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Overview 

 

“I had lost a lot of confidence during the long layoff. And for a long time after I returned, I 
still held back. All I could think about was protecting my knee from another injury.”  

 

Earvin “Magic” Johnson (cited in Taylor & Taylor, 1997, p. 273) 

As Magic Johnson’s quote suggests, returning to sport following a serious injury may 

be a difficult transition for athletes. Too often, however, coaches, practitioners, and athletes 

equate psychological readiness to resume sport participation with physical readiness. 

Research over the past ten years indicates that this assumption may be inaccurate (e.g., 

Bianco, 2001).  Athletes’ psychological reactions to their return to sport may have important 

implications for their subjective well-being and their return-to-sport outcomes (e.g., 

confidence levels, quality of performances). Consequently, the purpose of this chapter is to 

examine the psychosocial issues associated with the return-to-sport transition following 

serious injury. We begin by examining two conceptual models—the biopsychosocial model 

and the stages of Return to Sport Model—that have been used to describe the return to sport 

following serious injury. We then discuss some of the empirical literature that has examined 

the psychosocial stressors associated with the return to sport, drawing from our recent 

qualitative research involving high performance athletes (Podlog & Eklund, 2006) and 

coaches (Podlog & Eklund, in press). Finally, we discuss the implications of these findings 

and offer strategies for clinicians, coaches, and practitioners aiming to prevent and/or reduce 

athlete stressors during the return-to-sport transition.  

 

Conceptual Models and the Return to Sport Following Injury 

Researchers have employed conceptual models to better understand the return-to-

sport transition following injury. Conceptual models enable the systematic study of potential 
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variables of interest and provide practitioners with a framework for guiding and targeting 

treatment interventions. Two conceptual models have been used to describe the return to 

sport transition: A Biopsychosocial Model (Andersen, 2001, Brewer, 2001, Brewer, 

Andersen & Van Raalte, 2002) and the Stages of Return to Sport Model (Taylor & Taylor, 

1997).  

A biopsychosocial model 

An athlete’s return to full activity is a complex process influenced by numerous 

factors, including the characteristics of the injury along with biological, psychological, and 

social variables (Andersen, 2001). Andersen (2001) suggests that a biopsychosocial model is 

particularly germane when preparing an athlete for a return to sport as it reminds coaches and 

practitioners of the myriad factors influencing return-to-sport outcomes (e.g., re-injury 

concerns, performance levels, confidence). As shown in Figure 1, the model has seven key 

components including: the characteristics of the injury; sociodemographic, biological, 

psychological, and social/ contextual factors; intermediate biopsychological outcomes; and 

sport injury rehabilitation outcomes. 

  According to Brewer (2001), the rehabilitation process is best initiated immediately 

following sport injury. It is proposed that the characteristics of the injury (e.g., severity, 

location, history) as well as sociodemographic factors (e.g., age, gender, socioeconomic 

status), influence biological (e.g., circulation, tissue repair, neurochemistry), psychological 

(personality, cognition, affect, and behavior), and social/contextual factors (e.g., social 

support, life stress, rehabilitation environment). Psychological factors are posited to have a 

reciprocal relationship with biological and social/contextual factors, all of which influence 

intermediate biopsychological rehabilitation outcomes (e.g., range of motion, strength, rate of 

recovery). Psychological factors and intermediate rehabilitation outcomes are also suggested 
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to influence sport injury rehabilitation outcomes (e.g., functional performance, quality of life, 

readiness to return to sport). 

The model has heuristic utility as a framework for giving coaches and practitioners 

clues as to how athletes will respond to a return to sport following injury (Andersen, 2001). 

Exploring the characteristics of the injury (e.g., severity, location, or history) may provide 

useful information about the ways in which athletes may respond to the prospect of returning 

to sport. If, for example, a soccer player tears her anterior cruciate ligament (ACL), this 

injury may produce greater re-injury fears than an injury to the athlete’s forearm or shoulder. 

Given the importance of the injured limb to the sport performance, it seems more likely that 

the athlete will have concerns about re-injury and regaining pre-injury form. The athlete with 

the ACL injury may also experience psychosocial disruptions due to the severity of the 

injury, the associated period of rehabilitation and the perceived likelihood of full recovery. 

Finally, if the athlete has not had any previous injury experience she may have a more 

difficult time adapting to the demands of the return to sport since she has never had the 

experience of successfully returning. 

