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Abstract: Anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) injuries are a common issue in basketball. Several studies
point to subtalar pronation as a relevant risk factor for these injuries, despite their multiarticular
and multiplanar nature. This study evaluated the correlation between subtalar pronation and ACL
injuries in female basketball players. A total of 30 players were recruited and divided into two
groups: 15 with previous ACL injury and 15 without injury. The navicular drop test (NDT) and drop
vertical jump test were applied to quantify parameters such as navicular drop, calcaneal eversion,
ankle dorsiflexion, knee flexion, and dynamic valgus. The results showed significantly higher NDT
values (6.93 &+ 1.64 mm vs. 541 £+ 1.96 mm, p = 0.029) and maximum calcaneal eversion angle
(10.94 £ 3.22° vs. 5.30 £ 3.33°, p < 0.001) in the injured group. There were also significant differences
in maximum dynamic valgus (152.73 £ 15.00° vs. 165.26 & 5.628°, p = 0.005) and knee flexion
(93.70 £ 7.47° vs. 82.92 £ 11.14°, p = 0.004) between groups. These findings suggest that subtalar
pronation, assessed by NDT, and calcaneal eversion could be indicators of higher susceptibility to
ACL injuries in female basketball players.

Keywords: sports injuries; subtalar pronation; ACL injury; navicular drop test; drop vertical jump
test; ankle flexion; knee flexion; dynamic valgus

1. Introduction

Anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) injuries have become one of the most frequent
medical problems among athletes, especially in those who practice disciplines such as
basketball, which require sudden changes in direction and sudden turns of the body [1-3].
Various epidemiological analyses agree that the incidence of ACL rupture is significantly
higher in women than in men [1,3,4], probably due to anatomical, biomechanical, and
hormonal factors particular to the female sex [5-7]. The consequences of such injuries are
severe: functional limitation of the joint and increased risk of long-term osteoarthritis [8-10].

Most ACL tears occur without direct contact, during dynamic movements involving
braking or sharp turns with the knee extended [11]. This is because the ACL acts as the
main rotational stabilizer of the knee joint, preventing excessive anterior displacement of
the tibia [12,13]. Its anatomical structure, attached to the femur at one end and to the tibia at
the other, gives it a certain elasticity when stretched [13]. Keeping the knee extended during
these dynamic movements increases the risk of ligament injury. A more extended knee
during these activities carries a higher risk of injury [14]. Other associated biomechanical

J. Clin. Med. 2023, 12, 7539. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jcm12247539 https:/ /www.mdpi.com/journal /jem


https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm12247539
https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm12247539
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/jcm
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2710-2931
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-9211-6930
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4617-7659
https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm12247539
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/jcm
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/jcm12247539?type=check_update&version=2

J. Clin. Med. 2023, 12, 7539

20f11

factors include knee hyperextension, muscle weakness [15-17], ligamentous laxity [18],
joint asymmetries [19], and lower limb dynamic alterations. Although the classic focus has
been on the sagittal plane, the multiplanar nature of these injuries is now recognized [5,20].

Several studies suggest that hyperpronation of the foot may be associated with a
higher incidence of ACL injuries [18,21], as it forces the tibia into a compensatory internal
rotation that is transferred to the knee joint [22]. Therefore, the present study aims to
analyze the possible association between subtalar pronation and ACL injuries in female
basketball players. For this purpose, clinical parameters such as the navicular descent test
and the vertical jump test will be evaluated, also measuring dynamic knee valgus, knee
flexion, and ankle flexion.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design

A descriptive-comparative study was conducted including two groups of basketball
players (i.e., injured vs. non-injured basketball players) (Figure 1). This study was approved
by the Research Ethics Committee of the Catholic University of Valencia (UCV /2022-
2023/094) in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki [23]. In
addition, the design and progression of participants through the trial were conducted in
accordance with the STROBE guidelines [24] (see Supplementary Materials Table S1). All
players were recruited from the same basketball club. Before testing procedures, all players
provided written informed consent [23,24].

Assessed for eligibility
n =39
Excluded (n =9)

"ii"(minimum 5 years) =5

Accepted in the study
3

Group control
n=19

Excluded (n =4)

ii" (lower extremity surgeries
in the last year) =4

Group control
n=15

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the selection process and analysis of the participants included in the
present study.

2.2. Sample Size

The sample size was calculated by taking as reference the means of 2 normal popula-
tions with equal standard deviations of 0.15. The minimum needed to reach a power of
0.95 and a bilateral « level of 0.05 with 2 groups to detect a difference of 0.2 units for a
Student’s t test for independent samples. A total of 30 participants of fifteen subjects per
group was required.

