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Introduction: Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) ruptures are career-threatening injuries for athletes. A common question asked by 
athletes following ACL repair is the time frame for return to sport.  This difficult decision is influenced by many elements, but a key 
factor is the type of sport that the athlete participates in. A review of current literature was conducted to compare the average return 
to play time of athletes competing in different sports. 

Methods: A literature search yielded 646 papers from the earliest possible entry to November 2018. However only 21 Studies, from 6 
different sports, evaluated the average return to play time of professional athletes following an ACL injury. This review also examined 
the factors which influenced the athletes’ return to play time.

Results: The average return to play time in soccer athletes varied from 5.5 to 12 months depending on the league and country of 
participation, whilst the average return to play time ranged from 10.7 to 12.4 months for American football players. In comparison, 
the average return to play time for other sports was 9.8 months for hockey, 11.6 months for basketball, 12 months for alpine skiers 
and 13.6 months for baseball. Factors influencing athletes’ return to play time included tailored rehabilitation, referral to experienced 
surgeons and time of season at which the athlete was injured. 

Conclusion: Return to sport following ACL injury was influenced by many factors including the sport that athletes participated in. 
Additionally, the return to play time varied within the same sport when leagues from different countries were analysed; supporting 
the theory that the return to sports time is multifactorial. Due to the relative scarcity of studies involving elite athletes, we suggest 
that more high-quality studies are required to improve our understanding and ability to facilitate athletes’ successful return to sport 
following an ACL injury.
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