

The previous themes have included perceived factors of why the players got injured and
their stories of the day they got injury. All players had different everyday lives before their ACL
injury with among other things like: school, coaches, partners, teammates, friends and family.
Things that the players experienced, in retrospect way, may have influenced them to suffer an
ACL injury. This is what the third theme will highlight using two sub-themes: (1) The hectic
everyday life outside of football, and (2) The everyday life of being part of a team and an

association.
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The hectic everyday life outside of football. Even though football is a large part of the
players' lives, they have a normal life outside that they spend time and energy on, a life they
experience can affect football and the risk of getting injured. “But otherwise, I think that stress
also outside of football can have a big impact on how easy it is to get injured” (Ella).

One thing the players are clear about is that they were doing very well in their lives
outside of football; their relations with friends and family were all good. “I feel very confident
and happy and on a personal level” (Sofie).

Having a busy life outside of football is something that many of the players perceived
and lived through. There was a lot of commuting between hometowns and the city where they
played football, at the same time they had other things to do in life like studying and meeting

friends and family. Ella describes what her life looked like:

Outside of football, | commuted quite a lot between my club and my hometown and in my
hometown, | also had a long-distance relationship with my boyfriend so we did not see
each other very much but maybe once a week. Otherwise, | had a good time outside,
living together with my sister who also played together within the team. So | studied a bit
remotely, some courses from the university at 50%, and, otherwise, | just focused on

football.

This type of hectic everyday life is something that the players at the moment do not perceive to
have a problem with but just go on. On the other hand, it is something that the players have
reflected on afterward and today do not consider to have been sustainable in the long run.

The everyday life of being part of a team and an association. Being a football player is

not only about training and playing football but also being part of a team and an association, this
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is something that the players talked and reflected about. “I got along with everyone, I had nothing
against anyone. Nothing against the coach or anything like that, so everything was very calm”
(Sara). Having a good relationship with the people around them was something the players

valued and created a sense of security and calmness in their everyday lives.

In all my friendships, they are good times, | am a member of the team, | feel very
confident and happy and never on a personal level, | was also very good, you know, very

calm, there's nothing emotional involved in any dance (Sofie).

The players mentioned that they were new and young in their teams, and that they
enjoyed the team and association very well but did not dare to take a place and be themself in the
team. Ella describes it as respect for the older, “I got along very well with the coach and my
teammates. But probably had quite a lot of respect for everyone, for the club”. Being the
youngest in a team, Johanna perceived that it made her just drive on, not thinking too much about

possible injuries and consequences.

Right then, | would probably say that | was very young and a player who was in a team
with slightly older and more experienced people. So | probably did not think too much
about injuries and such, but I probably mostly pushed on and wanted to be as good as
possible and did not think much about the consequences of what I did, but mostly thought
football was fun and just pushed on really. (...) Right then, like in that period, I just
thought football was great fun and that is probably why | wanted to join this cup from the

very beginning (Johanna).
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Another thing that the players highlight is their schedule within the sport. The “rigorous
schedule” that Elsa called it with training almost every day and one or two matches a week
affected the players in different ways. For some players, it was an adjustment as it was their first

year as elite players. Others got stressed, Julia describes her experiences:

| think the experiences | was having during the time made me more stressed out and put
more pressure on myself, football-wise and always wanted to be the best, especially

during college recruiting coming up.

The importance of enjoying yourself and being in the right environment in one's
association is something that many of the members of the department reflect on. But Nellie takes
it a step further and reflects on how she experienced the female football culture in her country
and that females's conditions have not always been as good as they are today. She also reflects on

how that could have contributed to her ACL injury.

But thinking about that time in relation to females's football in Brazil. Perhaps the format
of the competition is the smaller infrastructure of the clubs and in relation to prevention

and physical preparation, at least that | could have contributed (Nellie).

Discussion
With the aim to gather players” own experiences of how their injuries occurred and
thereby draw a greater picture of the circumstances involved in ACL injuries occurring in elite
female football. Hopes this study contribute to new knowledge and perspectives on female ACL

injuries. Throughout the data analysis a result was created containing three main themes and
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sub-themes that describe the players' stories of their ACL injuries. What they thought had been
contributing factors, what they felt and perceived the day they got injured and the time before.
Their stories

Alentorn-Geli et al. (2009) imply that sustaining an ACL injury depends on a variety of
risk factors rather than one. The players concur with this notion, believing that it is a combination
of psychological, internal- and external physiological, environmental factors that contribute to the
occurrence of ACL injuries.