Other factors such as sociodemographic, biological, psychological, and 

social/contextual variables may play an equally important role in an athlete’s course of 

recovery and ability to return to full activity (Brewer et al., 2002). If for instance, the athlete 

has received effective social support from the coach and teammates, has stayed involved with 

the team and has not been pressured to come back too early (i.e., social/contextual factors), 

then the athlete may feel more confident and supported in returning to play. Conversely, if 

the athlete has been isolated from the team and has had his or her position taken by another, 

then the athlete may feel pressured and anxious about returning to play. These and many 
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other factors listed in the model may directly and indirectly influence sport injury 

rehabilitation outcomes and ultimately return-to-sport outcomes. 

The biopsychosocial model provides a general framework for investigating the 

numerous factors affecting sport injury rehabilitation outcomes. Specifically, the model 

includes an extensive list of variables and identifies general relationships among variable 

categories that may influence injury rehabilitation outcomes. Even while identifying relevant 

variables and general relationships, however, it is not a theory, and as a consequence does not 

(and cannot) provide a coherent explanation of how variables within and across categories 

might interact to produce different return-to-sport outcomes. Moreover, no indication is 

provided in the model of which factors may be most salient in producing various return-to-

sport outcomes or why such factors are significant. Finally, the biopsychosocial model was 

not specifically designed to examine the return-to-sport transition. Although Andersen (2001) 

has extended the model to examine return-to-sport outcomes, the model was not created with 

the a priori intent of examining the issues and concerns relevant to athletes in this phase of 

injury recovery. In order to appreciate the psychosocial sequelae of events moving from 

readiness to return to sport (i.e., sport injury rehabilitation outcomes) to training and 

competition, it is informative to examine psychological models detailing this transition. 

Taylor and Taylor’s (1997) “Stages of Return to Sport” is one model that has been proposed 

in the literature.  

Stages of the return-to-sport model 

Taylor and Taylor’s (1997) stage model of the return to sport is composed of five 

physical and psychological stages including: the initial return, recovery confirmation, return 

of physical and technical abilities, high-intensity training, and return to competition. Taylor 

and Taylor contend that athletes’ ability to pass successfully from one stage to the next in 
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their return to sport may be strongly contingent upon the injury healing, physical 

conditioning, and the psychological rehabilitation that has proceeded the return-to-sport 

phase of recovery. The model is presented in Figure 2. 

 The first stage, the initial return, provides athletes with their first opportunity to test 

the rehabilitated area. Taylor and Taylor (1997) suggested that the entire stage is dedicated to 

giving athletes a number of tests of the healed area that will lead to the second stage of the 

return to sport. This stage is one of the most difficult from a psychological standpoint, as it 

provides the athlete with feedback regarding the effectiveness of the rehabilitated area. The 

success of the initial phase dictates subsequent attitudes and feelings that athletes carry with 

them and that influence the ultimate outcome of rehabilitation and return to sport. Taylor and 

Taylor address a number of concerns that should be considered as athletes enter the initial 

return. These include unrealistic expectations about the ability of the rehabilitated area to 

withstand new levels of exertion, a desire to return too quickly, and progressing through this 

stage in an overly aggressive or overzealous manner. 

 The second stage is entitled recovery confirmation (Taylor & Taylor, 1997). It 

involves athletes obtaining feedback from the initial return that their injury is, in fact, healed 

and that they are ready to face the demands of training and competition. Again, this stage is 

more psychological than physical in nature as it involves athletes’ emotional and cognitive 

responses to their initial return. It is also of psychological importance because how athletes 

feel about their initial return will affect their attitudes and approaches to subsequent stages. 

According to Taylor and Taylor, the primary goal of this phase is for athletes to have a strong 

belief that the rehabilitation was successful and that they are completely ready to move on to 

more intensive stages of the return to sport. While a successful initial return will provide 

athletes with a clear confirmation that the rehabilitation was effective, an unsuccessful initial 
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return can produce physical and psychological problems that negatively impact further 

integration to sport. 

As its name implies, the third stage—return of physical and technical abilities—

focuses on restoring athletes’ levels of physical conditioning and technical proficiency in 

preparation for the later stages. According to Taylor and Taylor (1997), this stage is 

significant, as it marks the end of rehabilitation and healing. It does so by marking the point 

at which athletes no longer see themselves as rehabilitating but rather as fully functioning 

athletes who are returning to training and competition. 