2.3. Participants

A total of 30 sub-elite female basketball players were selected. Factors measured
are shown in Table 1. The inclusion criteria were (i) women between 14 and 28 years
old, (ii) minimum 5 years of experience in professional basketball, (iii) regular training at
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least twice a week and 2 h per session. The exclusion criteria were (i) players with recent
traumatic injuries and (ii) lower limb surgeries in the last year.

Table 1. Descriptions and t-tests anthropometric features sample by group. Data were expressed as
mean and standard deviation (SD).

All Participants Injured Uninjured
Outcome (1 = 30) (1 = 15) (1 = 15) p-Value
Age 23.067 + 4.24 23.80 + 3.97 2233 + 451 0.353
Height cm 167.77 + 5.23 167.33 + 5.91 168.20 + 4.61 0.658
Weight Kg 61.7 + 8.74 62.53 + 9.00 60.87 + 8.70 0.610
Body mass index, 21.87 + 2.41 22.29 + 2.49 21.45 +2.32 0.348

kg/m?

2.4. Assessment
2.4.1. Test de Desplazamiento del Navicular (NDT)

As described by Brody [25], first, the navicular tuberosity was identified and marked
on the barefoot player. Subsequently, the subject was seated, her knees were flexed to
approximately 90°, and the neutral position of the subtalar joint was found. The subtalar
joint was considered to be in a neutral position when the examiner, by passive inversion
and eversion, could equally palpate the head of the talus on both sides with the thumb and
index finger [26].

With the subject seated and the subtalar joint in a neutral position, a card was placed
on the medial side of the foot that was in contact with the ground. On this card, a line
was drawn to coincide with the navicular tuberosity mark. The subject was asked to
relax and distribute the weight between both feet. The height of the navicular tuberosity
was then re-marked on the card. The difference between the two marks was recorded in
millimeters; this procedure being carried out bilaterally. NDT values greater than 7 mm [27]
or 10 mm [25] were considered indicative of hi-pronation.

2.4.2. Test Drop Vertical Jump (DV])

To assess the maximum dynamic valgus angle, players were placed in a common
game situation, specifically during landing after a jump, a time when many injuries have
been shown to occur [28]. The Drop Vertical Jump (DV]) was used for this assessment,
a tool that previous studies have shown to be useful in detecting the risk of non-contact
anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) injuries [29]. In this test, the subject was asked to stand on
a 31 cm high platform with feet 35 cm apart. Participants were instructed to drop straight
down from the box and immediately perform a vertical jump as high as possible, raising
their arms as if they were picking up a basketball rebound [30]. Each player was allowed
up to 3 practice attempts (Figure 2).

If at the time of the initial landing, a higher effort than required was noted or if the
participant performed a jump instead of dropping (i.e., increasing the vertical position of the
center of mass when taking off from the box), the player was asked to repeat the jump [31].
Between 9 and 13 markers were placed on the players, depending on whether they were
injured or not, on various anatomical structures, including the anterior superior iliac spine
(EIAS), the center of the knee, and the midpoint between both malleoli in the frontal plane;
greater trochanter, femoral condyle, tibial tuberosity (lateral), peroneal malleolus and head
of the fifth metatarsal in the sagittal plane; and in the posterior plane, at the center of the
Achilles tendon in its distal third [32].

Kinematic analysis was carried out in two dimensions (2D) to examine the alignment
of the different joints, using a video camera at 240 fps (iPhone13) located two meters from
the subject. The frontal plane of each participant was recorded at the time of the test.

Using the captured videos, we proceeded to measure the maximum angle of calcaneal
eversion during pronation. Likewise, measurements of dynamic knee valgus, and max-
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imum knee and ankle flexion were obtained using anatomical markers and subsequent
analysis with Kinovea [33].

For all measurements, the average of the three jump attempts was taken, having
practiced the exercise on 5 previous occasions.

Figure 2. Dynamic knee valgus (DKV) after landing.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

An observer who was unaware of the experimental setup performed all analyses.
The mean and standard deviation (SD) were used to express the data. The Kolmogorov—-
Smirnov test was used to evaluate the assumption of normality. Levene’s test was also
used to calculate the homogeneity of variance assumption. At p 0.05, the significance
level was established. For the statistical analysis and graphical display of the data, SPSS
24 (SPSS 24 Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) and Jeffreys’s Amazing Statistical Package were used,
respectively. To determine whether the anthropometric characteristics among the groups
were homogeneous (p > 0.05), a one-way t-test was used to examine the data. The difference
between injured and uninjured groups was analyzed using ¢-test for independent samples
(t-Student). The ES was calculated by determining Cohen’s d coefficient, which was then
expressed as the difference in standardized mean change. The ES was categorized as trivial
(<0.20), small (0.20-0.59), moderate (0.60-1.19), large (1.20-1.99), or very large (>2.00) [34].
The strength of the relationship between the variables was examined using the Pearson
correlation coefficient and /or Spearman correlation coefficient (for non-compliance with
the normality assumption).