MccCall et al. (2015) ranked external and internal risk factors, at the top of the internal list
previous injuries were located. The players mention that they perceived previous injuries to be a
risk factor due to the fact that it affected their way of playing. The anxiety, worries and stress for
new injuries were something that Ivarsson et al. (2019) mention as a risk factor. The result in
conjunction with previous research can be interpreted in such a way that the players adapted their
game due to anxiety, stress and fear of injuring themselves again. Which in turn, instead of
preventing, contributed to the players sustaining an ACL injury. In relation to this and the feeling
of fear of reinjuring the players mentioned that they perceive not being psychologically or
physically healed as a potentional risk factor, this is also something that Ivarsson et al. (2019)
highlights. Not being psychologically or physically completely healed is assumed to be
something that could have contibuteted to the players difficult emotions and thoughts affecting
the way to play. Difficulties in coping with different demands tends to increase the risk of getting
injured (Johnson, 2021). Coping with the pyshiological and psychological demands that comes
with an previous injury is something that can be assumed the players might have had difficulties
with and that it like what Johnson (2021) implies increases the risk of getting injured.

Something that the players perceived as one central risk factor was not having a body that

could handle all the demands that come with the sport. After previous injuries McCall et al.
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(2015) ranking list of risk factors, accumulated fatigue, muscle imbalance, physical fitness, and
balance/coordination come as the most important perceived risk factors. The players experieced
fatiuge after a long season filled with training and matches, muscle imbalance in relation to their
body physique and the demands of the sport, not to have the physical fitness needed when they
have taken a step up in their career and the poor balance/coordination that results from a lack of
knee control. Alentorn-Geli et al. (2009) highlight players' strength in core, hamstring and ACL
as something that can affect the risk of a non-contact ACL injury. The players do not mention
these areas specifically but agree that the amount of muscle plays a crucial part, many of the
players felt that they did not have the strength required at the time of the injury. With the
previous research and the result from the current study in mind the psysiological factors, primliry
the players muscle mass seems to be of crucial impotance of preventing ACL injuries.

Thoughts and emotions were something that the players perceived as a possible risk
factor. Pressure and lack of clarity from coaches was one such thing that the players mentioned
created stress and confusion and affected their way of playing. This is something that is in line
with results from Ivarsson et al. (2019) that means that the pressure from the coach affects
players' emotions, cognitions and behaviors. In addition to this, the players perceived the
surroundings or the setting of the match to affect thoughts and emotions in a way that it, like
what previous mentioned affected the players way of playing. That the players way to play
affects of thoughts and emotions from diffent situations and that the players precive it to be a risk
factor to injuring the ACL could assume to be related to lack of being present and focused on the
right thing in sted of focusing on thougts related to their coaches or the settings of the match.

The preparations were something that the players perceived as important and lack of
preparation was considered as a risk factor for injuring their ACL. The players perceived their

warm-up to be a vital preparation, this is something that no other research on ACL injury



29

mentioned as a risk factor. However the recovery time, training load, and number of matches
during a season are factors that McCall et al. (2015) bring up as risk factors for ACL injuries.
These are also factors that the players highlight as perceived contributing factors for their ACL
injuries. Preperations is assumed to be of vital importance due to the previous research and the
result from the current study. A lack of preperation could be a contributing risk factor for injuring
the ACL, in that the players think and worry about not being prepared instead of being able to
focus on the game. An other factor could be that the lack of preparation contribute to the players
not being 100 percent ready and then have the wrong timing in their actions on the field.

The players describe a hectic life outside of the football field, consisting of: studying,
commuting to and from practice, and meeting family and friends. Elliot et al. (2010) imply that
social pressures and lifestyles that female athletes face tend to affect being injured. The players'
experience that the lifestyle they had, the time of the injury, was that it was not sustainable and
may have been a contributing factor to their ACL injury. Furthermore, the risk factors of social
pressure and lifestyle that Elliot et al. (2010) mention are considered to consist of unhealthy
dietary behaviors, sports specialization, low self-esteem, lack of sleep, substance use and abuse,
depression and anxiety. Comparing this with what the players in the current study experienced, it
is really only the lack of sleep and recovery that they address. One thing that could be felected on
is the players self-esteem, the players mention being young and new to elite football when their
injury occurred. This is something that the could possible affect the players self esteem
negatively and therefore been an contributing factor for them to injur their ACL.

Ivarsson et al. (2019) studied how the players experienced the time before the injury and
concluded that the risk factors of anxiety and fatigue arose due to the players' perceptions of the
pressure, norms and their behavioral responses. The players mention the demands that comes

with being new in a club and a elite league and that is contributes to pressures and some norms to
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live up to. In addition to this the players experienced tiredness something that is assumed to be an
consequens of the pressures and norms that are placed on the players and in that way tends to be a
risk factor.

