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NOTE:  Read the Cause Map from left to right 
with the phrase "Was Caused By" in place of 
each arrow.

High Level Cause Map

Safety Goal 

Impacted

Health risks to 

young athletes

The potential for concussions, especially in 

the more physical contact sports, has been 

getting a lot of attention in the media lately, 

but the most common cause of death of 

young athletes is sudden cardiac arrest.  

Most cases of sudden cardiac arrest are 

caused by pre-existing heart conditions and 

the heart breaking part is that most of these 

are detectable and treatable.   Most of the 

heart conditions that cause sudden, 

unexpected death have few symptoms and 

can’t be found by a typical sports physical 

done in the US.  

Deaths and serious injuries of young athletes make 

headlines every year. So how do we ensure that 

participation in sports is as safe as possible? The first 

step is to determine what is causing the deaths and 

understanding the factors involved. According to 

experts, some of the serious health threats to young 

athletes are sudden cardiac arrest, heat stroke and 

concussions.  
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Concussions

Athletes unable to 

safely perform 

workouts in heat

Strenuous 

workouts in hot 
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Coach trying to 

get team into 

shape

Outdoor 

practices in 

summer

Many sports  

played outdoors

during warm 

Evidence:  Outdoor two-
a-day practices are 
common for football 
teams.

Unused to heat

Wide spread use 

of air 

conditioning

Minimal time 

spent outside in 

heat prior to 

Brain cells are 

injured

Athlete hits their 

head or is hit on 

the head

Rapid movement 

of head causes 

brain to hit skull

Athlete

experiences a 

severe jolt

OR

Evidence:  Most common 
cause of concussions is 
impact to the head.

Evidence:  Only about 40%
of US high schools have a 
certified athletic trainer on 
staff. 

Evidence:  Dozens of 
youth concussion clinics 
have opened in more
than 30 states.  

Typical modern 

lifestyle

Evidence:  No. 1 killer of 
young athletes is sudden 
cardiac arrest.

Evidence:  Cardiac arrest 
typically occurs because of 
pre-existing conditions that 
are both detectable and 

Possible Solution: Start 
practicing gradually and 
increase levels of exercise as 
athletes become acclimated
to the heat.

Evidence:  There have 
been cases of young 
athletes dying from heat 

Evidence:  EKGs would detect 
about two-thirds of the heart
defects typically responsible for 
sudden cardiac arrest deaths.

Cost of EKG

Insurance does 

not typically pay 

for EKG for 

Evidence:  EKG 
generally cost$25 to 

$150.
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Playing contact 

sports

Unintended 

collision with
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ball, etc.

Body impacts 

something, but 

head is not hit

Slow response 

time when injury 

occurs

Lack of trained 
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Lack of 

equipment

Evidence: 30% of schools in US 
do not have an AED which can 
significantly boost survival rates 
after cardiac arrest.

Evidence: Every minute 
treatment is delayed can 
impact the outcome.
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Effect Cause

Evidence:

Possible Solution:
Require EKGs

Possible Solution:
Increase number of 
trainers.

Possible Solution: Buy more 
safety equipment.

Concussions are also a risk for athletes of any age.  

Concussions can have long term health consequences and 

occur when brain cells are damaged. Concussions are mainly 

caused by impact to the head, but can also be caused by 

sudden jolts to the body that cause the brain to hit the 

inside of the skull.  

Another significant risk to young athletes is heat stroke.  

Heat stroke is usually preventable, but is still a significant 

risk and can cause death in extreme causes.  Heat stroke 

occurs when the internal temperature of the body rises 

above safe levels.

How quickly treatment is administered can also dramatically 

change the outcomes if an athlete is injured. Quick action by 

trained personnel with the appropriate equipment can save 

lives.  