3. Results
3.1. Participation Flow and Sample Characteristics

A total of 30 female subjects were enrolled to participate in the study. Differences in
the means of anthropometric variables across treatment assignments were analyzed using a
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one-way t-test. No evidence of heterogeneity was presented. Therefore, no analysis showed
that there were no significant differences between groups (p > 0.05) (Table 1).

3.2. Results Subtalar Pronation Outcomes

Subtalar pronation outcomes were taken at the specified two groups: injured and
uninjured participants. These measurements are detailed in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptions and -tests subtalar pronation outcomes sample per group. Data were expressed

as mean and standard deviation (SD).

Outcome All I::r:;)};ants gll]:rlesc)l Uninjured (n = 15)
NDT 6.173 £1.94 6.93 + 1.64 541 £1.96
Dynamic Knee Valgus 159.00 & 12.83 152.73 4= 15.00 165.26 £ 5.628
Knee Flexion 88.31 +10.81 93.70 +7.47 8292 +11.14
Dorsiflexion Ankle 113.05 + 7.07 113.33 + 7.69 112.76 + 6.67
Heel Tilt 8.12+4.31 10.94 +3.22 5.30 +3.33

The t-test for independent samples showed statistically significant differences (p = 0.029)
on NDT evaluation. Between groups (mean difference [CI 95%, t(4f), ES]) was in favor of the
injured group (1.52 [0.16-2.87, 2.3025), 0.84]) in female basketball players. The effect size was
categorized as moderate (0.08-1.58). The dynamic knee valgus t-test for independent samples
showed statistically significant differences (p = 0.005). Between groups (mean difference [CI
95%, taf), ES] was in favor of the uninjured group (—12.53 [-21.00-—4.05, —3.02,g), 0.84])
in female basketball players. The effect size was categorized as moderate (—1.86 to —0.32).
Related to knee flexion, the analysis showed that statistically significant differences (p = 0.004)
between group (mean difference [CI 95%, t(4s), ES] high knee flexion values in favor of the
injured group were found (10.78 [3.46-3.69, 3.11(28), 1.13]). The effect size was categorized
as moderate (0.35-1.90). Finally, the t-test for independent samples showed statistically
significant differences (p = 0.001) in heel tilt. Between-group (mean difference [CI 95%, t(qs),
ES] high tilt values in favor of the injured group were found (5.63 [3.17-8.08, 3.11(28), 1.71])
(see Figure 3). The effect size was categorized as large (0.86-2.54).

NDT Dynamic Valgus Knee
154 {__I__\ 200 {_I_\
180 o
£ 10- o o 4
5 £ 9005000 oo
E DD.-.$.—. a E 160 %ePoo g ¥ o
= O, o € =l
8 & o 8
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0o
0 T T 120 T T
No injured Injured No injured Injured
Group Group
Knee Flexion Heel Tilt
1104 [ \ 110
100 % Al 105
4 5 _
: 5 2 : o oolig
= 904 + 100 o m
@ [
E o—-Q E o 8lo
£ 80+ £ 954 I Q
o 0,0]° © [5) _Jz_o o
70+ 90 oo
60 T T 85 T T
No injured Injured No injured Injured
Group Group

Figure 3. The figure shows the differences produced on main subtalar pronation outcomes by group
(i.e., Uninjured and Injured). * Significant differences between groups p value > 0.05.
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3.3. Relationships between Subtalar Pronation Outcomes and Injured ACL Participants

The results of Spearman correlations were used to examine the relationships between
clinical subtalar pronation within both groups (Figure 4). NDT was associated with dynamic
knee valgus (rho = —0.513, p = 0.004) and heel tilt (rho = —0.375, p = 0.041). There was no
significant relationship between the rest subtalar pronation outcomes. Complete estimates
from the correlation analysis are shown in Table 3.

NDT

Dynamic Valgus Knee

130 140 150 160 170 180

Dynamic Valgus Knee Heel tilt

Figure 4. The graph illustrates the scatter plot between the dependent variables analyzed, (A) NDT—
Dynamic Valgus Knee, (B) Dynamic Valgus Knee—Heel Tilt. Notes. Green marks show Prediction
Intervals (95%). Blue marks show confidence intervals (95%).