 The fourth stage is entitled high-intensity training (Taylor & Taylor, 1997). This stage 

is the final step in the return to full sport participation prior to a return to competition; it 

marks the complete conclusion of athletes’ identification as injured or rehabilitating. At this 

point, athletes should perceive themselves as completely healed and capable of functioning at 

their pre-injury level. During this stage, athletes’ physical conditioning and technical base are 

built upon in order to prime them for a return to a high level of competitive performance 

equal to or surpassing their pre-injury level. The aim at this stage is for the athlete to feel 

little anxiety about the health of the rehabilitated area or ability to perform at the desired 

level. The athlete should also be able to maintain a narrow focus on the final aspects of 

preparation before returning to competition and should have no awareness of, or 

preoccupation with, the former injured area. 

 The final phase and ultimate goal of rehabilitation is the return to competition. 

Entering the competitive arena may be both a source of excitement and anticipation as well as 

concern. After what might have been a lengthy rehabilitation, the athlete once again is able to 

demonstrate his or her skills and abilities in a public setting. At the same time, athletes may 

have some trepidation and anxiety over the fact that they cannot be certain that their return is 
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truly successful until they demonstrate their skills in competition. As well, athletes may be 

putting themselves in the same situation in which the initial injury occurred. This may also be 

a cause of worry or concern. Taylor and Taylor (1997) suggested that a discussion with 

athletes at this time is beneficial in allowing them to express any concerns or fears and to 

redirect their focus onto the positive aspects of the competition. 

A number of criticisms can be leveled against Taylor and Taylor’s (1997) model. 

First, it is unclear where the first stage, the initial return begins and ends or what the stage 

actually consists of. Taylor and Taylor do not specify what type of tests they are referring to 

in suggesting that the initial return provides athletes with a “series of tests” that the injured 

area is healed. Second, the model fails to account for individual differences with regard to 

athletes’ ability to move from one stage to the next. That is, the model gives no indication 

why some athletes progress through the stages at varying speeds and with varying degrees of 

success. Third, no empirical research exists to support the contention that the return-to-sport 

transition is best conceptualized in terms of the five-stage approach outlined by Taylor and 

Taylor. Although the model is prescriptive of the level of physical and psychological 

functioning that athletes should be at in particular points of their return to sport, it remains 

unclear if in fact they are. That is, the model seems to present the ideal return to sport versus 

the reality of what athletes may or may not experience. Fourth, the model assumes that 

athletes move in a linear fashion from the initial return to a return to competition. It may be, 

however, that various feedback mechanisms prevent an athlete from progressing in a 

sequential manner from Stage 1 to 5. For example, the athlete who does not receive recovery 

confirmation feedback (i.e., Stage 2) from the first stage, may not progress onto the third 

stage. Unfortunately, no such contingencies are considered in the model.   
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Despite these criticisms, the return-to-sport model proposed by Taylor and Taylor 

(1997) is helpful insofar as it reminds practitioners, clinicians, and coaches that it may take 

athletes some time before they are able to compete to their full capabilities. Taylor and Taylor 

suggested that knowing the various stages of a return to sport will help make the arduous 

journey from rehabilitation to training and competition seem more achievable for athletes. It 

will also give athletes a greater sense of predictability and control over their return-to-sport 

transition.  

 An important implication of the Biopsychosocial and the Stages of Return to Sport 

models is that there may be myriad difficult “tests” facing athletes returning to sport 

following injury. Empirical research and clinically based evidence support this contention 

(e.g., Bianco, 2001; Gould, Udry, Bridges, & Beck, 1997; Kvist, Ek, Sporrstedt, & Good, 

2005; Williams & Roepke, 1993). As Taylor, Stone, Mullin, Ellenbecker & Walgenbach 

(2003) suggest, for many athletes these tests may be inherently stressful. The nature of athlete 

stressors in returning to sport from injury can have an important impact on their 

psychological well-being and the quality of their return to sport. It is therefore important to 

understand the types of stressors that athletes experience in returning to sport as well as the 

most effective ways to assist them in dealing with these stressors. The next section of the 

chapter examines the psychosocial stressors associated with returning to sport from injury. 

The perspectives of athletes and coaches are considered. We then discuss the implications of 

these findings as well as some strategies for addressing athletes’ return-to-sport stress 

sources. 