When ranking external risk factors McCall et al. (2015) training load and number of
matches during a season are at the top, and the rigorous schedule with training and matches is
something that the players in the current study mention as something of significance in relation to
their everyday life within football in relation to the occurrence of their ACL injuries. The rigorus
sheduele during a season and the fact that the players experience a tiredness assumed to be both
physionlogicly as mention but also psychological. This tiredness is assumed to affect the players
in such a way that they entrence a situation to late or miss judge a situation that tends to get
dangerous and therefore becomes a risk factor for injuring their ACL.

Method discussion and limitations

The aim of the study is in line with the purpose of the chosen design, which is to create
conversations that make the participants open up and tell about their experiences and stories
(Smith & Sparkes, 2019). Interviews are favorable as they create conversations that evolve
knowledge about the chosen topic of research, conversations that are created from social
interactions and the researcher is a central part of this conversation together with the participants
creating the truth (Smith & Sparkes, 2019).

Smith and Sparkes (2019) imply that interviews are flexible in such a way that they can
be conducted in different ways and allow researchers to ask unplanned conversations. The
flexibility of interviews suited the current study well as it chose to conduct the interviews
digitally where the participants had to watch a file where the question was asked and then record

an audio file where the answer was answered. However, the choice of approach and of structured
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interviews made it difficult to ask spontaneous questions. However, the participant agreed that
any questions could be asked afterward.

The chosen design has its pros and cons, it is considered to be even more favorable in the
large research of which the current one is a part. The pros of this design were that the participants
could conduct the interview at their convenience and in the language with which they felt most
comfortable. The cons are that due to the fact that they recorded audio the participants' body
language and reactions were not available, and that the translation from the audio recordings in
different languages may not be the best while using Google Translate.

The chosen design is in line with the ontology and epistemology in the study where
relativism implies that there are multiple subjective realities based on individual perception and
context. Furthermore, social constructionism, that opine that knowledge is created by social
interactions (Allwood & Eriksson, 2017). Having an inductive approach is also in line with the
epistemological standpoint because the research is shaped by the researcher’s position,
experiences, knowledge and epistemology instead of theories (Braun & Clarke 2013) .

When it comes to the amount of participants Smith and Sparkes (2019) imply that it
depends on the research aim, the ontology, epistemology, and when the data reaches saturation.
This means that the data starts to repeat itself and little new information is collected. The current
study strove to reach saturation and is considered to have succeeded in this. However, it would
not have hurt to have a couple of participants to really ensure that saturation was achieved.

The use of TA to analyze the data was felt to be of relevance to the current study. Based
on the fact that it is not tied to a specific framework, theory or guidelines for how the data
should be collected (Braun et al., 2019). In addition to the flexibility of how that data is
collected, TA can analyze people's experiences in relation to a chosen topic and is useful to

identify patterns of significance in the qualitative data (Braun et al., 2019). This is what the
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study wanted to achieve, to analyze experience and develop patterns among the participants'
stories. The TA is considered to have gone well in the current study, one thing that could have
been done differently and was beneficial for the study is to have more people involved in the
implementation of the analysis to get more views, opinions and thoughts involved.

To determine the quality of the qualitative research that was made in this current research,
four terms are examined: credibility, dependability, transferability and confirmability. Credibility
refers to ensuring that what is actually intended to be measured in a study is measured and
depends on trust and accuracy (Burke, 2019). One act that was done to ensure the credibility of
the study was when the interview guide was made, a lot of people were involved in creating a
survey that measured what was aimed to be measured. To ensure the research credibility even
more, several people could have been involved in the analysis process of the data.

Dependability is about attaining consistency by keeping notes and accounting for changes
occurring during the research process and also reflecting on how this could have affected the
research (Burke, 2019). The author of the current study was helpful in mediating each step of the
research process. On the other hand, it can be difficult as certain steps only happen automatically,
but then it should be about minor things, otherwise, the process should be carefully presented.
One change that was made and accounted for was the fact that the survey was made in different
languages in the hope of gathering more participants, increasing the opportunity for participants
to understand and then answer the question with what is sought. Which is considered to have
been a successful change as more responses were collected.

Transferability is whether or not the result can be transferred into other environments and
groups via thick description. It is up to the reader to decide how realistic the transfer from
research is (Burke, 2019). The current study is aimed at elite female football players worldwide,

but with the detailed data showing at what age and league the participants injured themselves, the
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results are considered transferable to female football players in general. But as said, it is up to the
reader to decide for himself.

