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Original article

Comparing effects of Nordic hamstring exercise in
combination with electrical stimulation and in
combination with the FIFA 11+ program on footballers
with strained hamstring muscles
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Background: Football is a popular sport with many subjects. Hamstring muscle strain injury is one of the most
common injuries. This type of injury occurs at a high rate and has a high re-injury rate, which results in a loss of
training and competition time. However, an efficient prevention and rehabilitation program could help to reduce
the impact of injuries on football athletes.

Objectives: This study aimed to investigate and compare the effects of Nordic hamstring exercise in
combination with electrical stimulation and in combination with the Federation International de Football
Association 11+ program on football athletes with hamstring muscle strain.

Methods: Sixteen footballers from Kasetsart University’s Kamphaengsaen campus, aged 18 - 25 years old
(mean age =19.9 + 1.5 years old), participated in the study. Through random sampling, the subjects were assigned
to a group involving Nordic hamstring exercise combined with either electrical stimulation or FIFA 11+.

Results: The results showed that, after 6 weeks of training, both groups showed improvements in the strength
of strained hamstring muscles (Nordic hamstring exercise with electrical stimulation was 9.8 + 2.4 kg before
training and 17.7 + 2.0 kg on week 6; Nordic hamstring exercise with FIFA 11+ was 9.8 £ 2.8 kg before training
and 15.8 £ 2.3 kg on week 6), but there was no significant difference between the 2 groups.

Conclusion: This study concluded that the training program used for either group could increase the strength

of strained hamstring muscles.

Keywords: Electrical stimulation, FIFA 11+, Nordic hamstring exercise, strained hamstring muscles.

Football is the most popular sport of all time;
however, the rates of participation and injury are quite
high." At the slow step forward before the late swing
phase in running, the hamstring performs eccentric
contraction. At this point, hamstring muscle strain can
occur if the muscle strength is low. The incidence
rate is 39.5%¥ with a 48.0% possibility of re-injury
that affects training and competition. However, an
efficient preventive and rehabilitation program could
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help to minimize possible injuries from football by up
t0 39.0%.¢-9

Injury prevention and rehabilitation can
be achieved by strengthening hamstrings via
exercise or electrical stimulation (ES). Regarding
exercise, eccentric contraction is more effective for
strengthening hamstrings than isometric contraction
or concentric contraction.” An ES (faradic current)
is a physical therapy treatment modality used to
produce muscle contractions.*®

A group of scientists from Oslo Sports Trauma
Research Centre (OSTRC) identified Nordic
(or Russian) hamstring exercise as the eccentric
contraction exercise that most efficiently prevents
injury from hamstring strain®® ' within 10 weeks of
training."' Nordic hamstring exercise not only allows
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muscle contraction that is similar to the posture that
causes the injury but also increases strength by up to
51.0% and torque for muscle contraction by up to
7.0%. Importantly, it can be applied to healthy athletes
or those with hamstring muscle strain problems;
however, results might not obvious to those who have
sustained an acute injury.“* !

In 2003, (FIFA) and the FIFA Medical Assessment
and Research Center (F-MARC) added Nordic
hamstring exercise into the FIFA “11°,1*-'5 an injury-
prevention program, which was further developed and
later and had its name changed to the FIFA ‘11+’ in
2006.19 The FIFA 11+ is a 10 - 15 minutes exercise
program that aims to prevent injury to the lower body,
especially hamstring muscle, and help reduce injury
rate of football players by up to 95.0%. Moreover, it
activates muscular functions, increases muscular
contraction force, increases muscular strength!'® '
in performing regular contractions, and initiates the
functions of main and stabilized muscles, as well as
improving the strength of gross motor skills for multi-
directional movement.”

Neuromuscular Electrical Stimulation (NMES) is
a method used to strengthen muscles in patients who
have physical therapy coupled with training to reinforce
muscles. ES causes more muscle contraction and
increases strength 40.0% higher than normal training.
It increases muscle contraction by 30.0%, and
improves muscular efficiency, and activates muscular
functions for contraction under voluntary control,
similar to that during exercise."® -2 Eccentric
contraction coupled with ES strengthens muscles
more effectively than either ES@Y or exercise® alone.