Psychological Stressors Associated with Returning to Sport from Injury 

Athlete perceptions of the stressors of returning to sport from injury 

According to Taylor et al. (2003) athletes returning to sport following injury can  
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interpret their return in one of two ways—as a threat or as a challenge. Athletes who appraise 

their return to sport as threatening tend to avoid difficult aspects of the return to sport to 

avoid being considered a failure. Taylor et al. (2003) suggested that comments about not 

being ready to return, complaints of instability, unsubstantiated pain, and reduced adherence 

to rehabilitation typify this response. These individuals may exhibit low confidence, 

reluctance or resistance to return, stress, and a negative-outcome focus. Conversely, athletes 

who perceive their return to sport as a challenge look forward to their return with excitement 

and anticipation, exhibit high motivation to return, and display a process-oriented focus. 

Elite-level athletes in a recent longitudinal qualitative investigation also described their return 

to competition with a mixture of positive and negative appraisals and emotions (Podlog & 

Eklund, 2006). Feelings of excitement and anticipation about being able to compete and 

experience the benefits of sport participation were described. Making a return to competition, 

however, was also perceived as threatening because there were so many “unknowns” about 

how things would unfold following the return to competition. These unknowns created a 

sense of anxiety and insecurity. The following comments typified the mixed emotions about 

returning to competition:  “I’m excited because I haven’t played for ages but I’m also a bit 

nervous because I’m going to be expected to perform” or 

I’m excited that it’s finally here, that I can start playing again. It’s just all the things 
that I miss I get to do once again so I can’t wait for it.  But I know that it’s not going 
to be the same as if I didn’t have the injury because I might be….I won’t be scared but 
I’ve got to wait and see. I can’t wait for it.  
  

Researchers have found that feelings of threat or trepidation regarding an upcoming return to 

competitive sport are often based on several prominent concerns. The next section of the 

paper discusses athlete stressors at the end of rehabilitation, prior to a return to competition. 

Stress sources prior to a return to competition. One of the most common sources of 

stress identified in the literature among returning athletes is a fear of re-injury (Bianco, Malo, 
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& Orlick, 1999; Cox, 2002; Kvist et al. 2005).  Podlog and Eklund (2006) also found that re-

injury concerns were conspicuous in their interviews with high-performance athletes. 

Discussing her fear of re-injury, a high-jumper commented: 

I’m a little bit nervous actually. I’ve been out a year and I don’t think the nerves are 
about other people. I think my nerves are more about making sure the knee doesn’t 
blow up now that I’ve gotten this far. Competition puts a lot more stress on the knee 
than training does. I think most of the nerves come from not knowing whether the 
knee’s going to hold together. 

 
Athletes with re-injury fears indicated that overcoming this fear would be important in order 

for them to achieve their goals. Thus, re-injury was a concern for many of the participants 

because they wanted to avoid any setbacks in pursuit of their aspirations. Re-injury concerns 

were also prominent because athletes felt they had invested so much time, energy, and effort 

into their recovery and did not want their efforts “all to be for nothing.” Athletes without any 

previous injury experience appeared to have heightened re-injury fears. These athletes 

commented that they had no way of knowing how their bodies would respond to the return 

because they had never had the experience of successfully returning to competition.  

Fears of re-injury also appeared more predominant for participants whose injuries had 

a chronic component (e.g., knee “flare-ups”) (Podlog & Eklund, 2006). For participants who 

had experienced recurring problems, their fears were understandably greater than those who 

were confident that their acute injury had sufficiently healed to warrant a return. As one 

rower stated: 

I [have a fear of re-injury] mainly because I had a few recurrences and I hurt it a few 
times. So when I’m training now I’m always thinking about it and if it feels 
uncomfortable I think maybe something is going to happen. I’ve spoken to the physio 
and he said you just need to relax and be confident that if you’re doing the 
rehabilitation then it will be all right. I’m a bit hesitant when I do some exercises now, 
especially if we do have high-intensity stuff, which I haven’t done much of since I’ve 
been injured.  
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Concerns over reaching pre-injury levels have also been identified as a salient concern 

among athletes returning to sport from injury (Bianco, 2001; Rotella, 1985; Williams & 

Roepke, 1993). Similarly, athletes in Podlog and Eklund’s (2006) investigation indicated that 

the ability to achieve short- and long-term goals was a prominent concern. This concern was 

suggested to be “only natural” after being out of sport for such a long time. For some athletes, 

apprehensions about achieving personal goals were related more to the time away from sport 

than to the injury itself. Having a long break created a sense of uncertainty about achieving 

one’s goals given that others had improved during the time away. A field hockey player’s 

comment was typical: 

If I don’t perform that would be a fear because there are always selectors and national 
coaches watching and I want to make the next team. I don’t want to be dropped out of 
the system. With the time that I’ve had off, everyone else has improved and I’ve 
missed out on a whole lot of training and stuff. 

