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                                 INJURY PREVENTION IN SEAL TEAMS 

                                                            Naval Special Warfare, Virginia Beach, VA                                      








BACKGROUND:

A research study is currently being undertaken to look at injuries that result from overuse or incorrect physical training. Although the results of the study have not yet been published, process improvements have been put in place to reduce injuries.  It is important to note that it is somewhat difficult to determine the exact injury rate due to the nature of SEAL training. Many injuries are unreported due to the fear of being dropped from the platoon and the entire program. It must also be realized that there is an intrinsically high injury rate due to the physical activity that is involved with operational readiness. A rehabilitation program has been in place since 1993 allowing immediate intervention and treatment of injuries. It is a work site rehabilitation program.

METHODS AND DESIGN:

Naval Special Warfare contracted an experienced professional Certified Strength and Conditioning Specialist in 1996 to analyze the number and causes of musculoskeletal injuries. The Strength Coach spent several observing and participating in the physical conditioning program with the SEAL Teams. The strength coach was also exposed to several months of operational training and observation. The strength coach, along with the medical department determined overuse injuries were the result of the current physical training program. 

The end result was a modified physical conditioning program, with an emphasis on varied and progressive operationally focused physical training.  In addition to modifying the Physical Training (PT) Program, a Special Operations Physical Training (SOPT) Leaders Course was developed to meet the needs of Naval Special Warfare. There are two courses of  instruction that PT leaders are required to attend. Participants graduate with advanced physical conditioning knowledge and the ability to format, design, and lead physical training for large and small Special Operations Forces.

In addition, an 1100 square foot rehabilitation facility was established on site to treat injuries.  Prior to establishing the rehabilitation facility, SEALs were transported 15 miles away to the Naval hospital, placed on convalescent leave, and given very little worksite treatment.   

OUTCOMES / MEASURES OF EFFECTIVENESS:

Preliminary data shows a significant reduction of injury from 30 per 100 person years to 16 per 100 person years (almost 50%). The SOPT leaders course has been shown to be a highly effective process improvement method.  Course participants are required to demonstrate the ability to lead, format, and execute a mission essential PT program that focuses on the reduction of injuries while increasing physical performance.  The results of this initiative are better conditioned SEALs as documented by improved PRT scores and increased overall strength across the board.  In addition, there are lower injury rates and decreased lost duty days.

The Rehabilitation Center averages 500 visits per month. SEALs are treated, who otherwise would not have sought help until the injuries became debilitating .  SEALs are treated as professional athletes rather than patients. The Rehabilitation Center has effectively lowered operational down time by early intervention and treatment.

PROGRAM STAFFING:

One full time Sports Medicine Physician

One Professional Strength/Conditioning Coach

One Certified Athletic Trainer

One Physical Therapy Technician

PROGRAM RESOURCES:

Personnel Costs $80K

Equipment Costs (Initial) $120K

Included: $50K KinCom isokinetic testing machine, ultrasound equipment, diagnostic equipment, electrical stimulation equipment, treadmill, bikes, upper-arm ergometer, and various other sports rehab tools.

POINTS OF CONTACT:

619-437-0799

757-462-7759

619-437-0799

