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Hello Everyone: 

Happy New Year to our STMS family!  This signifies another wonderful year of tennis and the beginning of 

the grand slam season.   

This issue of inside the STMS highlights some of the health benefits of tennis with a nice article from the 

USTA by Jack Groppell, PhD.  While we research and treat many injuries and medical issues related to tennis, 

we should all promote tennis not just for the wonderful moments it brings us, but also for the many positive 

effects it has on all of our health. 

STMS member, Stephan Esser, MD gives a nice practical review of managing low back issues in the adult 

recreational player. He presents a structured algorithm that can be applied to tennis players who are managing 

low back pain as well as some practical illustrations. 

Nida Hamilton, a former nationally ranked tennis player, NCAA (college) all-american and one of my tennis 

medicine interns has a wonderful summary of that common condition of “tennis leg”.  Her review of the  

literature on this presents a practical patient education handout that can be used by any of you for your tennis 

patients. 

This also signifies more new opportunities in tennis medicine.  We will be transitioning some of the leadership 

positions within the organization during this upcoming year.  This will allow interested members to become 

more involved in a variety of ways from education, journal submissions, research, website, social media, 

newsletter, and conferences.  We look forward to anyone who is interested in becoming more involved in the 

mission of STMS and tennis medicine to email me directly (neerujayanthi@gmail.com). 

Lastly, don’t forget the STMS World Congress in Rome, Italy, hosted by Giovanni Di Giacomo.  

This incredible event is very reasonably priced for only 50-75 Euros, and includes speakers from all across the 

world giving the latest in the medical aspects of tennis.  There is an expected very large attendance for this 

Congress.  The ATP World Tour Physician Conference will also be held in the morning of this event.   

Also, I would like to personally thank our long-time STMS assistant Stefani Higgins for her  

dedicated work over the last 10 years.  She will be moving on with her many professional and  

personal obligations, but we all know she will be successful and sorely missed! 

We hope to see all of you at the next STMS meeting, or getting more involved!  
 

                                                                                         Keep Serving!                                                                                            

       Neeru Jayanthi 
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Clinical Management of the Adult Recreational Tennis Player with Back Pain 

                             Stephan Esser MD, USPTA 

 

Back pain is ubiquitous.  80-90% of athletes and non-athletes alike will experience back pain in their lives 
and up to 30% of adults report daily back pain.  In America, back pain is the 2nd leading reason to see a 
primary care provider, right after the common cold.  So how do you approach the adult recreational tennis 
player who presents to your clinic or therapy/training room with complaints of back pain? 

Safe or Dangerous 

The scientific literature describes many and varied ways to approach back pain: by region (cervical,  
thoracic, lumbar, sacral), by distribution (axial vs radicular), by chronicity (acute vs chronic), by temporality 
(intermittent, chronic) by anatomic source (discogenic, facetogenic, stenotic) and many others.  These  
approaches categorize the pain and guide management but sometimes overlook the basic question the 
patient really wants to know: "Is the pain "safe" or is it "dangerous."  Let me explain.  Spinal degeneration 
is a normal part of aging.  Gravity, genetic inheritance and other environmental factors influence the  
process but like gray hairs and wrinkles the majority of humans are likely to demonstrate degenerative  
spinal changes on a quality MRI.  By the age of 13, 30% of adolescents will have asymptomatic degenera-
tive changes including disc bulges and facet arthropathy. By the age of 40 > 80% of adults will have  
degenerative changes of the spine seen on MRI.  If 80% of adults over 40 have degenerative changes but 
fewer then 30% have daily pain, then most humans will 
"fall apart quietly.”  For this reason the worst thing a 
health care provider can do is "over-pathologize" back 
pain or give too much value to imaging findings  
unless they correlate with clinical history and exam 
findings.  So when the adult recreational tennis player 
presents with back pain, the first step is to ask about 
and look for "red flags."  (Table 1).   If the athlete has 
any of these then advanced imaging and further 
workup should be pursued.  If none of these "red flags" 
exist then begin to "de-pathologize" their pain immedi-
ately.  Validate their experience, empathize with and 
treat their pain aggressively but do not pathologize 
it.  Plant seeds of optimism, develop a science-based pain reduction plan and follow closely. 
 

