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What do we do?

Empirical Neurolaw Research

Education & Outreach; Policy



Toward a Minnesota Model for Brain 
Health in Youth Sports







Are Youth Sports Concussion Statutes Working?

How Dangerous are Youth Sports for the Brain? A Review of 
the Evidence

The Failure of Youth Sports Concussion Laws and the Limits 
of Legislating Health Education

Communicating Risk and Benefit in Youth Sports

The Benefits of Contact Sports

The Shifting Science Of Sports Concussion: How Has the 
Reasonable Standard of Concussion Care Changed for 
Youth Athletes?

Shen Neurolaw Lab Projects on Youth Sports Concussions



Partners on Youth Sports Concussions

Athletic trainers group I met with
Driven 2 Discover 



Our focus in this study 
is on YOUTH sports.



Figure 2. Illustrating the Comparative Lack of Research on Sports Concussions in Youth 
Younger than High School Age: Graph of Sports Participation Rates and Number of 
Studies, by Age Group

There are 36 million athletes younger than high 
school age, and 8 million high school age 
athletes.

Yet there are 62 studies of sports 
concussion in high school age 
populations and only 17 in younger 
populations.
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Five
(of the many)

policy challenges:



BUT ... the younger the brain, the 
less we know about concussion.

1. Youth athletes are the 
priority ....



BUT ... “more research required” is not 
an option for here-and-now law and 

policy.

2. Basic and clinical research 
is still developing ...



BUT ... these laws are not 
sufficiently informed by scientific 

evidence.

3. All 50 states have passed a 
youth sport concussion law ...



BUT ... Minnesota has yet to develop an 
infrastructure for collecting data on 

incidence, interventions, and 
implementation.

4. In order to make evidence-
based policy, we need 

evidence ...



BUT ... what works in a resource-rich collegiate or 
professional setting does not always translate 
well to an all-volunteer, resource-poor context.

5. Significant improvement is 
happening at the college and 

professional level ...
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What is (generally) 
working for youth sports 

concussion laws?





1. Buy in: Although they may not know the specifics of how the law works, there is generally 
widespread acceptance and appreciation of the concussion laws by key stakeholders, as well as 
the public.  

2. Protocols in place for high schools: In general, it appears that most high schools have 
implemented a concussion protocol (roughly) consistent with the major provisions of the law in its 
state. 

3. Resistance: At the same time, parents (and sometimes athletes) may be resistant to concussion 
protocols when following those protocols is perceived to be at odds with the advancement of an 
athletic goal, or when necessary monetary and staffing resources are not available. 

4. Increase in reported concussions: It appears that state concussion laws, as well as rising 
awareness about sports concussions, have jointly contributed to an increase in the number of 
reported concussions (and thus, presumably, to overall improvement in concussion care.) 

5. More education needed: Across multiple states, survey respondents consistently voice a need for 
more education dissemination.  Many parents, athletes, and school / youth sports personnel are 
not yet adequately informed by the law.



What is (generally) 
working for Minnesota’s

concussion law?



What (if anything) is 
problematic with our current 
legal and policy responses to 

youth sports concussions?



Imagine the following facts:

There is a middle school youth football league with 10 teams.

Each team has 20 players on the team.

All players on each team complete 20 practices and 5 games.

With 10 teams, and 20 players per team participating in 20 practices and 
5 games, the result is a total of 5,000 "athlete exposures". One athlete 
exposure (AE) corresponds to 1 athlete completing 1 practice or 1 
competition.

Given these facts, and given whatever you know about sports 
concussions, how many concussions would you expect to occur in 
this league (including all 10 teams) during an average season?



~60% of the American public 
overestimates concussion incidence, 
and many overestimate incidence by 
a great magnitude.

Data in this presentation is preliminary and is not to be cited or reproduced without permission 
of the author.





How are we educating the 
appropriate stakeholders 

about concussion?



Here is what current 
concussion education 

material looks like:







How do we communicate risks 
when we know something—but 

maybe not enough—about 
those risks?



Does communicating 
concussion risk actually 

reduce incidence?

Probably not.







The bottom line: 
We should review and reimagine 
how we communicate concussion 
policy, risk, and management to 

athletes, coaches, and key 
stakeholders.



Are there other barriers to 
implementing Minnesota’s 

concussion law?

Yes.



What (if anything) is problematic with our current 
legal and policy responses to youth sports 
concussions?

1. Law / policy may not be well-matched to the actual scope of the issue (and 
this is in part due to a lack of understanding of concussion policy, 
incidence, and management).

2. It’s likely that knowledge and implementation of concussion laws is uneven 
and significantly limited (especially for activity outside of high schools).

3. An appropriate cost-benefit analysis framework remains undertheorized 
and is rarely communicated effectively to athletes and parents.



How do we assess the 
benefits of participating in 

sports? 



What do we know about the benefits of youth 
participation in FOOTBALL specifically?

The research is limited, but one informative study comes 
from research on female football players.



Teamwork, Trust, and Family:
• Players expressed that football required an unprecedented level of 

team cooperation in which each player’s role is critical to the 
success of the entire team.

• Players also expressed an unmatched sense of accomplishment 
within tackle football. 

• Some players noted that the threat of bodily injury increased the 
level of trust they bestowed onto their teammates which in turn 
leads to a closer community experience.

• Players on both teams used the word family to describe their team 
dynamic



Meeting a Diverse Array of Women: 
• Several players expressed that engaging in tackle football has 

allowed them to interact with women whom they would not have 
met in other contexts. Interacting with a diverse array of ages, 
classes, ethnicities, and sexualities enhanced the experience of 
the players. 

• Though these types of diversity are apparent in other women’s 
sports, diversity of age and body size emerged as benefits specific 
to tackle football. 

• Football creates space for players of all different body sizes, 
which allows for women with larger builds who do not conform to 
standard beauty or athletic standards to succeed in football. 



Physical Nature of the Game:
• Physically aggressive contact creates a sense of 

empowerment for a number of players.
• Players’ love of physical contact was often consistent with 

their own perceptions of themselves or led way to more 
aggressive personas.

• Players appreciated the opportunity for strong physical 
contact which was previously unavailable to them due to 
gender barriers. 



Concussion expert Dr. Jeffrey Kutcher, MD: 

By exposing ourselves to some 
intrinsic health risks of playing 
sports, we are also opening 
ourselves up to incredible 
opportunities for personal growth 
and accomplishment.

JEFFREY S. KUTCHER, BACK IN THE GAME: WHY

CONCUSSION DOESN'T HAVE TO END YOUR ATHLETIC

CAREER 226 (2016).



What do we know about the benefits of youth 
participation in FOOTBALL specifically?

At this Summit, we are conducting 
qualitative research on the question: In 
your view, what are the BENEFITS of 
tackle football?
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Will the future of 
concussion policy in sports 
be reactive or proactive?



Will the future of 
concussion policy in sports 
be reactive or proactive?



We need collaborative, 
comprehensive, and

cost-effective policy design.

And we are moving in that 
direction.








