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TOTAL GAMES PLAYED58

FROM 25 MAY 2018 
TO 11 JULY 2019

SEASON BREAKS

BREAK DOWN PER COMPETITION

FLOWN WITH 
NATIONAL TEAM

In his second season with AC Milan, Franck Kessie played 58 games, 
including five games with the Ivory Coast.

He played his last European game in early December, and he is one of the 
few players in our sample with a majority of games played with at least five 
days of rest this season (45% with less than five days of rest). As he did 
not play in the World Cup, he benefited from a proper detraining period in 
summer. However, his winter break consisted of only eight days, which is 
less than the minimum recommended. Franck Kessie travelled  
60,000 kilometres with the Ivory Coast national team.
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IVORY COAST, AC MILAN

3 IN EUROPA LEAGUE
35 IN SERIE A
4 IN COPPA ITALIA
1 IN SUPERCOPPA ITALIANA
5 IN FRIENDLY CLUB GAMES

10 IN NATIONAL TEAM
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The Senegalese forward played a total of 70 games, including 16 with 
Senegal (three at the World Cup). 

A majority of these (68%) were played with less than five days of rest. As 
with all players in England, Mané did not enjoy any break over winter and 
only had 22 days of rest after the World Cup before joining Liverpool for 
their pre-season summer tour. Sadio Mané travelled 100,000 kilometres 
with the Senegalese national team.
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SENEGAL, LIVERPOOL FC

13 IN CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
1 IN EFL CUP
36 IN PREMIER LEAGUE
4 IN FRIENDLY CLUB GAMES

16 IN NATIONAL TEAM
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The American forward had a difficult season at Dortmund. Five injuries 
have led him to miss 14 games this season with a total of 49 games played. 

55% of the games he played were without five days of rest. He is on of the 
few players to have benefited from a full period of rest - 38 days - over the 
summer. During the winter, he had 14 days of rest, the minimum required 
amount. In spite of his injuries and not participating at the World Cup, 
Christian Pulisic still travelled 45,000 kilometres over the year with his 
national team. 
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Despite participating in the Asian Cup with Japan and playing 15 
games with his national team, Hiroki Sakai played only 36% of his 49 
games with less than five days of rest. 

Olympique Marseille’s early exit from the Europa League and the 
national cup allowed him to have at least 5 days of rest between 
games throughout the remainder of the season. In spite of Japan’s early 
exit from the World Cup, he only enjoyed 22 days of rest. Hiroki Sakai 
travelled 77,100 kilometres with the Japanese national team.
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EGYPT, LIVERPOOL FCFROM 25 MAY 2018 
TO 6 JULY 2019

With 66 games this season and a very long run in the UEFA Champions 
League, Mo Salah had a busy season. 68% of his games were played 
with less than five days of rest, the second highest rate in our sample. 

Salah did not have the recommended time to recuperate in a vast 
majority of cases. He only played ten games with his national team, 
World Cup included, which allowed him to rest during the international 
breaks. Mohamed Salah travelled 50,000 kilometres with the Egyptian 
national team. 
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With 62 games, including 10 with his national team, Lasse Schöne had 	
a busy calendar year. 

Participating in the World Cup, advancing through the group stage and 
reaching the semi-final of the Champions League with Ajax did not give 
the Danish international a lot of rest time. He was only allowed 10 days 
of seasonal break over the summer and 12 days over winter, far from the 
recommended minimum. Out of these 62 games, 60% were played with 
less than 5 days of rest. Lasse Schöne travelled 26,000 kilometres with 
the Danish national team.
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32 IN LA LIGA
4 IN CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
4 IN COPA DEL REY
2 IN CLUB WORLD CUP
1 IN UEFA SUPER CUP
1 IN FRIENDLY CLUB GAMES 

18 IN NATIONAL TEAM
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World Champion and 4 time UEFA Champions League winner,  
Raphael Varane, played 62 games this season, including 18 with  
his national team, France. 