The Conservative Approach 

Once you have ruled out the "red flags" and after an excellent exam including (gait, lumbar and hip range 
of motion, a myotomal and dermatomal evaluation for deficits, palpatory and provocative exam, and gen-
eral tennis technique evaluation etc) then it is time to develop a plan of care.  Conservative care falls into 
three primary strategies: watchful waiting, exercise based modalities and medication management. (see 
Algorithm)  If pain and functional limitations are minimal then trial a home exercise and stretching program 
to improve erector spinae firing as described by Renkawitz et al.  If pain or functional limitations are mod-
erate then encourage a program of 
outpatient manual and exercise 
based therapies to reduce pain more 
rapidly and correct biomechanical 
dysfunction about the lumbar spine, 
SI, Hips and Pelvis.  Medications 
may be used including non steroidal 
anti-inflammatories for 7-10 days 
along with B vitamins as supported 
by Mibielli et al.  If pain is more  
severe combination therapies  
including muscle relaxers for night 
time use or spasms and neuopathic 
agents for radicular symptoms may 
be used. In addition adjunctive  
modalities like acupuncture and 
home TENS should be considered. 

 

Table 1: Red Flags of Back Pain 

* History of Malignancy 

* Numbness, Tingling, Weakness in the limbs or groin 

* Changes in Urinary or Bowel function  

        (esp. Urin. Retention) 

* Fever, Chills, Night Sweats, Unexplained weight loss 

* Severe, unremitting Pain 

* Gait changes 

* Recurrent Symptoms after Spinal Surgery 



Back Pain Cont.  

  
Imaging 

Patients presenting with "red flags" or severe pain which fails to improve with 2-3 weeks of appropriate and  
aggressive conservative management will benefit from advanced imaging.  For better image resolution a 1.5 
Tesla or greater MRI with fine cuts through the area of concern should be ordered.  If a patient has had previous 
back surgery then an MRI with and without contrast will help differentiate scar tissue and infection from new disc 
protrusion or progressive degenerative changes etc.  In patients with suspected spondylolysis or those s/p  
recent lumbar fusion or with contraindication to MRI (eg: pace maker's/extreme claustrophobia etc), then a CT L 
Spine is indicated.  Based on the patient's clinical history and exam the clinician should select imaging which will 
best evaluate the "pain generators" suggested by history and exam.  CT for bone, MRI for soft tissues and so 
on.  

Invasive Approach 

If advanced imaging demonstrates changes consistent with the patient's symptoms and clinical exam, then  
spinal injections in conjunction with conservative care should be considered.  Evaluate "tennis-specific" motions 
for pain including spinal hyper-extension and "stork/cobra" testing (mimicking service/overhead motion) and  
extremes of lumbar rotation during back swing and follow thru.  Pain with extension/rotation and MRI findings of 
facet synovitis or progressive facet arthritis may benefit from facet injections.  In comparison, pain worse with 
lumbar flexion and rotation +/- radicular symptoms and an MRI showing an acute disc deformation may benefit 
from a trans-foraminal or midline epidural injection.  If patient's fail to improve with fluoroscopically-guided spinal 

injections, PT and oral medications or if neurologic symptoms progress then surgery 
should be considered.   
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Tennis Specific Alterations and Technique 

Tennis athletes develop biomechanical alterations from the repetitive, choreographed nature of the 
sport.  Some habitual patterns may promote dysfunction.  HIRD(Hip Internal Rotation Deficit) is present in 
many elite players, but the rates of the same have not been adequately identified in the recreational adult 
player.  However alterations in hip range of motion, SI mobility and lumbar spine range of motion may  
contribute to low back pain and should be adequately addressed by the healthcare provider.  Poor  
technique including toss location for the kick/topspin serve and excess lumbar hyperextension with inade-
quate hip and knee flexion during the serve may further exacerbate low back pain. Discuss these technical 
aspects with the tennis athlete and address them in the treatment plan.  

Final Thoughts 

Back pain is common and the majority of pain is “safe” and will improve with conservative care.  Never  
forget the “red flags” and follow up closely to confirm resolution and return to full function.  Use a tennis-
specific approach and if indicated advance to interventions guided by imaging and an excellent clinical  
history and exam. 
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TENNIS LEG in Tennis Athletes Prepared by: Nida Hamilton     Reviewed by: Kristi McCracken, ATC, Neeru Jayanthi, M.D.  



 

 

TENNIS LEG in Tennis Athletes cont.



In The News  

 

Health Benefits of Tennis: Why Play Tennis? 

SPORT SCIENCE usta.com 

By Jack L. Groppel, Ph.D. 

Its historic moniker has been the “sport for a lifetime”.  But is this really true?  According to world-renowned scientists from 
a variety of disciplines, there is no doubt that tennis is one of the best sports for you to play. 