Previous studies have shown that Nordic
walking exercise efficiently prevented injuries.
However, muscle contraction during exercise would
be inefficient if there was muscle injury. Therefore,
the researcher would like to study Nordic exercise in
combination with ES,; as it produced the injury muscle
contraction than the normal muscle contraction in
order to strengthen muscles. Moreover, the researcher
would like to examine Nordic exercise in combination
with FIFA 11+, as Nordic hamstring exercise is the
eccentric contraction that improves strength more
than other contraction patterns.”” However, in the
case of an injured muscle, contractions would not be
efficient. In contrast, FIFA 11+ is the isometric and
concentric contraction, so both techniques could
strengthen and activate muscles that could not perform
eccentric contraction.” In addition, FIFA 11+
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maximizes the increase in muscle contraction force
and strengthens muscles in both legs.('®-'” For these
reasons, the researcher would like to study Nordic
hamstring exercise in combination with ES and in
combination with FIFA 11+ in footballers with
hamstring muscle strain.

Materials and methods
Subjects

The sample group consisted of 16 male footballers
aged 18 - 25 years old from Kasetsart University,
Kamphaengsaen Campus, who trained 3 - 5 days per
week and had sustained hamstring injuries during the
past 6 months. The sample size was determined based
on a previous study.® The sample group did not include
individuals with hamstring pain (pain scale = 0), which
was measured with a numeric rating scale, and
individuals were able to do regular exercise and had
never been trained in eccentric contraction training
or ES. They were divided into 2 groups, namely: group
1 performed the Nordic hamstring exercise in
combination with ES (NH+NMES, 8 players) and
group 2 performed the Nordic hamstring exercise
in combination with FIFA 11+ (NH+FIFA 11+, 8
players).® All of them were interviewed to confirm
the following criteria, and also signed a consent form
for their participation.

Inclusion criteria:

1. Having no congenital disease related to heart,
vessels and metabolic system.®29

2. Having never participated in hamstring eccentric
contraction training.®)

3. Having experienced hamstring muscle strain pain
within the past 6 months.®

4. Having sustained no anterior cruciate ligament
injury within the past 6 months.?*2¢)

5. Having a normal body mass index (BMI = 18.5 -
24.9 kg/m?).

Exclusion criteria:

1. Having sustained injury at bones and hamstring
muscles while participating in the program.

2. Having sustained an injury of the nervous system,
muscular system or fascia at the hip or leg within the
past 6 months.”

3. Having experience more pain during hamstring
isometric contraction test.®

4. Having processes other additional treatments
concurrently.
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5. Having sustained re-injury of hamstrings muscle
strain during training.

6. Having been disqualified from being an athlete
during the research period.

7. Having participated in the training program
<9 times.

Data collection
Hamstrings muscle strength evaluation

The isometric muscle strength of hamstrings was
measured using a wireless muscle strength tester
(Tracker™ version 5, JTECH Medical Industries, Inc.,
USA). The intratester reliability was tested and found
to be of a high level (ICC = 0.99).

Each member of the sample group lied flat on
their stomach on a bed with their knees straight and
proceeded to bend their knees 90° with resistance to
create the highest level of muscle contraction. They
held this posture for 5 seconds and stretched, then
took a break for 10 seconds before starting the second
round. The contraction value (in kg) was recorded
using Tracker™ version 5 and the best value was
selected in order to divide the sample group into
2 groups, each consisting of § players ranking from
the highest to lowest value, and lots were drawn for
group 1 (NH+NMES) and group 2 (NH+FIFA 11+).
A test of normality was then conducted to assess
indifference between 2 groups.

Both groups were trained twice a week (on
Monday and Thursday) for 6 weeks®"2%:2% (12 times
in total). All players signed a consent form before
training and had their muscle strength evaluated in
week 6.

Potential errors were controlled for. The
researcher, who is a licensed therapist, was the trainer

Table 1. Nordic hamstring exercise training program.

of both Nordic hamstring exercise groups (ES and
FIFA 11+).

