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Sports Injuries
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Points To Remember About Sports Injuries
There are several different types of sport injuries, such as fractures, sprains, strains, dislocations,
tendinitis, and bursitis.
Sports injuries may be acute, which happen suddenly, or chronic, which happen from overuse over
time.
Sports injuries may be treated by emergency physician and primary care providers.
The goals of treatment for a sports injury are recovery of the injured part of the body and prevention
of future injuries.
With treatment, most people recover and return to normal activities.

What are sports injuries?
The term “sports injury” refers to the kinds of injuries that most commonly happen during sports or
exercise, such as sprains, strains, and stress fractures This health topic focuses on types of sports
injuries that affect muscles, tendons, ligaments, and bones.
There are several different types of sport injuries. The symptoms you have and your treatment
depends on the type of injury. Most people recover and return to normal activities.

Who gets sports injuries?
Anyone can suffer a sports injury. The risk factors for sports injuries include:
Not using the correct exercise techniques.
Training too often, too frequently, or for too long.
Changing the intensity of physical activity too quickly.
Playing the same sport year-round.
Running or jumping on hard surfaces.
Wearing shoes that do not have enough support.
Not wearing the proper equipment.
Having had a prior injury.

Having poor flexibility.
Taking certain medications.
The type of injury you are most at risk for depends on the type of activity you participate in, your age,
and your sex.

What are the types of sports injuries?
Sports injuries can be:
Acute injuries, which happen suddenly.
Chronic injuries, which are usually related to overuse and develop gradually over time.
Sports injuries can occur in many parts of the body, including:
Shoulder.
Elbow.
Wrist.
Knee.
Ankle.
Common sports injuries include fractures, dislocations, sprains, strains, tendinitis, or bursitis. These
terms are defined below.
Bone fracture. A fracture is a break in a bone that occurs from either a quick, one-time injury,
known as an acute fracture, or from repeated stress, known as a stress fracture. Most acute
fractures are emergencies. Growth plate fractures can happen in children, who are still growing.;
Dislocation. When the two bones that come together to form a joint become separated, the joint is
described as dislocated. A dislocation is a painful injury and is most common in shoulders, elbows,
fingers, kneecap, and knee.
Sprain. Sprains are stretches or tears of ligaments, the bands of connective tissue that join the end
of one bone with another. Sprains are most common in ankles, knees, and wrists.
Strain. A strain is a twist, pull, or tear of a muscle or tendon, a cord of tissue connecting muscle to
bone. Strains can happen during contact sports, but they can also happen from repeating the same
motion again and again, as in tennis or golf.
Tendinitis. Tendinitis is inflammation of a tendon, a flexible band of fibrous tissue that connects
muscles to bones. A sudden injury can cause tendinitis, but it usually happens after you do the
same motion over and over. People such as carpenters, gardeners, musicians, golfers, and tennis
players, have a higher risk of tendinitis. It often affects the shoulder, elbow, wrist, hip, knee, or
ankle.

Bursitis. Bursitis is inflammation of the bursa, a small, fluid-filled sac that cushions a bone and
other moving parts, such as muscles, tendons, or skin. Bursitis can be caused by a blow or fall, but
it can also result from repeating the same motion many times, like throwing a ball, or from kneeling
on a hard surface or leaning on the elbows often for a long period of time. It usually affects the
shoulders, elbows, hips, or knees.
To read more about common sports injuries, visit the In-Depth version of this Health Topic.

What are the symptoms of sports injuries?
Symptoms of an acute injury include:
Sudden, severe pain.
Extreme swelling or bruising.
Not being able to put weight on a leg, knee, ankle, or foot.
Not being able to move a joint normally.
Extreme weakness of an injured limb.
A bone or joint that looks out of place.
Symptoms of a chronic injury due to overuse include:
Pain when you play or exercise.
Swelling and a dull ache when you rest.

What causes sports injuries?
The cause of an acute sports injury is a force of impact that is greater than the body part can
withstand, while a chronic injury typically happens after repeating the same motion over and over
again.