Table 3. Estimates from the correlation analysis (Spearman). Data were expressed as Rho and p value.

Outcome Dynamic Knee Valgus Knee Flexion Dorsiflexion Ankle Heel Tilt
NDT —0.513; 0.004 ** 0.142; 0.454 0.213; 0.259 0.268; 0.152
Dynamic Knee Valgus - —0.299; 0.109 0.145; 0.446 —0.375; 0.041 **
Knee Flexion 0.142; 0.454 - 0.254; 0.176 0.136; 0.473
Dorsiflexion Ankle 0.213; 0.259 0.254;0.176 - —0.122; 0.522
Heel Tilt 0.268; 0.152 0.136; 0.437 —1.122; 0.522 -

Rho = Value Spearman correlation between two variables. ** p-value less than 0.05 is typically considered to be
statistically significant.

3.4. Adverse Events

During the follow-up period, no adverse events or unintended effects were recorded.

4. Discussion

This study aimed to analyze the possible association between subtalar pronation
outcomes and ACL injury in female basketball players, by comparing a group with a
previous ACL injury and a control group. The hypothesis posited that higher value
subtalar pronation outcomes would be observed after the injury ACL. The primary finding
of this study was in the values of the navicular drop test and the maximum angle of
calcaneal tilt during the dynamic landing phase, both being higher in players with ACL
injury. In our study, the participant sample consisted exclusively of women. Indeed, there
are noted gender differences among the ACL injured. Female athletes are substantially
more susceptible than males to suffer acute non-contact anterior cruciate ligament injury.
Moreover, previous research has shown that with an uninjured extremity, females may
have larger hip flexion angles, smaller hip adduction moments, larger anterior knee joint
forces, larger knee extension moments, and smaller ankle inversion angles as compared
to males after ACL reconstruction [35]. These results are consistent with some previous
studies suggesting that hyperpronation may increase the risk of ACL injury [36] as it
generates a compensatory internal tibial rotation that moves proximally to the knee joint,
and other studies comparing ACL-injured and non-injured athletes have found excessive
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navicular drop and subtalar pronation to be more frequent risk factors for injury [37].This
propagates rotational strains proximally to the knee joint. With the knee near extension
during maneuvers like landing, the ACL lacks active muscular contributions to share the
load [38]. Thus, with the tibia internally rotated from pronation below, the ACL can rupture
if overloaded beyond capacity. A statistically significant difference was found.

Other authors, however, have not found such an association, and thus the evidence is
conflicting [39] A limitation in this area is the lack of clearly established standard values
for pronation parameters, where NDT values greater than 7 mm [27] or 10 mm [25] would
be considered hyperpronation. However, with dynamic calcaneal eversion, there are
no articles that determine normal values. Authors who have studied calcaneal eversion
have obtained normal values in static. Some of them agree that it should be between
4 and 8° [40,41], while others argue that a calcaneal eversion of >5° should be considered
abnormal [42]. We are therefore faced with a lack of evidence between the cause and effect
of hyperpronation and ACL injuries [43].

Anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) injury is one of the most common injuries in female
basketball players. The main non-contact mechanisms occur in 70% to 84% of injuries [44,45]
during landings after vertical jumps, usually due to inadequate absorption of ground
reaction forces as the knee is almost in full extension. Actually, in this research, 14 of the
15 injured players (1 = 93%) were injured without contact with another element and only
1 of them (n = 7%) had contact at the time of injury.

As described above, the ACL is responsible for controlling the anterior motion of the
tibia and inhibiting extreme ranges of tibial rotation [46]. These events occur primarily
in the knee, which primarily moves on the sagittal plane, and there are authors who
have studied the relationship of knee flexion with the ACL. Some have concluded that
the more the joints flex during landing, the more energy is absorbed and the less the
impact is transmitted to the knee, decreasing the tensile forces on the ligament [14]. Even
Gabriel et al. [47] calculated at which degrees of flexion the maximum forces on the AM
and PL fascicle of the ACL were found; 0° of flexion for the PL fascicle and 60° and 90° of
flexion for the AM fascicle.

The difference in knee flexion between injured and uninjured players in this study was
statistically significant (p < 0.05) (Table 1). A lower maximum knee flexion angle indicates
a higher knee flexion capacity and consequently better shock absorption. The average
maximum knee flexion angle of the uninjured players is 82.9°, whereas for the injured
players, it is 93.7°. Thus, it is observed that the uninjured players have a greater knee
flexion, with a difference of 10.8°.

Taking into consideration the study by Gabriel et al. [47], the averaged maximum knee
flexion angle of the injured players (93.7°) is very close to the position in which the AM
fascicle of the ACL receives the highest stress (90°).