Training programs
Group 1 (NH+NMES)
Nordic hamstring exercise

The sample group sat on their heels while crossing
their arms before lifting the hip to change posture
and sit on their knees with their feet flat on the floor.
The angle of the knees and hip was 90°. The helper
held both ankles to prevent movement. Then, they
slowly contracted their muscles and bent over to
the front, 60° to the floor, within 3 - 5 seconds, then
remained in a flat posture. They took a 20-second
break after each repetition and a 2-minute break
after each set. They repeated these steps according
to the planned numbers and sets per week®: 2
(Table 1).

Neuromuscular electrical stimulation

The sample group lay down on their stomachs to
identify the locations of the motor point for hamstrings,
referring to the position above the lateral condyle
of the femur. The maximum intensity tolerance
was tested by cleaning the area and applying the
stimulating pole with cotton and alcohol. The pole was
applied at the motor point position, aligned with the
position above the motor point.!*3? ES was started
with surge faradic current for 15 minutes®' -9 to
contribute to isometric contraction at the ratio
surge on : surge off = 10 : 30 seconds at 50 Hz. The
maximum intensity tolerance was adjusted to apply a
stimulation and the training intensity was recorded.

Week Frequency Sets Reps Total reps
1 2 2 5 10

2 2 2 6 12

3 2 2 6 12

4 2 2 7 21

5 2 2 7 21

6 2 2 8 24

Sum 100

Applied from Presland JD, et al.®
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Group 2 (NH+FIFA 11+)
Nordic hamstring exercise

The Nordic hamstring exercise procedure and
adjustment of the intensity applied were as same as
for group 1.

FIFA 11+

There were 4 postures including: 1. cross-country
skiing, 15 times; 2. chest passing in single-leg stance,
10 times; 3. forward bend in single-leg stance,
10 times; and 4. figure of eight in single-leg stance,
10 times.

Both groups attended the training 12 times and
no one sustained an injury during the program.

Statistical analysis

Physical characteristics included age, weight,
height, body mass index, and isometric muscle strength
of the hamstring muscle. These values were displayed
as mean * standard deviation (SD).

For the comparison of the results, the before and
after (6 weeks of training) results for each group were
compared using a paired ¢ - test. As for the comparison
between groups after 6 weeks of training, an unpaired
t - test was used. The statistical significance was set
at P <0.05.

Table 2. Physical characteristics of study groups.
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Results
Physical characteristics

Average and SD of group 1 (NH+NMES) age,
weight, and BMI was 20.0 = 1.3 years old, 59.9+ 5.8
kg, and 21.4 + 1.4 kg/m?, respectively. Average and
SD of group 2 (NH+FIFA 11+) age, weight, and
BMI was 19.8 £+ 1.8 years old, 63.9 + 10.1 kg, and
20.5 + 2.8 kg/m?, respectively (Table 2).

Hamstring muscle strengthening comparison

The results showed that the value for group 1
(NH+NMES) was 9.8 £+ 2.4 kg before training and
17.7 £ 2.0 kg on week 6. The value for group 2
(NH+FIFA 11+) was 9.8 + 2.8 kg before training and
15.8 £ 2.3 kg on week 6 (Table 3). When comparing
the difference in hamstring muscle strengthening
between both groups before and after training using a
paired ¢ - test (at a statistical significance of P <0.05),
the value of group 1 (NH+NMES) was P =< 0.001,
while that of group 2 (NH+FIFA 11+) was P=0.001.

The result illustrated that the strengthening of
hamstring muscles between both groups after week
6 was no significant difference (Table 4).

(NH+NMES) (NH+FIFA11+) P-value
(Mean = SD) (Mean = SD)
Age (yr) 20.0+1.3 19.8+1.8 0.764
Weight (kg) 59.9+5.8 63.9£10.1 0.762
BMI (kg/m?) 214+14 20.5+2.8 0421

Table 3. Comparison of hamstrings muscle strength before and after the training in week 6 in the NH+NMES group and

in the NH+FIFA 11+ group.
Group Before (kg) After (kg) P-value
(Mean = SD) (Mean = SD)
NH+NMES (n=38) 98+24 17.7£2.0 <0.001
NH+FIFA 11+ (n=28) 9.8+2.8 158+23 0.001

Table 4. Comparison of hamstrings muscle strength before and after the training in week 6 between the NH+NMES

group and the NH+FIFA 11+ group.

