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Your Son’s Brain, on Football

A study commissioned by the National Football League, and just released, suggests that former pro football players are 19 times more likely than the rest of us to report memory problems in early adulthood and middle age; and 5 times as likely as the rest of us to develop Alzheimer's as a late consequence of head injuries. 

From my patients, my family, and my own fervent hopes about aging well, I know that Alzheimer’s is among the most feared scourges of our senescence.  Think how excited and relieved we would all be to know there were something we could do to slash our risk by 80%.  Apparently there is: don’t play professional football.

That sets the bar way too high, however.  A 2008 article in the American Journal of Sports Medicine highlighted the fairly high rate of head injury in college football, and the considerably higher rate still of such injury among high school players.  Most experts think that concussions are even more likely to harm the brain of an adolescent than an adult.

We have attempted to frighten young people away from drug use by showing them their brains on drugs.  Perhaps we all need a sobering dose of respect for the adverse potential of brains on football.

I am reasonably confident that all moral members of modern society feel disquiet, at least, at the thought of ancient Roman gladiatorial games in which the very goal of the contest was death.  But what about modern games in which one of the goals is disability?  This, to me, seems a difference of degree rather than kind- and worthy of our scrutiny.
Brain injury in football would be bad enough if it were truly accidental, as such injuries can be in other sports like basketball and soccer where collisions are more happenstance than primary objective.  But let's be honest: bone-crushing impact is an actual objective in football, and a fundamental part of the spectacle.  Fans EXPECT to see heads getting pounded into the turf.  They are paying for it.  These are our modern gladiators.
I realize at this point I will be starting to generate ire among any die-hard football fans among my readers.  That group may have visions of me as cautious, squeamish, or even effete.  But, in fact, I have perfectly good 'rugged guy' bona fides.  
My ideas of a good time include racing a horse at high speed over obstacles in the woods; skiing a mogul-strewn double black diamond with comparable abandon; hiking 15 miles or biking 30.  I even have years of martial arts under my (not quite black, alas) belt.
And, I have the wear and tear to show for it: 15 broken bones (or at least, that's how many I had when I stopped counting); torn this, that, and the other thing; far too many stitches to keep track of; and at least two concussions of my own, which the new study is giving me particular cause to regret!

But in my case, all of this trauma has simply been a by-product of my own brand of 'boys will be boys' mayhem.  No one was paying me to get hurt.  No one was watching expectantly, hoping to see me get hurt.  Some people even regretted it- myself included.
That's not the case for our gridiron gladiators.  Getting their brains bashed is the price of glory. 
That said, the NFL has a vested interest in protecting the heads of players who are, after all, their bread winners.  The League expresses a commitment to minimizing head injury through education, rule revisions, equipment improvements, and the provision of prompt, high quality medical attention.  Even this is almost certainly inadequate, and far less is done to defend against such injuries in college and high school. 

So I'm just asking: is a 5-fold increase in the risk of a condition as dreaded as Alzheimer's Dementia a reasonable price to pay for what is, at the end of the day, a diversion?  Or- is it time to think about changing the rules of this dangerous game?
I don’t quite dare suggest we tinker with something as sacrosanct as football, for fear of getting hit in the head myself.  But I am wondering if my fellow fathers, let alone mothers, are really willing to tolerate a 20-fold increase in the risk of damage to our sons’ brains for the sake of what is, after all, a game.  I'm just asking.  
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