Here are the facts: 
1. People who participate in tennis 3 hours per week (at moderately vigorous intensity) cut their risk of death in half from    
     any cause, according to physician Ralph Paffenbarger who studied over 10,000 people over a period of 20 years.  
2. Tennis players scored higher in vigor, optimism and self-esteem while scoring lower in depression, anger, confusion,  
     anxiety and tension than other athletes and non-athletes according to Dr. Joan Finn and colleagues at Southern  
      Connecticut State University.  
3. Since tennis requires alertness and tactical thinking, it may generate new connections between nerves in the  
     brain and thus promote a lifetime of continuing development of the brain, reported scientists at the University of  
      Illinois.  
4. Tennis outperforms golf, inline skating and most other sports in developing positive personality characteristics according  
     to Dr. Jim Gavin, author of The Exercise Habit.  
5. Competitive tennis burns more calories than aerobics, inline skating, or cycling, according to studies on caloric  
     expenditures. 
With these results in mind, let’s take a look at 34 specific reasons why you should consider playing tennis regularly! 

 
PHYSICAL REASONS TO PLAY TENNIS 

Tennis helps your:  
 
1. Aerobic fitness by burning fat and improving your cardiovascular fitness and maintaining higher energy levels.  
2. Anaerobic fitness by offering short, intense bursts of activity during a point followed by rest which helps muscles  
     use oxygen efficiently.  
3. Ability to accelerate by practice in sprinting, jumping and lunging to move quickly.  
4. Powerful first step by requiring anticipation, quick reaction time and explosion into action.  
5. Speed through a series of side-to-side and up and back sprints to chase the ball.  
6. Leg strength through hundreds of starts and stops which build stronger leg muscles.  
7. General body coordination since you have to move into position and then adjust your upper body to hit the ball  
      successfully.  
8. Gross motor control through court movement and ball-striking skills which require control of your large muscle groups.  
9. Fine motor control by the use of touch shots like angled volleys, drop shots and lobs.  
10. Agility by forcing you to change direction as many as 5 times in 10 seconds during a typical tennis point.  
11. Dynamic balance through hundreds of starts, stops, changes of direction and hitting on the run. 
12. Cross-training by offering a physically demanding sport that’s fun to play for athletes who are expert in other sports.  
13. Bone strength and density by strengthening bones of young players and helping prevent osteoporosis in older ones.  
14. Immune system through its conditioning effects which promote overall health, fitness and resistance to disease.  
15. Nutritional habits by eating appropriately before competition to enhance energy production and after competition to    
       practice proper recovery methods.  
16. Eye-hand coordination because you constantly judge the timing between the on-coming ball and the proper  
       contact point.  
17. Flexibility due to the constant stretching and maneuvering to return the ball toward your opponent. 
  

  
 



 

 
   In The News  cont.        

PSYCHOLOGICAL REASONS TO PLAY TENNIS 

 
Tennis helps you: 
  
18. Develop a work ethic because improvement through lessons or practice reinforces the value of hard work.  
19. Develop discipline since you learn to work on your skills in practice and control the pace of play in competition.  
20. Manage mistakes by learning to play within your abilities and realizing that managing and minimizing mistakes in tennis  
      or life is critical.  
21. Learn to compete one-on-one because the ability to compete and fight trains you in the ups and downs of a competitive 
        world. 
22. Accept responsibility because only you can prepare to compete by practicing skills, checking your equipment and during  
       match play by making line calls.  
23. Manage adversity by learning to adjust to the elements (e.g. wind, sun) and still be able to compete tenaciously. 
 24. Accommodate stress effectively because the physical, mental and emotional stress of tennis will force you to increase you 
       capacity for dealing with stress.  
25. Learn how to recover by adapting to the stress of a point and the recovery period between points which is similar to the  
       stress and recovery cycles in life.  
26. Plan and implement strategies since you naturally learn how to anticipate an opponent’s moves and plan your  
      countermoves.  
27. Learn to solve problems since tennis is a sport based on angles, geometry and physics.  
28. Develop performance rituals before serving or returning to control your rhythm of play and deal with pressure   
      These skills can transfer to taking exams, conducting a meeting or making an important sales presentation.  
29. Learn sportsmanship since tennis teaches you to compete fairly with opponents.  
30. Learn to win graciously and lose with honor.  Gloating after a win or making excuses after a loss doesn’t work in tennis  
       or in life.  
31. Learn teamwork since successful doubles play depends on you and your partner’s ability to communicate and play as a  
       cohesive unit.  
32. Develop social skills through interaction and communication before a match, while changing sides of the court and  
      after play.  
33. Have FUN… because the healthy feelings of enjoyment, competitiveness and physical challenge are inherent in the sport. 
  