Isometric Group Mean SD P-value
Equal NH +NMES (n=8) 17.7 20

Variances 0.098
Assumed NH +FIFA 11+ (n=2_8) 15.8 23
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Discussion

The results indicated that the hamstring
muscle strength of the group with NH+NMES was
significantly higher. Itimplied that training twice per
week for 6 weeks maximized the increase in hamstring
muscle strength by up to 7.9 kg (9.8 + 2.4 before
training and 17.7 = 2.0 on week 6), accounting for an
80.5% increase.

Previously, OSTRC reported that after 10 weeks
of training, Nordic exercise could significantly
strengthen the muscles by 65.0%."Y Alonso-
Fernandez D, et al.® found that it increased muscular
strength by 34.0% with a statistical significance after
8 weeks of training.?® Moreover, Bourne MN,
et al.®¥ discovered that the 6 weeks of training
strengthened muscles by 16.0% with a statistical
significance.®? It showed that doing Nordic exercise
for 6 weeks prevented hamstring muscle injury. This
was found to be in line with a study by Presland JD,
et al.® in which the impacts of Nordic exercise on
biceps femoris were examined. The findings showed
that Nordic exercise would be effective after 6 weeks
of training.®"%2% From this research, it was found
that training Nordic for 6 weeks could strengthen
hamstrings muscles by up to 80.5%, which is 64.5%
higher than that found in previous research. This is
because the researcher added the ES to encourage
the injured muscles with faradic current at 50 Hz,
which activated muscles via the nerves to maximize
tetanic contraction.®! -39 As a result, it contributed
toward the highest tonus in muscle, 4 times more than
the normal contraction, since the motor unit was
activated by an electric current during ES. Normally,
while muscles contract, the first activated muscle fibers
are those with small motor systems or slow-twitch
fibers. Conversely, when the contraction force
increased by over 20.0% of the highest contraction
rate, large motor systems or fast-twitch fibers initiated
the function. This was different from muscle
contraction from ES, as ES activated the large motor
system or fast-twitch fiber first because the large
nerves were easily activated. Furthermore, the large
motor unit generated more force than the small motor
unit. Thus, it was predicted that ES increases muscle
strength more than normal contraction, making it very
useful for muscle strengthening. Additionally, surge
on : surge off =10 : 30 was set for ES to minimize the
chance of muscle fatigue, while the stimulating pad
was placed on the motor point in order to reduce
the current intensity.(”-*? Each stimulation applied

the maximally tolerated current to activate the highest
muscle contraction."” 3335 Furthermore, the input
during ES also strengthened muscles isometrically,
which promoted higher muscle strength.%39 It was
consistent with the mechanism of the stimulation of
muscles via nerves. Two theories could be applied
to provide an explanation. The first is the overload
theory, which was the same principle with voluntary
contraction: the greater the muscle contraction, the
greater the increase in muscular strength. The second
theory was that ES delivered the recruitment to the
large motor unit and stimulated the fast-twitch fiber
to cause muscle contraction.®® Furthermore, muscle
stimulation promoted more strengthening than exercise
alone.®” ES and normal muscle contraction were
different types of stimulation that resulted in dissimilar
acute physiologic effects. Thus, both techniques
should be applied in the continuation of training
because it also initiates the qualitative physiological
adaptation. The physiological principle can be
explained according to 2 areas. Firstly, the increase
in strength could be explained by the large muscle
fiber adaptation that was mostly required among the
athletes and could occur during ES, when the highest
torque was the result of nervous system adjustment
activating large muscle fibers; consequently, muscle
became stronger. Secondly, ES synchronized the
motor unit, which did not occur due to normal
contraction. ES provided a better interface at the
highest range of contraction.®® This is in line with a
study on quadriceps muscle eccentric contraction, in
which ES was compared to ES after only 6 weeks of
training. Results showed that the group that applied
quadriceps muscle eccentric contraction with ES had
significantly more muscular strength than the group
that applied only ES. All results illustrated that
eccentric contraction with ES promotes muscular
strength efficiently.®" This is in line with the results
on the group that applied eccentric contraction
with ES and the group that applied only exercise.
Results showed that eccentric contraction with ES
strengthened muscle more efficiently than exercise
alone.®» Most related previous studies examined
athletes with muscle injury. Saleephon K, et al.®¥
investigated the impacts of exercise with ES
compared to exercise alone on the muscular strength
of healthy athletes after 4 weeks of training. It was
found that the overall muscular strength of both groups
increased by 5.2 kg. However, when comparing the
statistical results, there was no statistical significance.
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Meanwhile, a study involving athletes with muscle
injuries showed that it maximized muscular strength
by up to 7.9 kg. It was implied that ES with exercise
was more effective for athletes with muscle injury
than it was for healthy athletes.

