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If you’re reading this with an old ankle injury pain nagging you years, maybe decades, after a bad tackle, you’re
not alone. The boots have pieandbovril.com long hung up, but that ankle still feels dodgy, or worse — stiff,
swollen, and aching like it’s not quite healed. As someone who's spent over a decade in Scottish football changing
rooms and rehab bays, I get the frustration. Too often, in football culture, players have been told to 'just rest it', or
worse, to tough it out and play on. But what exactly is going on inside that ankle all these years later? And
crucially, what can you do about it now?

Football Culture and the Stigma Around Reporting Pain
Back in the day, and frankly still today in many clubs, reporting pain was sometimes seen as a sign of weakness.
I've seen players brushed off, or worse, coached to ignore niggles. That "play injured" mentality doesn’t just hurt
your career, it can damage your body long-term.

The problem with this culture is that early ankle injuries that don't get properly managed lead to lingering
ligament damage and imperfect healing. Over time, this sets the stage for chronic issues like football ankle
arthritis.

Why Did That Ankle Never Feel Right?

After a nasty tackle that causes an ankle injury, the initial damage might be to ligaments, cartilage, or bone. Often
the ligaments don't fully heal if rehab was cut short or pain ignored. This contributes to ankle instability — that
"wobbly" feeling many describe.

Lingering ligament damage: Ligaments are the shock absorbers and stabilisers of your ankle. If torn or
stretched and not rehabbed properly, they remain weak.

Imperfect healing: The body repairs but might leave scar tissue or areas that don’t function like original
tissue.

Cumulative loading: Years of walking, running, pivoting load the damaged ankle in a way that causes wear
and tear over time.
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All these factors form a complex problem that often leads to persistent pain and a higher risk of developing
osteoarthritis — the wearing down of joint cartilage — in your ankle, what’s often referred to as football ankle
arthritis.

What’s Really Going on Inside the Joint? Understanding the
Mechanisms

1. Imperfect Healing

When a ligament tears or a cartilage surface gets nicked, the body tries to heal, but the repaired tissue is never
quite the same. Scar tissue replaces elegant fibrocartilage or ligament fibres, meaning the ankle’s stability and
function might be compromised.

2. Cumulative Loading and Early-Onset Osteoarthritis

Every time you step down, especially playing football with twists and tackles, you load the ankle joint. If the joint
surface is uneven or unstable from previous injury, this can speed cartilage wear. Over years, this leads to ankle
osteoarthritis, manifesting as stiffness, swelling, and pain.

3. Central Sensitisation: How Pain Becomes Persistent

One word I hate in articles is “just rest” without explanation. When pain sticks around long after tissue healing, it’s
often because of central sensitisation — your nervous system becomes hypersensitive to pain signals. Your brain
and spinal cord get ‘rewired’ to amplify ankle pain, sometimes making it feel worse than the injury alone justifies.

Active Rehabilitation: The Best Way Forward
So, what now? Simply avoiding movement or relying on painkillers alone won’t turn back the clock. From my years
in the game, I recommend an active rehab approach focused on graded exercise and strengthening. Here’s how:

1. Graded Exercise: This means progressively loading the ankle with movement and strength work, starting
gently and increasing over time without flaring up pain.

2. Balance and proprioception training: This helps improve ankle stability so you’re less likely to feel unstable
or roll your ankle again.

3. Strengthening exercises: Focus on muscles around the ankle (peroneals, tibialis anterior, calf muscles) and
hips to improve your overall lower limb control.

4. Pain education: Understanding that pain doesn’t always mean new damage, especially in chronic cases, helps
reduce fear and builds confidence moving again.

This isn’t about banging out endless gym reps but sticking to a simple, manageable routine you can keep doing
week after week.

Additional Treatments and Support
Some players pursue other pathways for symptom relief, including private clinics offering medical cannabis for
chronic musculoskeletal pain. If you’re considering this route, be sure to check trusted sources for guidance, like
UK Anti-Doping’s medical cannabis guidance. Remember, if you’re still playing competitive football, cannabis
remains a banned substance under UKAD rules unless officially prescribed with a Therapeutic Use Exemption (TUE).



For retired players or non-competitive use, private clinics can guide you on legal medical cannabis pathways to
manage persistent pain.

Support Option How It Helps Considerations Graded Exercise Rehab Builds ankle strength and proprioception;
reduces instability and pain sensitivity. Requires consistency and patience; best under physio guidance initially.
Private Medical Cannabis Clinics May reduce chronic pain and inflammation for some; alternative when
conventional meds aren’t effective. Legal pathways vary; check UKAD rules if active in sport; consult health
professional. Orthotics & Bracing Provide extra support to unstable ankles, reduce strain on ligaments. Should be
individually assessed; not a fix but a support tool. Weight Management Reduces load through ankle joint, slowing
arthritis progression. Holistic lifestyle changes needed; impacts overall health positively.

Questions I Always Ask: What Changed in the Last 6 Weeks?
This question is key and one I always ask anyone with recurring ankle pain: “What changed recently?” Did you take
on more walking or running? Did a new pair of boots cause altered mechanics? Did a worsening on terrain or
weather set it off? This helps separate new aggravations from long-term issues.

Answering this truthfully can help decide if you need a tweak in your rehab or a visit to a sports medicine specialist
for imaging and tailored advice.

Final Thoughts: You’re Not Alone and There’s a Way Forward
An ankle injury from a few decades ago shaping your life now isn’t unusual — it’s a story countless footballers
share. The shame and stigma around reporting pain back then meant many injuries became chronic problems. But
you’re not stuck with pain forever, and it’s never too late to start rebuilding. Avoid vague advice like ‘just rest it’ or
‘it’ll get better’. Seek active rehab focused on graded strengthening and stability. If pain persists despite this,
consider medical pathways including pain education and, where suitable, options like medical cannabis under
proper guidance.

Remember: be patient, listen to your body, and don’t let the old football culture’s silence keep you from getting
the help you deserve.

For trustworthy guidance on medical cannabis and anti-doping rules, visit the UKAD website.
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