58% of his games (36) were played with less than five days of rest.  
He was allowed 23 days of rest this summer and nine days in winter. Due 
to Real Madrid’s early knock-out of the Champions League and Copa del 
Rey, Varane had more time to rest between La Liga games. Raphael Varane 
travelled 30,000 kilometres with the French national team.
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WE AS PLAYERS ARE THE ONES 
AFFECTED BY POLICY, PUTTING 
IN THE LABOUR, CARRYING THE 
HIGHEST RISK OF INJURY, AND WE 
HAVE SHORT LIFE SPANS IN THE 
INDUSTRY.

NEVEN SUBOTIĆ | SERBIA

FREQUENTLY 
ASKED 

QUESTIONS 
CAN ELITE PLAYERS PROTECT 	
THEMSELVES AND IS REGULATORY 	
INTERVENTION REQUIRED? 
Elite players are faced with vulnerable 	
career paths and a short career span. From 	
a very early age, these players are faced with 
high workload, minimal rest periods and 
increasing demands in the professional game. 
Even at an elite level, the position of players 
is vulnerable and volatile due to an extremely 
competitive employment market for players. 
Consequently, players feel pressured to 
protect their position at all cost – even if it is 
at the expense of their long term health and 
sustainability of their own career. Furthermore, 
elite players are faced with high expectations 
and demands from teams, coaches, sponsors, 
media and the public. Even for elite players, it 
is challenging to articulate and demand the 
appropriate protection and safeguards they 
require in such an environment on an individual 
basis. It is therefore necessary to empower 
players, and provide a framework in which 
they are protected against external pressures 
which will ultimately have a damaging effect 
on themselves and the game. Regulatory 
intervention such as match caps could be 
one of the pathways to be considered in	
this context.

IS A HEAVY  WORKLOAD AN ISSUE 		
FOR ALL PLAYERS?  
Increasing match intensity and high workload 
is indeed becoming an issue for a growing 
number of players. At the same time, new 
competition formats are also increasing 
workload for a growing number of players. 
Some players played an excessive amount of 
games with both clubs and national teams. 
Others are not exposed to a sufficient number 
of competitive games in their domestic 
competition structures. This should serve 	
as a reminder that the football community 
should not only focus on the elite game but 
that we need to innovate and find better 
working solutions across all tiers of the 
professional industry. 

ARE FEMALE PLAYERS EXPOSED 		
TO THE SAME CHALLENGES?     
In addition to the research on regional 
specificities, the professional women’s 	
game also requires separate research 
to look into the player workload in elite 
women’s football. In general, our research 
on professional women’s football showcases 
that while the women’s game represents 
an emerging industry within professional 
football many of the players are suffering from 
structural deficiencies in domestic leagues 
including a lack of matches and high level 
competition. At the same time, the match 
calendar in professional women’s football is 
fragmented, forcing players to compete across 
a range of different competitions, sometimes 
even for different clubs. 

IS THERE ANY ADDITIONAL MEDICAL 		
EVIDENCE TO THE GUIDELINES PRESENTED?    

Increasing match intensity and workload is 
associated with a higher risk of muscle injuries. 
Besides the adequate management of players’ 
workload, the implementation of sufficient in-
and off-season breaks, and the implementation 
of additional rest following long flights 
(especially those inducing jet-lag), attention 
should be given to innovative methods of injury 
prevention. For instance, the implementation of 
hamstring specific exercises (such as the Nordic 
hamstring curl) leads to a 70-95% reduction 	
of hamstring injuries. 

HOW DO OTHER ELITE SPORTS 		
PROTECT  THE HEALTH AND 		
PERFORMANCE OF THEIR ATHLETES?    
Direct comparisons between elite sports are 
difficult to make due to load specificities of 
each sport. However, there are some general 
observations which can be made. In comparison 
with leading team sports in the United States, 
professional football operates a fragmented 
sporting calendar and features several different 
competition organisers at domestic and 
international level. As a consequence the game 
cannot provide its players with guaranteed 
windows for rest and recovery. In comparison, 
competition organisers in other team sports 
have introduced highly regulated off-season 
breaks to ensure rest and recovery and have 
collectively bargained all elements of player 
load in game and practice times with the 
relevant Player associations. 
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