For the group that applied Nordic exercise
with FIFA 11+, the hamstring strength increased
significantly, which implies that the 6 weeks of exercise,
twice a week, helped to strengthen hamstring muscles
by up to 6.0 kg (9.8 £ 2.8 kg before training and
15.8 £ 2.3 kg after week 6), accounting for a 61.1%
increase. Some reports regarding Nordic exercise
stated that after 6 weeks of training, it significantly
strengthened muscles by 16.0%. Moreover, this
research found that the 6 weeks of training could
strengthen hamstring muscles by up to 61.1%, which
was 45.1% higher than the previous study, as the
researcher added FIFA 11+ to support the function of
injured muscles. Nordic exercise is a type of exercise
involving eccentric contraction that increases strength,
torque, and efficiency of muscular ability more than
concentric contraction or isometric contraction.” In
the case of muscle injury, it would not contract
efficiently. FIFA 11+ stimulated isometric contraction
and concentric contraction, which reinforced and
activated efficient muscular function. This finding is
consistent with muscle contraction principle during
exercise, in which muscle fibers within the small motor
system or slow-twitch fibers functioned first. When
the contraction was up to 20.0% from the highest rate,
the large motor unit or fast-twitch fibers started to
function.®” Regular muscle contraction increased the
functional strength of muscles, depending on the speed,
joint position, and movement pattern used in the
training. Nordic exercise required the movement of
the knee joint that was limited within the training.
FIFA 11+ improved muscular strength via the exercise
with the movement of joints. It stimulated deep muscle
and built gross motor skills that supported multiple
movement,'® which would be more effective if both
types of training were applied simultaneously.®®
Furthermore, both exercises maximized muscle
contraction and strengthened leg muscles,% '
which reduced the level of re-injury from the highest
muscular force during utilization.

There was no significant difference in hamstring
strength between the NH+ NMES group and
NH+FIFA 11+ group because ES supported the
contraction of injured muscles and increased the
efficiency of stimulated motor units. It maximized the
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strength of the stimulated superficial muscle, while
deep muscles and other muscles were not stimulated,
only stabilized muscle, and could not function multiple
movement due to the limitation of degree."® FIFA
11+ involved the regular muscle contraction, in which
the small motor system started to function first and
the large motor system activated when muscle
contraction exceeded 20.0%.%% Muscles were
stimulated, including superficial, deep, stabilized, and
other muscles. Additionally, it strengthened gross motor
skills for multiple movement,'® as the angle was not
limited and it involved the movement of joints. For
this reason, the training results of both groups were
not significantly different.

The pattern of exercise in both groups resulted in
similar average hamstring strengths, which explained
that both groups exhibited increased muscular
strength. To strengthen muscle, either NH+NMES and
NH+FIFA 11+ could be applied. However, in cases
of injured muscles, the researcher suggested the
application of ES coupled with exercise to allow
muscle contraction, in order to improve strength, and
start Nordic exercise after the acute injury phase.
In case of rain or limitations on training space,
Nordic exercise with ES provides a feasible alternative,
as it only requires a small space and simple body
movements. However, for those preferring the
movement of many joints, Nordic exercise with
FIFA 11+ (NH+FIFA 11+) is an option, as FIFA 11+
involves the movement of muscles and joints
throughout the exercise.

Further study on the hamstring strength of injured
and non-injured leg are warranted. Electromyography
(EMG) should be used to monitor muscles during body
strength tests, exercise, and ES processing.

Conclusion

NH+NMES training and NH+FIFA 11+ training
may enhance hamstring muscle strengthening in
football athletes with hamstring muscle strain.
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