Additionally, players with ACL injury in this study had a significantly higher average
maximum dynamic knee valgus angle (152.73° vs. 165.27°), as well as a lower maximum
knee flexion during the drop and jump action measured. This pattern increases the straining
forces on the ACL, and therefore could also contribute to the increased risk of injury.

Excessive pronation, combined with sporting activities involving jumping and sudden
changes in direction, may increase load and stress on the patellar tendon, potentially
contributing to the development of knee pathology [48]. The relationship between the
Q-angle and pronation is relevant, as an elevated Q-angle may predispose to excessive
pronation, thereby increasing stress on the patellar tendon and contributing to the risk of
injury in athletes participating in sports that require repetitive and sudden movements [49].
This biomechanical understanding may be crucial in identifying and addressing risk factors,
as well as in designing more effective prevention and rehabilitation strategies for athletes
with this type of injury [50]. The biomechanical understanding of the risk factors may be
crucial to identify and address risk factors, as well as to design more effective prevention
and rehabilitation strategies for athletes with these types of injuries.
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The average age of the players at the time of injury was 17.8 years, which is consistent
with previous reports suggesting an increased risk in adolescents, as already established by
studies [51], probably due to high physical activity, accelerated bone growth, and hormonal
changes during puberty [52]. However, in this sample, a history of previous ACL injury
was not a primary factor.

In conclusion, in this cohort of female basketball players, subtalar hyperpronation
assessed by static and dynamic clinical parameters was related to a history of ACL injury.
While further research is required, this biomechanical factor could be modifiable and poten-
tially used to develop specific preventive strategies [53]. These injury prevention programs
should focus on controlling excessive pronation through exercises that strengthen the in-
trinsic musculature of the foot and improve dynamic alighment. Trainers could incorporate
such exercises into warm-ups. Orthotic insoles or motion-controlled shoes may also help to
optimize foot biomechanics, although studies suggest otherwise for navicular drops of less
than 8 mm [54]. Likewise, training landing technique after jumps, with an emphasis on soft
landings with increased knee/hip flexion, would optimize shock absorption and reduce
ACL stress. Feedback to avoid dynamic knee valgus during jumps and turns could also
reduce the risk of injury. Pre-participatory assessment of navicular drop and lower limb
alignment during landings could identify athletes requiring interventions to correct risk
factors such as hyperpronation. Finally, after ACL reconstruction, addressing pronation
and muscle imbalances through the kinetic chain could optimize dynamic stability and
prevent re-injury.

Limitations and New Lines of Research

The present study has some limitations that should be considered: a small sample
size (30 participants in total) reduces statistical power and makes it difficult to extrapolate
results; although, the sample calculation was adequate, a larger sample would give greater
support to the conclusions. Furthermore, the assessment of pronation was based only on
clinical tests (NDT and calcaneal eversion), so incorporating more objective biomechanical
analyses (gait platforms, opto-electronic systems) would have provided a more accurate
quantification. Also, it is recommended to conduct longitudinal studies in basketball teams,
examining more biomechanical parameters and performing comprehensive assessments
of ligamentous-mental laxity and muscle strength, to compare variables before and after
injury and establish causal relationships.

This line of research will allow studies to be carried out to evaluate the efficacy
of clinical interventions in the control of excessive pronation and their impact on the
prevention of ACL injuries. Specifically, randomized trials could be designed to compare
the incidence of such injuries in athletes using insoles, muscle-strengthening programs,
or proprioceptive training, vs. a control group. If their protective effect against injury is
confirmed, these therapeutic strategies could be incorporated into prevention programs in
at-risk populations.

Variable degrees of pronation could also be modeled by finite element studies and
computational analysis. These biomechanical models would allow estimation of the result-
ing forces on the ACL at different angles of subtalar pronation. The results would help to
establish optimal ranges and pronation limits to minimize the load on the anterior cruciate
ligament during sports practice.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, the present study demonstrated that subtalar hyperpronation, measured
by the navicular drop test and calcaneal eversion, was associated with an increased risk of
ACL injury among the female basketball players tested. Players with a previous ACL injury
showed greater dynamic knee valgus compared to the control group, which could also
increase stress on the ligament. A significant reduction was observed in the maximum knee
flexion angle during the dynamic maneuvers, which implies a reduced ability to absorb
forces. Moreover, no significant differences were found in maximum ankle flexion between
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the injured and uninjured groups. It is concluded that subtalar hyperpronation appears to
be a modifiable biomechanical factor associated with an increased risk of ACL injury in
young female basketball players.
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