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Rowing Injuries
Rowing is a highly repetitive strength-endurance
sport. Results of the last few world championships
have shown that the crews in the finals are finishing
races closer together, indicating the increasing
competitiveness of the sport (Kleshnev, 2008). This
is partly due to increased participation rates all over
the world, including more locally with record
numbers of rowers racing in Rowing NSW regattas
almost every year. Athletes and coaches are
continually searching for ways to improve the
performance of their crews (Nolte, 2005). Rowers
can be men or women, school aged or masters
(including over eighty-five years old), lightweights
and heavy weights, scullers or sweep rowers,
novices or elite athletes, and even coxswains. There
is a place in rowing for athletes of almost all ages,
dimensions and skill levels.
By comparison to other sports, rowing has virtually
no traumatic injuries and has an impressively low
injury rate, when looking at the time lost in
competition due to injury. However, due to the
repetitive nature of the sport and the high loads
involved, there are some injuries. Rowing is a
physically and technically demanding skill that
requires the trunk to act as a transfer for large forces
between the upper and lower extremities
(Hagerman, 1984). Prevalence of spinal pain in
rowers has been reported as high as 85% in elite
rowers (Goodman and Hooper, 2008), making it the
most common site of pain and injury in rowing
(Reid and McNair, 2000; Hickey et al, 1997). Other
common sites injured include rib stress fractures,
forearm injuries and shoulder injuries (Hooper and
Goodman, 2008). Minimising injury rates and

having athletes return to training faster can
obviously improve the performance of the crew.
It is well known that increased time spent rowing on
the ergometer, as compared to rowing on the water,
is associated with an increase in the incidence of low
back pain. At one stage, this led Rowing Australia in
2008 to change the ergometer trials from fixed to
sliding ergometers. Rowing Australia also reduced
the ergometer drag factors for the various divisions
of athletes. Despite these positive changes, rowing
on the ergometer remains very different in terms of
the biomechanics to rowing on the water with more
emphasis on the body swing than on water, and less
emphasis on leg drive than on water (Kleshnev,
2005).
The biomechanics of rowing is vitally important for
both performance and injury prevention. A Sports
Physiotherapist familiar with rowing is able to
assess the rowers numerous important muscle
lengths and strengths to ensure optimal
biomechanics. It is estimated that rowing uses more
than 70% of your total muscle mass (Steinacker et al
1998), which is far greater than most other sports. It
is also important to view the athlete rowing, either
on water by video footage or on the ergometer, and
to liaise with the athlete’s coach to tailor the
rehabilitation to suit the training phase and program.
There is good news for rowers with low back pain
coming from the research, with recent studies
(Perich et al 2011) showing that one session per
season of education by a physiotherapist, weekly leg
and pelvis strengthening exercises and a weekly core

stability session can reduce the incidence of in
season low back pain in school aged rowers by 50%.
Some of these strategies are already included in
many schools rowing programs, but with further
research refinements can be made. For example,
Kleshnev (2001) has shown that the principle of
specificity applies to speed as well as action, when
he showed that single leg press is more relevant to
rowing than squats because of the speed of knee
extension is more similar to on-water rowing in
single leg press than squats.
I am a NCAS Level Two rowing coach. I am
currently doing my PhD at the University of Sydney
into low back injuries and the biomechanics of the
spine during rowing. I have rowed myself with
numerous State and National championship medals
and state representation in the South Australian
King's Cup crew. I have coached rowing for fifteen
years, including the schoolgirl first eight at Scotch
College – Adelaide and the lightweight women's
squad for Sydney University. I have continued to
coach the men’s eight for St Andrew’s College
within the University of Sydney. I have worked as
the on-course physiotherapist at numerous state
championships, national titles and Rowing Australia
Selection regattas.
My passion is rowing and the management and
prevention of the injuries that accompany it, so that
athletes can continue to participate and enjoy the
greatest sport of all! I am currently working two
days a week at Concord Sport & Spine
Physiotherapy. In a future newsletter, I will update
you on some of the interesting information which is
coming out of my PhD research into LBP in rowers.
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