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E D I T O R I A L

The “Football is Medicine” platform—scientific evidence,  
large- scale implementation of evidence- based concepts and 
future perspectives
The idea that football can be used as therapy and as a high- 
intensity and literally breath- taking training regime goes back 
centuries. To take one prominent example, the French philos-
opher Voltaire describes in the Book of Fate (1747), how a 
patient is cured by playing with a sacred football: “… full- 
blown and carefully covered with the softest Leather. You 
must kick this Bladder, Sir, once a Day about your Hall for 
a whole Hour together, with all the Vigour and Activity you 
possibly can”, “Ogul, upon making the first Experiment, was 
ready to expire for want of Breath”, “In short, our Doctor in 
about 8 days Time, performed an absolute Cure. His Patient 
was as brisk, active and gay, as One in the Bloom of his 
Youth.”1 Today, Voltaire and his main character, philosopher 
Zadig, have been proved right: Football is indeed a breath- 
taking activity and it can be used as therapy. Albeit today’s 
recommendations suggest a lower training frequency, longer 
training periods and encourage group- based training, and say 
that any football can be applied…

Today comprehensive research has shown that small- sided 
football is an intense, versatile combination of strength, en-
durance and aerobic high- intensity interval training and that 
twice- weekly 1- hour sessions can be utilized for the prevention, 
treatment or rehabilitation of non- communicable diseases, 
such as hypertension, type 2 diabetes, osteopenia and prostate 
cancer.2-5 Likewise, various school and football club projects 
have shown that football has great potential to increase fitness, 
psycho- social well- being, motor skills, cognitive functioning, 
and learning.6-8 During the last century, the scientific study 
of football focused almost entirely on elite football. However, 
as of the early 2000s investigations into the fitness and health 
effects of football were initiated.2 The evidence regarding the 
application of football as a health- enhancing activity for the 
general population is currently expanding rapidly with more 
than 150 scientific articles published over the last 10 years in 
35 peer- reviewed international journals, including three meta- 
analyses,9-11 three narrative reviews,3-5 three special issues on 
Football for Health12-19 and one on football, basketball, team 
handball, and other team sports.20

The overall conclusions are summarized in the “Football 
is Medicine”- model, integrating sports science, sport train-
ing physiology, sports medicine, sports psychology and 
sports sociology results (Figure 1).2 The three special 

issues on Football for Health have all been published in the 
Scandinavian Journal of Medicine and Science in Sports and 
they tell a unique story about the development of the research 
and the gradually increasing focus on football as therapy. 
The first was published in 2010 focusing on “Football as 
prevention”,12-14 the second in 2014 expanded on the work 
on “Football as prevention and treatment”,15-19 and the pres-
ent special issue published in 2018 is entitled “Football is 
Medicine” and emphasizes the comprehensive results and the 
huge implications of using the world’s most popular sport, 
with an estimated 500 million regular participants,2 as a 
therapy.

Relying on this scientific base with contributions from 
more than 250 authors from 22 countries, the scientific 
“Football is Medicine” platform has now been established. 
The first organizational meeting took place in Odense, 
Denmark, in January 2017, with 25 international researchers 
present and the first “Football is Medicine” conference was 
held in Lisbon, Portugal, in January 2018, with 50 speakers 
and a total of 300 delegates, with the Portuguese FA (FPF) as 
the main organizers and the University of Southern Denmark 
(SDU), The Danish FA (DBU) and UEFA as partners. It is 
a pleasure to confirm that the second Football is Medicine 
Conference will be held on January 25- 26, 2019 in Odense, 
Denmark, with symposia on training in the evidence- based 
football concepts Football Fitness, FIT FIRST and 11 for 
Health on January 21- 24, 2019, organized by SDU with DBU, 
FPF, and UEFA as partners. The purposes and possibilities 
of the global Football is Medicine platform are  multifaceted, 
with research quality and productivity, scientific collabora-
tion and networking, research dissemination as well as the 
development of an education in evidence- based football pro-
grams as the most prominent.