Is there a test for sports injuries?
To see which type of sports injury you have, your doctor will likely:
Ask about the injury and how it happened.
Ask about any activities you do and if you recently changed the intensity level of these activities.
Examine the injured area.
Order imaging tests such as x-ray or magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scans.

How are sports injuries treated?

You should not try to “work through” the pain of an injury, regardless of whether it is an acute or
chronic injury. When you have pain from a particular movement or activity, you should stop right away.
The goals of treatment for a sports injury are recovery of the injured part of the body and prevention of
future injuries.
Treatment for Serious Injuries
You should see a health care provider if you have symptoms of a serious injury. These symptoms
include:
Severe pain, swelling, or bruising.
Pain and swelling that do not go away after a few days.
Being unable to put any weight on the area.
Seeing that a joint or bone is out of place.
Treatment for serious injuries may include:
Limiting movement of the injured area. This reduces pain, swelling, and muscle spasms and
helps the healing process begin. Following are some devices used for this purpose:
Slings for the upper body, including the arms and shoulders.
Splints, braces, and casts to support and protect injured bones and tissue.
Surgery. Surgery is needed in some cases to repair torn connective tissues or to realign fractured
bones.
Treatment of Minor Injuries
If you do not have any symptoms of a serious injury, it is probably safe to treat the injury at home first.
If pain or other symptoms do not go away or get worse, you should check with a health care provider.
Use the R-I-C-E method to relieve pain and swelling and to speed healing:
Rest. Limit activities that use the injured area for at least a day or two. Try to avoid putting weight
on or using the injured body part.
Ice. Apply a cold pack or ice bag wrapped in a towel to the injured area for 20 minutes at a time,
four to eight times a day. (Note: Do not use heat right after an injury because it can increase
internal bleeding or swelling. You can use heat later to ease muscle tension and help your muscles
relax.)
Compression. Keeping pressure on the injured area may help reduce swelling. An elastic bandage
works well, but do not wrap it too tightly.
Elevation. If possible, keep the injured ankle, knee, elbow, or wrist elevated up on a pillow, above
the level of the heart, to help decrease swelling.

Other treatments may include anti-inflammatory and, rarely, pain medications, which can help treat
pain and swelling.
Rehabilitation
After your injury has healed, you may need to complete a rehabilitation program before returning to
the activity that caused the injury. Most rehabilitation plans include exercises that you do at home, in
addition to those you do in a physical therapist’s office. The therapist may also treat the injured area
with cold, heat, ultrasound, or other kinds of therapy.
Most sports injuries respond well to treatment and rehabilitation, and you will be able to return to
normal activities. But if you still feel pain, seek help. Your primary health care provider can manage
most injury-related problems and he or she may refer you to a specialist for further treatment.

Who treats sports injuries?
At first, sports injuries are usually treated by:
Emergency physicians, who care for patients in emergency rooms (for serious injuries).
Primary health care providers, including family doctors, internists, and pediatricians, who treat
problems as they arise and coordinate care between the different specialized health care providers
(for non-serious injuries).
You may also see:
Orthopaedic surgeons, doctors who specialize in diagnosing and treating injuries to bones, joints,
ligaments, tendons, muscles, and nerves.
Pain management specialists, physicians who are trained in the evaluation and treatment of pain.
Physiatrists, doctors who specialize in nonsurgical management of musculoskeletal conditions and
can develop a plan of care, including rehabilitation.
Physical therapists who teach ways to build muscle strength, recover from broken bones, and
prevent broken bones.
Sports medicine specialists, specialists who work with athletes and others with musculoskeletal
injuries.

Living with sports injuries
Once an injury heals, it is important to continue some type of regular exercise.
To avoid injury, choose an activity that matches your fitness level and slowly increase the intensity.
Use the proper equipment and technique.

Learn how to spot injuries early on, and how to treat minor ones at home.
Seek medical care when you need it.
By following these steps, you can gain the health benefits of regular exercise while lowering the
chance of a serious injury.
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