Lastly, confirmability refers to the fact that the results represent the experiences and
stories of the participant and not only the biases of the researcher. The current study was careful
to use results to support that it was the participants’ words and experiences that were presented.
Implication

The current study contributes to illustrating the players, stories, experiences, thoughts and
feelings of why they got injured and the circumstances involved in their ACL injuries occurring.
Stories that contribute to a new perspective and knowledge on the problem of ACL injuries
among elite female football players that could help prevent and minimize future ACL injuries.
The result of the study aimed at researchers to continue studying but also coaches and other
leaders in medicine and the performance team to use in work to prevent ACL injuries among
their players. The current study could also be used as a guide for everyday life within footboll, for
example to include more strength training, and creating a schedule that is more conducive to
preperations and recovery. Lastly, be curious about the players thought and emoition and see if
there is something that you as a coach could help out with.

Future research

What the players perceived the day of their ACL injury is among other things, something
that current research has focused on and based on what the results show is the day of the injury in
some way special, filled with different emotions and thoughts. This in turn is experienced by the
players as something that have been a contributing factor to the ACL injury occurring. The dey of
the injury is considered to have been studied too little in previous research and something that

future research should focus on.
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Further more, future research should also focus on studying psychological factors and
how they possibly affect ACL injuries in elite female football. Focusing on studying
psychological factors and identifying possible psychological risk factors contributing to the ACL
injuries can possibly lead to a reduction in the amout of ACL injuries occurring.

In addition to this, more qualitative research in the area is considered to be needed in
order to obtain new knowledge to compare with the previous research that has been done, due to
the fact that most of the research on this area is quantitative. Future research is thus considered to
take part of the players and their experiences of the ACL injury in order to obtain new and more
knowledge in the field.

Conclusion

The aim of this study is to gather players” own experiences of how their injuries
occurred and thereby draw a greater picture of the circumstances involved in ACL injuries
occurring in elite female football. The current study result highlight important perspectives on
the players experiencens in relation to ACL injuries. Throughout the study psysiological and
psychological risk factors are central parts. Identyfing risk factors, implementing prevention
strategies could reduce future ACL injuries (Mancino et al., 2024). The current study hopes to
contribute to this, especially from the psychological perspectives. Future research should
continue to study risk factors, mainly psychological, in order to reduce the number of ACL
injuries in female football.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Thematic Map

Their stories

the sport

: - The everyday life before
The perceived reason why The day of the ACL injury Tyday
the injury
The irppurmnue The perceived “You had a lot The . “It was Nlut really The hectical The .uveryday life
of having a body impact of of thoughts and preparation actually a being there, life outside being part of a
that can handle " feeling in your are taking very exciting on the . team and an
A previous . . - . of football _—
all demands of injuries body their toll day’ cutting edge association




	Abstract
	Methodology
	Ontological and Epistemological Positions
	Participants

	Ethics and Procedure
	Their stories
	The perceived reason why
	The importance of having a body that can handle all the demands of the sport. When talking about perceived contributing factors for the injury the players bodies were central. Strength, control, weight and length were something that the players percei...
	The perceived impact of previous injuries. One factor that the participants feel may have contributed to their most recent ACL injury is their previous injuries. Earlier ACL injuries or other injuries like quads and feet are perceived to have affected...
	”You had a lot of thoughts and feelings in your body” (Johanna). Psychological factors are something that players believe could have contributed to causing their ACL injuries. Sofie explains how she believes that emotion is a contributing factor even ...
	The preparations are taking their toll. The players were clear about their knowledge of the importance of preparation and that they invested a lot of time and energy to give themselves the best possible conditions. Deficient preparation is something t...
	“It was actually a very exciting day”(Elsa). For the day when the players' injury occurred some of the players illustrated a perfect and hectic day full of excitement and joy, “It was actually a very exciting day” (Elsa). The players expressed how the...
	Among the players that had a positive feeling during the day, they also were full of expectations. Nellie describes that she perceived that she was very confident physically and mentally that day but also motivated and prepared for what awaited her.

	The everyday life before the injury
	The hectic everyday life outside of football. Even though football is a large part of the players' lives, they have a normal life outside that they spend time and energy on, a life they experience can affect football and the risk of getting injured. “...
	The everyday life of being part of a team and an association. Being a football player is not only about training and playing football but also being part of a team and an association, this is something that the players talked and reflected about. “I g...


	Discussion
	Method discussion and limitations
	The aim of the study is in line with the purpose of the chosen design, which is to create conversations that make the participants open up and tell about their experiences and stories (Smith & Sparkes, 2019). Interviews are favorable as they create co...
	Future research

	References