The ongoing and future research into the effects of foot-
ball training on human health is interesting and ambitious, 
with small- to- medium RCT projects on prevention and 
treatment of type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, osteo-
penia, severe obesity and several types of cancer running or 
planned in Europe, South America, North America, Asia 
and Africa, and a large- scale multicentre project on Football 
Fitness in Europe. Pilot projects, feasibility studies, and 
small- scale RCT projects are also running for refugees and 
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socially deprived groups as well as patient subsets with 
Parkinson’s disease, dementia, psoriasis, asthma and anx-
iety, and it is being investigated whether Walking Football 
is a feasible and valid alternative to “running football” to 
achieve conspicuous health effects for patient groups.21 
Long- term training studies and implementation projects are 
also being conducted with football for men with prostate 
cancer and Football Fitness for young, middle- aged and el-
derly women.19,22 In all of these projects it is encouraged to 
take a multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary perspective and 
to integrate expertise and research questions from sports 
science, sport training physiology, sports medicine, sports 
psychology and sports sociology.2

The plans for global research dissemination and imple-
mentation are equally ambitious. With regard to research 
dissemination, there will be a focus on research articles and 
special issues in high- quality peer- reviewed international 

journals, like the present issue, with audio- visual coverage 
of the main results, including these, and with evidence- 
based popular articles, booklets and books published for 
the general population as well as healthcare workers and 
authorities. With regard to implementation there will be 
emphasis on global dissemination of evidence- based con-
cepts with football training for children (FIT FIRST7,8 and 
11 for Health6,8) and sedentary adults and patient groups 
(Football Fitness2-5,9-22), but also evidence- based pro-
grammes using, for example, elite football clubs to pro-
mote healthy diet and everyday life physical activity for 
fans (FFIT23/EuroFIT24). For such large- scale implemen-
tation plans to succeed, a close collaboration is required 
between important stakeholders in the scientific commu-
nity, the football governing bodies, the worldwide health 
organizations and national authorities. We look forward 
to contributing to this work. Fifteen years of research 

F I G U R E  1  A holistic “Football is Medicine”- model, describing the training components of football training, the training- induced adaptations 
in fitness and health variables, the link between the training stimuli and cardiovascular, metabolic and musculo- skeletal fitness and the use of 
football training in the prevention, treatment and rehabilitation of non- communicable diseases, as well as the psycho- social elements of football 
training, organized as per the Football Fitness concept with 1- hour sessions with a proper warm- up, pair- based football exercises and 2v2- 5v5 
football drills with rules adapted to the participant group. This type of football training is organized so that it is for almost everybody, it is for life 
and results in few injuries compared to 11v11 match- play, and have positive long- term psycho- social training- induced effects and the possibility 
of creating adherence to an active lifestyle. Presented with permission, Krustrup and Krustrup, 2018, British Journal of Sports Medicine2
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have produced strong evidence to show that football is in-
deed breath- taking, high- intensity, multipurpose training 
and is effective as physical and psycho- social therapy. In 
fact, football is medicine, and we are ready to act on this 
knowledge!

Please click on this video link to hear more about the 
 research behind the “Football is Medicine” platform.

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors would like to thank the contributors in this pre-
sent special issue and all the researchers that have contrib-
uted to the football for health work over the last 15 years. 
The authors would also like to thank Football Governing 
Bodies, Sports Confederations, Municipalities, Ministry 
Units, and Charities for their support and innovative collabo-
ration, including the Danish FA, Faroese FA, and Portuguese 
FA, the Danish and Faroese Governments, Nordea- Fonden, 
TrygFonden, The Danish Heart Foundation, FIFA F- MARC, 
and UEFA.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

None declared.

ORCID

P. Krustrup  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1461-9838 
C. A. Williams  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1740-6248 
P. R. Hansen  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9056-535X 
E. W. Helge  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4351-0137 
A.-M. Elbe  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8392-2451 
A. Holtermann  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4825-5697 
P. Buono  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0755-6143 
D. Parnell  http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5593-0633 
J. Uth  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0619-7134 
P. Aagaard  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9773-7361 
J. L. Andersen  http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8302-0071 
K. Ryom  http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5947-3038 
F. Lobelo  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4185-7193 

J. W. Helge  http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9724-5423 
I. G. Fatouros  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8475-8411 
G. P. Nassis  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2953-3911 
J. C. Xu  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1484-1535 
J. A. Calbet  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9215-6234 
A. Seabra  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6788-4555 
A. N. Rebelo  http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9105-7421 
S. Póvoas  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6661-3673 
C. Castagna  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8320-6404 
Z. Milanovic  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3224-0506 
M. B. Randers  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0192-8981 
J. Brito  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1301-1078    

P. Krustrup1

C. A. Williams2

M. Mohr3

P. R. Hansen4

E. W. Helge5

A.-M. Elbe6

M. de Sousa7

J. Dvorak8

A. Junge9

A. Hammami10

A. Holtermann11

M. N. Larsen1

D. Kirkendall12

J. F. Schmidt13

T. R. Andersen14

P. Buono15

M. Rørth16

D. Parnell17

L. Ottesen13

S. Bennike13

J. J. Nielsen13

A. E. Mendham18

A. Zar19

J. Uth20

T. Hornstrup13

K. Brasso21

L. Nybo22

B. R. Krustrup13

T. Meyer23

P. Aagaard1

J. L. Andersen24

H. Hubball25

P. A. Reddy26

K. Ryom27

F. Lobelo28

S. Barene29

https://players.brightcove.net/656326989001/default_default/index.html?videoId=5786102880001
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1461-9838
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1461-9838
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1740-6248
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1740-6248
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9056-535X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9056-535X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4351-0137
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4351-0137
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8392-2451
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8392-2451
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4825-5697
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4825-5697
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0755-6143
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0755-6143
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5593-0633
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5593-0633
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0619-7134
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0619-7134
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9773-7361
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9773-7361
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8302-0071
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8302-0071
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5947-3038
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5947-3038
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4185-7193
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4185-7193
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9724-5423
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9724-5423
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8475-8411
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8475-8411
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2953-3911
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2953-3911
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1484-1535
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1484-1535
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9215-6234
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9215-6234
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6788-4555
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6788-4555
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9105-7421
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9105-7421
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6661-3673
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6661-3673
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8320-6404
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8320-6404
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3224-0506
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3224-0506
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0192-8981
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0192-8981
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1301-1078
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1301-1078
mailto:
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1461-9838
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1740-6248
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9056-535X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4351-0137
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8392-2451
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4825-5697
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0755-6143
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5593-0633
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0619-7134
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9773-7361
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8302-0071
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5947-3038
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4185-7193


4 |   EDITORIAL

J. W. Helge30

I. G. Fatouros31

G. P. Nassis32

J. C. Xu33

S. A. Pettersen34

J. A. Calbet35

A. Seabra36

A. N. Rebelo37

P. Figueiredo36

S. Póvoas38

C. Castagna39,40

Z. Milanovic41,42

J. Bangsbo13

M. B. Randers1

J. Brito36

1Department of Sports Science and Clinical 
Biomechanics, SDU Sport and Health Sciences Cluster 

(SHSC), Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Southern 
Denmark, Odense, Denmark

Email: pkrustrup@health.sdu.dk
2CHERC, Sport and Health Sciences, College of Life and 
Environmental Sciences, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK

3University of Faroe Islands, Torshavn, Faroe Islands
4Department of Cardiology, Gentofte University Hospital, 

Hellerup, Denmark
5Department of Nutrition, Exercise and Sports 

(NEXS), University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark
6Universitat Leipzig, Leipzig, Germany

7Laboratory of Medical Investigation LIM-
18, Endocrinology Division, School of Medicine, University 

of São Paulo, São Paulo, Brazil
8Spine Unit, Schulthess Clinic, Zurich, Switzerland

9Medical School Hamburg, University of Applied 
Sciences, Faculty of Health Sciences, Hamburg, Germany

10Laboratory of Physiology, Faculty of Medicine of 
Sousse, University of Sousse, Benarous, Tunisia

11National Research Centre for the Working Environment, 
Copenhagen, Denmark

12James R. Urbaniak, Sport Sciences Institute, Duke 
University Medical Center, Durham, NC, USA

13Department of Nutrition, Exercise and Sports, University 
of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark

14Department of Sports Science and Clinical 
Biomechanics, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of 

Southern Denmark, Odense M, Denmark
15Department of Movement Sciences and 

Wellness, University Parthenope, Napoli, Italy
16Department of Oncology, Copenhagen University Hospital 

Rigshospitalet, Copenhagen, UK
17Department of Economics, Policy & International 

Business, Manchester Metropolitan University, Manchester, 
UK

18Non-communicable Diseases Research Unit, South African 
Medical Research Council, Cape Town, South Africa

19Department of Sport Science, Jahrom University, Jahrom, 
Iran

20The University Hospitals Centre for Health Care 
Research, Copenhagen University Hospital, Copenhagen, 

Denmark
21Department of Urology, Copenhagen Prostate Cancer 
Center, Copenhagen University Hospital Rigshospitalet, 

Copenhagen, Denmark
22NEXS, UCPH, Copenhagen, Denmark

23Institute of Sports and Preventive Medicine, Saarland 
University, Germany

24Institute of Sports Medicine Copenhagen, Copenhagen, 
Denmark

25Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy, University of 
British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada

26Aston University, Birmingham, UK
27Department of Public Health, Aarhus University, Aarhus 

C, Denmark
28Hubert Department of Global Health, Rollins School of 
Public Health and Exercise is Medicine Global Research 

and Collaboration Center, Atlanta, Georgia, USA
29Department of Public Health, Faculty of Social and 

Health Sciences, Inland Norway University of Applied 
Sciences, Elverum, Norway

30Department of Biomedical Sciences, University of 
Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark

31School of Physical Education and Sport 
Sciences, University of Thessaly, Trikala, Greece

32Independent Researcher, Athens, Greece
33China Institute of Sport Science, Beijing, China

34School of Sport Sciences, UiT The Arctic Uniiversity of 
Norway, Tromsø, Norway

35Research Institute of Biomedical and Health 
Sciences, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Las 

Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain
36Portugal Football School, Portuguese Football Federation, 

Portugal
37Faculdade de Desporto, Universidade do Porto, Porto, 

Portugal
38Research Center in Sports Sciences, Health Sciences and 

Human Development (CIDESD) University Institute of Maia 
(ISMAI), Maia, Portugal

39School of Sport and Exercise Sciences, University of Rome 
Tor Vergata, Rome, Italy

40Fitness Training and Biomechanics Laboratory, Italian 
Footbal Association (FIGC), Technical  Department, 

Coverciano, Italy
41Faculty of Sport and Physical Education, University of 

Nis, Nis, Serbia
42Science and Research Centre Koper, Institute for 

Kinesiology Research, Koper, Slovenia

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9724-5423
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8475-8411
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2953-3911
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1484-1535
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9215-6234
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6788-4555
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9105-7421
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6661-3673
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8320-6404
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3224-0506
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0192-8981
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1301-1078


   | 5EDITORIAL

REFERENCES

 1. de Voltaire F-MA. Zadig, ou la Destinée (Zadig, or the Book 
of Fate, an Oriental History). 1747/2008, Chapter XV, The 
Basilisk. (English translation). Boston, Massachusetts: Mobile 
Reference.

 2. Krustrup P, Krustrup BR. Football is medicine -  it is time for pa-
tients to play! Br J Sports Med. 2018; Epub ahead of print: https://
doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-099377

 3. Krustrup P, Aagaard P, Nybo L, et  al. Recreational football as 
a health promoting activity: a topical review. Scand J Med Sci 
Sports. 2010;20(Suppl 1):1‐13.

 4. Krustrup P, Helge EW, Hansen PR, et al. Effects of recreational 
football on women’s fitness and health: adaptations and mecha-
nisms. Eur J Appl Physiol. 2018;118:3717‐3733.

 5. Bangsbo J, Hansen PR, Dvorak J, et al. Recreational football for 
disease prevention and treatment in untrained men: a narrative re-
view examining cardiovascular health, lipid profile, body compo-
sition, muscle strength and functional capacity. Br J Sports Med. 
2015;49:568‐576.

 6. Ørntoft C, Fuller C, Larsen MN, et  al. “FIFA 11 for Health” 
in Europe. II: effect on health markers and physical fitness in 
10 to 12  year- old Danish school children. Br J Sports Med. 
2016;50:1394‐1399.

 7. Larsen MN, Nielsen CM, Helge EW, et  al. Positive effects on 
bone mineralisation and muscular fitness after 10 months of in-
tense school- based physical training for children aged 8- 10 years: 
the FIT FIRST randomised controlled trial. Br J Sports Med. 
2018;52:254‐260.

 8. Krustrup P, Dvorak J, Bangsbo J. Small- sided football in schools 
and leisure- time sport clubs improves physical fitness, health 
profile, wellbeing and learning of children. Br J Sports Med. 
2016;50:1166‐1167.

 9. Milanović Z, Pantelić S, Čović N, et  al. Is recreational soccer 
effective for improving VO2max a systematic review and meta- 
analysis. Sports Med. 2015;45:1339‐1353.

 10. Oja P, Titze S, Kokko S, et al. Health benefits of different sport dis-
ciplines for adults: systematic review of observational and interven-
tion studies with meta- analysis. Br J Sports Med. 2015;49:434‐440.

 11. Milanović Z, Pantelić S, Čović N, et al. Broad- spectrum physical 
fitness benefits of recreational football: a systematic review and 
meta- analysis. Br J Sports Med. 2018. https://doi.org/10.1136/
bjsports-2017-097885. [Epub ahead of print].

 12. Krustrup P, Dvorak J, Junge A, Bangsbo J. Executive summary: the 
health and fitness benefits of regular participation in small- sided 
football games. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2010;20(Suppl 1):132‐135.

 13. Ottesen L, Jeppesen RS, Krustrup BR. The development of 
social capital through football and running: studying an inter-
vention  program for inactive women. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 
2010;20(Suppl 1):118‐131.

 14. Elbe AM, Strahler K, Krustrup P, et al. Experiencing flow in differ-
ent types of physical activity intervention programs: three random-
ized studies. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2010;20(Suppl 1):111‐117.

 15. Bangsbo J, Junge A, Dvorak J, Krustrup P. Executive sum-
mary: football for health -  prevention and treatment of non- 
communicable diseases across the lifespan through football. 
Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2014;24(Suppl 1):147‐150.

 16. Krustrup P, Randers MB, Andersen LJ, et  al. Soccer improves 
fitness and attenuates cardiovascular risk factors in hypertensive 
men. Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2013;45:553‐560.

 17. Uth J, Hornstrup T, Schmidt JF, et al. Football training improves 
lean body mass in men with prostate cancer undergoing andro-
gen deprivation therapy. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2014;24(Suppl 
1):105‐112.

 18. Mohr M, Lindenskov A, Holm PM, et al. Football training im-
proves cardiovascular health profile in sedentary, premenopausal 
hypertensive women. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2014;24(Suppl 
1):36‐42.

 19. Bennike S, Wikman JM, Ottesen L. Football Fitness -  a new ver-
sion of football? A concept for adult players in Danish football 
clubs. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2014;24(Suppl 1):138‐146.

 20. Castagna C, de Sousa M, Krustrup P, Kirkendall D. Recreational 
team sports: the motivational medicine. J Sport Health Science. 
2018;7:129‐131.

 21. Reddy P, Dias I, Holland C, et al. Walking football as sustainable 
exercise for older adults -  A pilot investigation. Eur J Sport Sci. 
2017;17:638‐645.

 22. Krustrup P, Skoradal MB, Randers MB, et  al. Broad- spectrum 
health improvements with one year of soccer training in inac-
tive mildly hypertensive middle- aged women. Scand J Med Sci 
Sports. 2017;27:1893‐1901.

 23. Hunt K, Wyke S, Gray CM, et al. A gender- sensitised weight 
loss and healthy living programme for overweight and obese 
men delivered by Scottish Premier League football clubs 
(FFIT): a pragmatic randomised controlled trial. Lancet. 
2014;383:1211‐1221.

 24. Van Nassau F, van der Ploeg HP, Abrahamsen F, et al. Study pro-
tocol of European Fans in Training (EuroFIT): a four- country ran-
domised controlled trial of a lifestyle program for men delivered 
in elite football clubs. BMC Public Health. 2016;16:598.

https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-099377
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-099377
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2017-097885
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2017-097885