SUMMARY AND REASON #34 

Is it any wonder that scientists and physicians around the world view tennis as the most healthful activity in which you can 
participate?  There may be other sports that can provide excellent health benefits and some which can provide mental and 
emotional growth.  But no sport other than tennis has ever been acclaimed from all disciplines as one that develops great 
benefits physically, mentally and emotionally. 

Tennis is a sport for kids to learn early in life.  What parent wouldn’t want their children to get these benefits through their 
growing years? 

It’s not too late for adults and seniors too!  The human system can be trained and improved at any stage of life. 

Here’s the key… you must begin playing tennis now to get these benefits throughout your lifetime.  And that brings us to rea-
son #34:  Tennis is truly  the sport for a lifetime!  It’s been proven. 



14th STMS WORLD CONGRESS – ROMA 2015 

The meeting will provide an excellent opportunity to expand our scientific knowledge through the work-

shops, with direct, close interaction with the most renowned International Specialists. 

The majority of tennis injuries are overuse injuries involving both upper and lower extremities as well as the 

back and abdominals.  Many of these injuries can be prevented with a proper understanding of the etiology 

of the injuries and appropriate evaluation and intervention. 

The  high-level scientific program provided during interactive sessions by the organizing committee will cov-

er both tennis-related pathology and the health benefits of regular physical and psychological activity 

throughout life. 

Practical workshops will also enable participants to discover new techniques and innovative equipment.  

There will be lectures on the latest notions by International leaders in tennis medicine, symposiums, and 

hands-on workshops  Click here for details:  stms-web.org/conferences 

 

See you in Rome!!! 

Organizing Secretariat 

Concordia Hospital for “Special Surgery”   

 

http://stms-web.org/conferences.html


STMS 2015 MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL  

Todd Ellenbecker 

Hello  STMS Members: 

 

    You can now renew your membership on the STMS website The 

website has now been updated to allow easy renewal of your mem-

bership so you can continue to receive the member benefits and 

continue your membership with STMS.   

    Simply click on this link http://stms-web.org/membership.html   to renew 

your STMS membership using a credit card and paypal.   

    Please contact us if you have any questions or help. 

    Thank you  for your continued support and membership in STMS. 

 

Best Regards 

Todd Ellenbecker 

 

Todd S. Ellenbecker, DPT, MS, SCS, OCS, CSCS 

Senior Director of Medical Services ATP World Tour 

Clinic Director, Physiotherapy Associates Scottsdale Sports Clinic 

National Director of Clinical Research, Physiotherapy Associates 

 

http://stms-web.org/membership.html
http://stms-web.org/


Go to www.stms-web.org and to renew!!! 

 

Joining STMS entitles you to receive educational information from leading Sports Medicine and Sport  

Science professionals working with tennis players around the world, as well as access to unique mem-

bership benefits (below). Most of the scientific rationale for caring tennis players (i.e. clinical manage-

ment, rehabilitation, training and prevention) in the last decade have been provided by STMS members!  

 

 

We invite you to tour our website at 

 www.stms-web.org  

to view public access information.   

 

JOIN US BY CLICKING HERE!!!!!  

 

What you get with STMS membership  

 Subscription to three issues per year of the Journal Medicine and Science in Tennis 

 Free online access to all editions of the Journal (with your STMS member password) 

 Subscription to four issues per year of the STMS E-mail Newsletter 

 Discounts to STMS meetings 

 Access to the dedicated Members Area (with your STMS password) STMS voting rights 

 

Subscription Rates:  

 Physician & STMS Fellow  (1 year) US $195                       

 Physician & STMS Fellow  (3 years) US $495 

 PhD/PT/ATC/Chiropractor  (1 year) US $95                        

 Tennis Coach & Player/Enthusiast (1year)** US $30            

 ** includes three online journals per year. subscription of four online STMS email newsletters,  

     discount to all STMS conferences and free online access to all published STMS journals. 

STMS MEMBERSHIP  

 

http://www.stms-web.org
http://www.stms-web.org
http://stms-web.org/membership.html
http://www.atptennis.com/
http://www.rfet.es/
http://www.wtatour.com/
http://www.sportcourt.com/
http://www.lta.org.uk/
http://www.usta.com/
http://www.itftennis.com/

