Study: Face Protection
High School injuries research shows infielders, pitchers and batters would be better protected with face masks, eye protection and mouth guards; can you learn from this?

When Rock Bridge, Mo., High School junior Max Byers was hit in the face by a pitched ball while batting May 5, he was supposed to be tuning up his swing in a JV game. Instead, with a broken nose, fractured cheek bones and a concussion, according to published reports, the varsity catcher was told he would have to sit out the rest of the season. After missing several games, Byers was cleared to begin hitting, but only with a facemask on his batting helmet, and not for defense. While the diagnosis wasn’t great, he knew it could have been worse, especially after the high school baseball community suffered a fatality in April, when Patrick Clegg was hit in the back of the head while batting and later died. A new study tracking injuries in high school baseball has found, while overall a safe sport, injuries are becoming more severe. The report, published in the June, 2008 issue of Pediatrics, found baseball players would see fewer injuries if they adopted some simple safety equipment, including eye protection/goggles, mouth guards, and face masks. The study found infielders, pitchers, and batters most frequently were the targets for injuries in these areas. Can your Little League learn from this study? All these pieces of equipment are allowed as options within Little League rules. The study, which only tracked high school players (not the age group of the majority of the Little League program), was also small, only following 100 representative high schools across the nation for the 2005- 2007 baseball seasons. The study revealed the injury rate, causes, and locations of injuries, as well as reporting whether from batted balls or not from batted balls. In all, 431 injuries were recorded for all games and practices at the participating schools over the two seasons, for an injury rate of 1.26 injuries per 1,000 player games/practices. Taken to a national level, it equates to 131,500 injuries for the 500,000 high school players participating for the two seasons. It is the first study known to specifically explore batted ball injuries.

Injury Data Offers Clues to Safety

The results revealed a divide between the proportion of injuries to specific areas of the body from batted balls and those areas injured not from batted balls. While 64% of the batted ball injuries were to the head/face and mouth/teeth, only about 9% of injuries not from batted balls were to the head/face and mouth/teeth. Thus the safety recommendations for protective equipment for infielders, pitchers, and batters, the three groups most injured from batted balls, would have the greatest impact in reducing those injuries.

The most frequently injured area for injuries not associated with batted balls was the shoulder, with 17.6% of all injuries; no injuries were reported to the shoulder from batted balls. The second most frequently injured body part not attributed to batted balls was the ankle, with 16% of all those injuries.

Also, the study found the injuries from batted balls almost three times more required surgery, as opposed to injuries not from batted balls, demonstrating a more severe injury from batted balls. Of the batted ball surgeries, five were dental, three were facial lacerations and one an eye laceration.

Also, concussions were a significant diagnosis among both groups. Mouth guards have proven to significantly reduce the chance of concussion after collisions, whatever the mechanism for the hit, and could be worn playing the field or while batting. The injury rate was more than double in games than in practices (1.89 vs. 0.85 injuries per 1,000 athlete competitions).

Small Study Will Continue Research

The study is ongoing, and while only the first two years have been published, four years of data have now been gathered. “We haven’t seen any drastic changes in the data as we go forward,” stated lead author Christy Collins, noting that the injury types, mechanisms and locations have been fairly consistent.