 
Concerns about accomplishing goals were also common because in some cases, 

athletes were worried about the effect the injury would have on their ability to train properly 

or to continue their sport participation (Podlog & Eklund, 2006). One rower, for example, 

described how his chronic back pain might prevent him from continuing to row: 

I went through a period of about a month just after I did the injury where I had no 
improvement and I couldn’t sit down. Everywhere I went I had to lie down or stand 
up. I had a lot of trouble driving a car and even walking and lifting my knee up was 
hurting. At that point, I was contemplating whether it was worth continuing. I’ve still 
got a fear that if I keep pushing and pushing for years, it might affect me later on. I’ll 
do everything I can to row this year but if my back’s a big problem then I might think 
about not rowing again after the Olympics.      
    

An issue that has not received a lot of attention in the literature is that of self-

presentational fears regarding the outcome of the return to competition. Athletes in Podlog 

and Eklund’s (2006) investigation indicated that a fear of not meeting others’ performance 

expectations, letting down teammates or the coach, and concerns over upholding one’s 
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reputation were conspicuous. Self-presentational concerns appeared more pronounced for 

athletes cognizant of coaches’, fans’, and teammates’ interest in their upcoming 

performances. Prolonged absences from sport participation (often for the first time) typically 

led to uncertainty about how one would perform and whether such performances would meet 

the expectations of others. A swimmer commented:  

Obviously, I’m going to be worried whether I’m going to make a fool of myself but 
I’m pretty sure that will be all right… The other people have been training while 
you’ve had time off so you could make a fool of yourself if you’re not going as fast as 
them. Not make a fool of myself, maybe I phrased that a bit wrong. It’s more of a 
concern about making your reputation go down a bit if you’re not swimming as fast. 
It’s not for other people, it’s for yourself because you want to keep your reputation up 
and keep positive thoughts.        
  

 Stress sources following a return to competition. Another issue that has not received a 

lot of empirical attention is that of athlete stressors following a return to competition after 

injury. Bianco (2001) reported that skiers who had unrealistically high performance 

expectations for their return, and who failed to achieve these goals, experienced drops in 

confidence. Unrealistic expectations were more common among those who “naively” 

believed that because they had worked so hard to recover and were disciplined in 

rehabilitation they would immediately perform well. Athletes in Podlog and Eklund’s (2006) 

investigation also discussed a number of stressors following their return to competition 

including: adapting to the increased intensity of competition, difficulties with injury flare-ups 

or injury to another body part, missing out on team selection, and reduced confidence. It was 

suggested that moving from training to competition placed increased physical and 

psychological demands on participants that were believed to be greater than normal due to 

their competitive absence. For some athletes, the increased level of physical fatigue brought 

on by competition was difficult, particularly the first few competitions. As a rower described 

it: 
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It’s difficult going from just doing a lot of steady training, not pushing really hard, 
and just being cautious to going back into a full program where 90% of it is pretty 
intense, a lot of racing. It was harder the first few weeks but it’s slowly getting back to 
normal. I’m getting used to being tired again all the time, which is good. It’s 
something you have to deal with.        
  

Difficulties associated with the physical abuse and punishment of returning to 

competition after a significant lay-off were reported among a few contact sport athletes. An 

Australian Rules football player, for example, suggested that after 12 months away from the 

game, his body was simply not used to the punishing body contact that took place on the 

football field. Regaining “match fitness” was also a concern for some participants, especially 

within the first couple of months of the return. A field hockey player indicated that the fitness 

aspect of his game was never his forte. His lack of fitness was even more apparent upon his 

initial return to competition: 

At the start it was really difficult because as much as I was on the bikes and in the 
gym and running, getting back into it was the hardest part. You can never get that 
match fitness until you actually start playing. After being out for about 5 months it’s 
really difficult, especially because there was a lot of wind down when I was in 
hospital.  I had five operations and I was lying down a lot and I put on quite a bit of 
weight. It was really difficult physically for me when I initially came back. Slowly I 
got better but again I was never at the point where I was before the injury. I guess it’s 
only now that I’m really getting my body into good physical shape.   
  

A lack of game fitness had a detrimental effect on athletes’ ability to exert themselves over 

the course of the entire game, their reaction time, and their ability to “read the play.” 

According to the field hockey player, these difficulties were much more apparent after 

returning from injury because he had never been away from training and competition for such 

an extended period (i.e., 5 months).  

Athletes also reported psychological obstacles associated with the increased 

intensity of competition and/or game situations (Podlog & Eklund, 2006). In particular, 

increased performance anxiety and difficulties remaining focused were articulated. Just 
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over 2 months into the competitive season, a netball player commented, “I’m a lot more 

nervous before games because I still feel like I haven’t played for ages….I think it’s more 

the mental side of netball that I’ve got to get used to playing again, not so much the 

physical.” Staying focused during the games was difficult for the netballer because of the 

increased pace and tenacity of the players on the floor.  

The occurrence of injury flare-ups or injury to another body part was another salient 

form of adversity mentioned by participants. A rower, for example, expressed disappointment 

and frustration over a new back injury he acquired before he even had a chance to compete. 

Not knowing if (or when) the bulging disc in his back would settle down was disconcerting 

and frustrating. Moreover, having the doctor tell him to take three weeks off on three separate 

occasions meant that his hopes of returning were continually raised and dashed. For this 

particular athlete, not having control over his situation was difficult:  

I’m the kind of person that likes to be in control of my surroundings and be able to see 
into the future. But with this injury, I haven’t been able to do that….I like to plan 
ahead and set goals to achieve things and I can’t do that. Even if I say okay I’ll go 
down and row 4 kilometers this morning and then I’ll start rowing 8 kilometers each 
morning, I can’t do that. If I go down and row 4 kilometers and my back feels so sore 
I can hardly straighten it, then all the goals that I’d just set become useless and get 
thrown away. 

 
Not making or being dropped from particular teams was another stressor described by 

athletes. A soccer player commented on his frustrations in seeing others progress into the first 

division team while he remained on the reserve squad. Before his injury the athlete felt he 

was “moving up in the ranks”; however, after being out for so long, he felt had fallen behind 

others: 

It’s just hard seeing people that I know that I’m better than being able to play there. 
You look at others and you think you should be there but you can’t do anything 
because you’re still coming back. Even still, you want to be there because you know 
you’re good enough. It’s just a matter of putting in a few good performances and the 
coaching staff will see that. 
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Stressors such as fitness concerns, increased performance anxiety, injury flare-ups, 

not making or being dropped from teams, and performance declines were often reported to 

have a negative effect on athletes’ confidence (Podlog & Eklund, 2006).  Evans, Hardy, and 

Flemming (2000) and Johnston and Carroll (1998) also found that difficulties such as 

performance declines resulted in a diminished sense of confidence for athletes following their 

return to sport from injury. While several participants in Podlog and Eklund’s investigation 

were surprised at how quickly they were able to compete at a high level, the majority 

struggled with various physical and/or psychological obstacles. A field hockey player, for 

example, related some of his self-doubt and lack of confidence during the first few months 

following his return from injury:  

Mentally, at the beginning, it was pretty difficult. I always felt that having gone 
through this, I could do anything else, like why can’t I play for Australia? But as 
much as you can think that, you start to have these doubts. Can I play as well as I 
played before my injury and how long will that take? Can I take the next step? Can I 
get to the next level? As much as you say to yourself you’ve been through a hard 
injury, you’re going to be mentally tough and push yourself more, you always seem to 
question yourself and wonder is it holding you back? And could you have been better 
if it hadn’t happened? 
 

Coach Perceptions of the Stressors of Returning to Sport from Injury 

A second qualitative investigation by Podlog & Eklund (in press) has revealed that 

coaches’ perceptions of the stressors of returning to sport largely parallel those discussed by 

athletes. In this qualitative investigation professional coaches articulated a variety of 

physical, social, and performance-related stressors among returning athletes (See Figure 4). 

Although coaches suggested that individual differences were apparent to the extent to which 

athletes’ experienced these stressors, it was noted that athletes often experienced stressors in 

at least one of these areas.  

Common physical stressors included a fear of re-injury, fitness concerns, and the 

effect of physical limitations on the athlete’s ability to perform (Podlog & Eklund, in press). 
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These findings replicate those in the extant literature on athlete fears of re-injury (Andersen, 

2001; Kvist et al. 2005), concerns over physical fitness (Taylor & Taylor, 1997; Tracey, 

2003), and difficulties making technical adjustments as a result of the injury (Gould et al., 

1997). Coaches reported believing that the fear of re-injury was one of the most salient issues 

for returning athletes. As one of the rowing coaches commented: 

They may not be 100% sure their [rehabilitated body part] is going to hold up. 
Competition pressure is very different from training pressure so if they get to 
competition sometimes they doubt that their body can actually make it through this 
without breaking down. 
 

In contrast to these findings, athletes in Tracey’s (2003) investigation did not report 

experiencing fears of re-injury. According to Tracey (2003), these fears may not yet have 

become salient because some participants were still a long way from their return to sport at 

the time of their final interview. It is also possible that athletes in Tracey’s investigation did 

not report fears of re-injury since some of the participants experienced only moderately 

severe injuries (e.g., a sprained ankle, a strained back). Regardless, it seems likely that 

different types of stressors may be more or less significant depending upon the stage of injury 

recovery and/or return to sport. This assumption, however, requires greater attention in future 

research.  

Coaches suggested that it was not uncommon for athletes to catastrophize minor 

injury “flare-ups” once they resumed training and competition given their preoccupation with 

re-injury (Podlog & Eklund, in press). As one coach remarked: 

It’s not always a smooth transition from rehab into the program and sometimes it’s a 
couple of steps forward and a couple back and that is probably the hardest time for 
them. They think that it’s all okay. They come back in and a little niggle comes up 
and they wonder, “Is it just what I’ve had before, do I have to stop, what’s 
happening?” The hardest time for them is if something doesn’t go right, how bad is it 
and what can I do now? Can I do normal training? The transition back into training 
and competition is very emotionally tough for them. 
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Difficulties associated with regaining competitive (i.e., “match”) fitness was also 

raised as a salient stressor among returning athletes (Podlog & Eklund, in press). Coaches 

reported feeling that athletes were often worried about their fitness levels because the fitness 

requirements for effective competitive play were higher than in training, a finding echoed in 

Tracey’s (2003) investigation with injured athletes.   

Finally, adjusting technical aspects of one’s play because of injury restrictions and/or 

limitations was perceived to be another potential stressor for returning athletes (Podlog & 

Eklund, in press). A squash coach described how one of his players had to alter the 

mechanics of his swing because of his injury. Not being able to swing the same way that he 

had done for years previously was believed to be difficult and frustrating for the athlete under 

discussion. Similarly, US national team skiers commented on the stress they experienced in 

adjusting to the physical changes brought about as a result of their surgeries (Gould et al., 

1997). One skier discussed her frustrations over not having the same amount of feeling or 

proprioception in her leg upon first returning to skiing after knee surgery. Another skier 

commented that after returning to skiing, she had to adjust the alignment of her legs to 

accommodate her post-injury knee brace. The skier suggested that because this type of 

adjustment was not normal for her, seeing videos of her post-injury performances “was hard, 

it was really hard (Gould et al., 1997, p. 371).”  

Coaches’ discussions of the social stressors associated with returning to sport were 

also generally consistent with previous research examining return to sport issues following 

injury (Bianco, 2001; Curry, 1993; Gould et al., 1997; Nixon, 1992; Young, White, & 

Mcteer, 1994). In particular, discussion about social isolation from teammates and training 

partners, pressures to return quickly, and negative comparisons emerged from coach 

interviews. Feelings of social isolation were believed to be common both during injury 
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rehabilitation and upon the return to sport, a finding also reported in several investigations 

examining athlete stressors during the rehabilitation period (Bianco, 2001; Gould et al., 1997; 

Johnston & Carroll, 1998). Because athletes (especially those in interactive team sports) were 

often working on an individual basis with coaches during the return to sport, coaches reported 

believing that feelings of isolation and separation from the team lingered during this time 

(Podlog & Eklund, in press). Several interactive team sport coaches commented that athletes 

often did not seem to feel like full team members unless they were training with the team and 

helping them achieve their goals.   

Pressure to return quickly was another social stressor discussed by coaches (Podlog & 

Eklund, in press). It was felt that these pressures emanated from a variety of sources 

including the athletes themselves, family and friends, teammates, and the coach. Several 

coaches recognized that they could inadvertently place pressures on the athlete to return 

because they were “only human” and wanted to see the athlete compete once again. Although 

a conscious effort was made not to rush athletes into returning, coaches indicated that 

ultimately they too wanted to see the athlete accomplish particular goals.  

Ensuring that the athlete was not coming back because they were made to feel guilty 

or because they felt pressured to return was considered important by the coaches. According 

to a gymnastics coach:  

We try not to bully them into feeling they should be doing it to please the coach 
because there can be an aspect of that if you’re not careful. You can bully an athlete 
into doing things going: “Oh, my foot’s really sore.” “Is it? Okay. Well, I suppose we 
won’t be ready for nationals, but okay don’t do anything then.”—as opposed to: “My 
foot’s really sore.” “Okay. Well, what do you feel you can handle? Do you feel you 
can do a few of these?” “No, not really.” “Well, leave that for today. We’ll try it 
tomorrow.” That’s a very different approach to making the athlete feel guilty if 
they’ve come to you and said, “I can’t do it,” and you go, “That’s fine,” or you make 
some snide or underhand remark, and that’s very easy to do.   
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The gymnastics coach emphasized the importance of keeping the “locus of control with 

athletes” by teaching them to make good judgments about what they were capable of doing. It 

was recognized that pressuring an athlete to return was only doing a disservice to the athlete 

because performances were likely to suffer, the chances of re-injury were increased, and the 

athlete was likely to suffer reduced confidence. Coaches also indicated that pressuring an 

athlete to return could be counterproductive as athletes might question whether the coach had 

their best interests in mind. These results support previous research examining the negative 

consequences regarding pressures to return to sport following injury (Bianco, 2001; Curry, 

1993; Frey, 1991; Messner, 1992; Nixon, 1992; Young, White, & Mcteer, 1994). For 

example, Canadian national team skiers reported returning to competition because they felt 

pressure to prove themselves to the coaches and they wanted to avoid losing a spot on the 

team (Bianco, 2001). All of the rookie team members in Bianco’s purposive sample suffered 

further injuries that they attributed to their premature returns. The skiers commented that 

much of the pressure they experienced to return could be alleviated if there were no 

performance expectations placed on them by the coach or specific return deadlines. 

Negative social comparisons were perceived to be another stressor for returning 

athletes (Podlog & Eklund, in press). Coaches suggested that athletes were often either 

unprepared or had difficulties accepting the fact that their skills may have diminished while 

others had improved during their competitive absence. It was reported that for many athletes, 

this reality did not completely set in until they resumed their training and competing and were 

beaten by others they used to beat. This experience was believed to be very frustrating for 

returning athletes. One of the rowing coaches remarked: 

Most of them think they’re going to be back at the level they stopped pre-injury. It’s a 
big shock to them that they come back and other people who’ve had 6 to 12 months 
more training have moved forward one or two steps and the injured athlete is probably 
one or two steps below where they were. So the gap has increased and someone they 
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were beating easily before is now beating them easily. Sometimes that’s a bit of a 
shock to them. 
 

Gould et al. (1997) also found that injured athletes identified social comparisons as a source 

of stress upon returning to competitive skiing. One returning athlete indicated that it was hard 

to “lose to people I used to beat,” and another stated frustration over “being beat by people I 

used to beat” (Gould et al., 1997, p.368). 

Finally, coaches articulated performance concerns and difficulties among returning 

athletes (Podlog & Eklund, in press). In particular, concerns about “falling behind others,” 

losing or regaining a spot on the team, and reaching pre-injury levels were suggested to be 

common performance stressors among returning athletes. Coaches also indicated that athletes 

often had unrealistic expectations regarding their ability to remain competitive with former 

opponents and to return to pre-injury levels. It was reported that unrealistic expectations 

could result in a “vicious circle” of frustration, poorer performances, and reduced confidence. 

Their comments on this account are consistent with athlete descriptions of stressors 

encountered in returning to sport in the extant literature (e.g., Bianco, 2001; