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Surface Tension:
The Turf vs. Grass Dilemma

by Stephen Messner
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causing more non-contact injuries. Howev-
er, he believes turf itself doesn’t cause the
injury, as he has suffered multiple ACL tears
on grass and turf: “It’s how I stepped, or
how my body moved when I put my foot
down right, or as I was cutting, or as [ was
changing direction” (Walker). Grass fields,
on the other hand, can offer more natural
movement and a softer impact, but are not
without their own cons. If it rains, mud,
uneven surfaces, and hidden ditches can
inflict injuries just as much as turf, but for
different reasons. The key issue isn’t nec-
essarily the surface itself but how athletes

move on it and the maintenance of the play-
ing field.

“ 7 et beyond playability and upkeep, the
environmental impact and resource

demands of turf versus grass also weigh

heavily in this debate. Turf fields require
less consistent maintenance compared to
grass, making them a more cost- effective

ripped out of the ground to be replaced by
next-generation turf. “There were these
thick clouds coming from the ground”,
Lugo mentioned. Those clouds were the
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leased. Grass fields absorb the heat slightly
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said Walker.
“It’s not cheap by any means, but look at it
10 years down the road, it’s cheaper, espe-
cially when we’re in a drought. Turf absorbs
heat pretty easily, leading to dangerously
high field temperatures, especially in warm
climates like California, Texas, and Arizo-
na, and so on. Tim Lugo, the current Ath-
letic Director (AD) at Mountain View High
School, recalled a time when he was work-
ing at Saratoga High School and saw the turf

consistent watering, mowing,

hOW my bOdy moved and maintenance to stay in game-

ready condition. Many schools
struggle with



maintenance costs, leading to poorly main-
tained fields that can add additional safety
risks.

Even in professional sports, the debate rages
on. While many NFL stadiums use turf for

its durability, some teams still opt for grass,
noting player preference and safety concerns.
Hybrid models that combine elements of both
surfaces are emerging as a possible solution,
but the NFLPA (National Football League
Players Association) and their president, JC
Tretter, have stated “Until the risk of injury on
turf mirrors the risk on grass, playing on turf
is not in the best interest of our players”. Af-
ter New York Jets quarterback Aaron Rodgers
tore his achilles in the 2023 home opener at
MetLife Stadium, known for inflicting numer-
ous non-contact injuries to players over the
years, the NFLPA Executive Director Lloyd
Howell called out to NFL team owners to
remove their turf fields and use grass instead

(Howell). Some of the most well known
non-contact injuries that took place in Metlife
Stadium were to Richard Sherman in Super
Bowl 48, where he suffered a high ankle
sprain early in the game, receiver Sterling
Shepard tearing his achilles in 2021, then
tearing his ACL the following year, alongside
49ers defensive end Nick Bosa tearing his
ACL in 2020 - ending his season - and Jets
receiver Garrett Wilson got his foot caught
on the turf late in a game, ruling him out for
the remainder of that game. And although the
Jets won that game, Wilson was not happy
with the turf at MetLife Stadium, calling it
“garbage”, expressing his frustration about
turf (Kerr). Ultimately, the decision for pro-
fessional teams comes down to balancing
safety, cost, and practicality, while high
schools’ main first box to check off is the
financial side. While grass is often preferred
for its natural feel and lower injury risk, turf
provides an all-weather, low-maintenance



alternative that keeps fields in playable condi-
tion year-round (FieldTurf). The discussion of
turf versus grass goes beyond simple prefer-
ence - it is about athlete safety, environmental
impact, and meeting financial budgets. “At
the end of the day, the only thing I care about
is keeping athletes safe. A win for me is that
both teams come back at the end of the game
100%” said Walker.

As artificial turf advances, new solutions

may emerge onto the scene, to bridge the gap
between safety, sustainability, and cost. Until
then, the conversation will continue, with ath-
letes, schools, and professional teams, striving
to find the best possible playing surface for
their needs. Walker summed it up best: “Take
it [injuries from turf and/or grass] away, stop
it? No, I don’t have that ability or that power,
but I will do all in my power to make it safe
for you guys”.
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