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How to prevent ankle injuries
You’ve done your ABCs, 

towel crunches, calf-
raises and a gauntlet of 
single-leg exercises, but 
you keep spraining your 

ankle. Back to the training room for an 
ice bag, compression wrap and a trip to 
the orthopedic for more sad 
news: 2-4 weeks of physical 
therapy and maybe you’ll be 
back for the playoffs.

It’s all too familiar. Put the 
TheraBand away, we’re going 
to prevent these chronic an-
kle injuries from happening 
once and for all. 

I’d be hard-pressed to find 
someone who hasn’t been 
affected by an ankle sprain 
at some point in his or her 
athletic career. Sprains vary in severity, 
typically graded based on a system that 
takes pain, structures involved and joint 
laxity into consideration. The mildest of 
sprains is a Grade 1 while the most severe 
is a Grade 3. Nearly 75 percent of the ath-
letic population will suffer multiple ankle 

sprains in their career; of those, the major-
ity suffer from a condition called Chronic 
Ankle Instability (CAI).

Let’s fully understand why ankle inju-
ries, and all injuries for that matter, occur. 
As in every aspect of life, there is cause 
and effect. In this case, the cause is defined 

as the mechanism — a natu-
ral process of events and the 
effect is the injury. Clinically, 
this is described as the mecha-
nism of injury (MOI). For an 
injury to exist, an MOI needs 
to be present. For the sake of 
practicality, we don’t need to 
trace humanity back too far 
to acknowledge at some point 
in our simplest times, our pri-
mary purpose on earth was 
to hunt, gather and procreate. 

And thus, that is what our bodies were 
built to do. Our spine allows us to walk up-
right, equally distributing weight on two 
legs that are comprised of multiple joints 
that facilitate movement, distribution of 
energy and the presence of stability. 

Adding sports to our perfectly aligned 

skeletal structure now imposes torque, tor-
sion and angular velocity to joints that were 
built to withstand linear (walking) forces, 
not rotational. Every joint has a set of mech-
anisms that will yield injury. It is your job 
to strengthen the joint while implementing 
those mechanisms if you intend to oppose 
the forces that will yield the injury itself. 

By placing your ankle in positions of 
mechanical weakness, while perform-
ing closed-chain (foot-to-floor contact) 
single-leg exercises, you can more effec-
tively develop your sensorimotor func-
tion and strength. This means your body 
and brain will become pre-programmed 
to recognize the stresses and overstretch 
mechanisms that typically would yield 
injury. Most importantly, by training in 
vulnerable positions, the central nervous 
system (CNS) will continuously rely on 
your muscle activation, tendons and re-
flex pathways to develop muscle-firing 
patterns that replicate past experiences. 
You do not want your body to feel an in-
jury mechanism for the first time while 
you are on the field. Train through mech-
anisms and oppose them on the field. 

The top three ankle MOIs are eccen-
tric plantarflexed inversion, dorsiflexed 
inversion and plantarflexed rotation. Let 
me explain. 

1. Plantarflexion with inversion — 
Landing on one leg with your heel ele-
vated (i.e. on another athlete’s shoes) and 
your ankle rolls to the outside. 

2. Dorsiflexion with inversion — 
Landing on one leg with your forefoot el-
evated, heel on the ground and your ankle 
rolls to the outside. 

3. Plantarflexion with rotation — 
Heel is elevated, foot is fixed and your 
lower leg rotates internally (i.e. cleat 
caught in the ground).

To counter these injuries, one exercise 
with two variations can be effective if 
added to your daily warmup and activa-
tion routine. These exercises are called 
Single Leg Eccentric 3-Way Toe-Taps. 
To appropriately perform the exercise, 
you will need a baseball and an object 2 
to 3 inches thick. A textbook, AirEx pad 
or half-rolled yoga mat all work perfectly. 
I suggest a baseball for ease of transport 
and moderate instability. 

For MOI 1, place the baseball under 
one heel and load 90 percent of your 
body weight into that hip, knee and ankle 
joint. To enlist the function of all lower-
extremity muscles, try to bend your knee 
to at least 30 and up to 45 degrees of knee 
flexion. With your other foot, gently ex-
tend your toe all the way out to the side, 
then back to center, back and out 45 de-
grees, then back to center, then straight 
back behind you, and back to center. Re-
peat these four times for a total of 12 taps. 
Then switch feet.

For MOI 2, place the baseball under 
your forefoot and repeat the process.

Lastly, for MOI 3, remove the ball, el-
evate your heel (most difficult) and per-
form all 12 taps on each side. 

Three-way toe-tapping is a terrific way 
to eccentrically load your quadriceps, 
concentrically fire your hamstrings, and 
systematically transfer weight through-
out various joint surfaces in your ankle.

Stop rehabilitating and start prevent-
ing.
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 3-Way Toe-Taps can counter ankle injuries 
— by elevating your heel (left) or forefoot.


