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BE PREPARED FOR A SPORTS INJURY!
The term “sports injury,” in the broadest sense, refers to the
kinds of injuries that most commonly occur during sports or
exercise. Some sports injuries result from accidents; others
are due to poor training practices, improper equipment,
lack of conditioning, or insufficient warm-up and stretching.
Common sports injuries can include:
■

Muscle sprains and strains

■

Tears of the ligaments that hold joints together

■

 ears of the tendons that support joints and allow them
T
to move

■

Dislocated joints

■

Fractured bones, including vertebrae

Whether an injury is acute or chronic, there is never a good
reason to try to “work through” the pain of an injury. When
you have pain from a particular movement or activity,
STOP! Continuing the activity only causes further harm.

WELCOA.ORG

W H E N TO S E E K M E D I C A L T R E ATM E N T

You should call a health professional if:
■

The injury causes severe pain, swelling, or numbness.

■

You can’t tolerate any weight on the area.

■

 he pain or dull ache of an old injury is accompanied
T
by increased swelling or joint abnormality or instability.

W H E N A N D H OW TO T R E AT AT H O M E

If you don’t have any of the above symptoms, it’s probably
safe to treat the injury at home—at least at first. If pain or
other symptoms worsen, it’s best to check with your health
care provider. Use the RICE method to relieve pain and
inflammation and speed healing. Follow these four steps
immediately after injury and continue for at least 48 hours.
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REST Reduce regular exercise or activities of daily living

as needed. If you cannot put weight on an ankle or knee,
crutches may help. If you use a cane or one crutch for an
ankle injury, use it on the uninjured side to help you lean
away and relieve weight on the injured ankle.

ICE Apply an ice pack to the injured area for 20 minutes

at a time, four to eight times a day. A cold pack, ice bag, or
plastic bag filled with crushed ice and wrapped in a towel
can be used. To avoid cold injury and frostbite, do not
apply the ice for more than 20 minutes. (Note: Do not use
heat immediately after an injury. This tends to increase
internal bleeding or swelling. Heat can be used later on to
relieve muscle tension and promote relaxation.)

COMPRESSION Compression of the injured area

may help reduce swelling. Compression can be achieved
with elastic wraps, special boots, air casts, and splints. Ask
your health care provider for advice on which one to use.

ELEVATION If possible, keep the injured ankle, knee,

elbow, or wrist elevated on a pillow, above the level of the
heart, to help decrease swelling.

begin to tear down and remove damaged tissue, allowing
other specialized cells to start developing scar tissue.
Within days of injury: Scar tissue is formed on the
skin or inside the body. The amount of scarring may be
proportional to the amount of swelling, inflammation, or
bleeding within. In the next few weeks, the damaged area
will regain a great deal of strength as scar tissue continues
to form.
Within a month of injury: Scar tissue may start to
shrink, bringing damaged, torn, or separated tissues back
together. However, it may be several months or more
before the injury is completely healed.
W H O S H O U L D I S E E F O R MY I N J U RY?

Although severe injuries will need to be seen immediately
in an emergency room, particularly if they occur on the
weekend or after office hours, most musculoskeletal sports
injuries can be evaluated and, in many cases, treated by
your primary health care provider.

Rest. Ice. Compression. Elevation.

T H E B O DY ’ S H E A L I N G P R O C E S S

From the moment a bone breaks or a ligament tears, your
body goes to work to repair the damage. Here’s what
happens at each stage of the healing process:
At the moment of injury: Chemicals are released from
damaged cells, triggering a process called inflammation.
Blood vessels at the injury site become dilated; blood flow
increases to carry nutrients to the site of tissue damage.
Within hours of injury: White blood cells (leukocytes)
travel down the bloodstream to the injury site where they
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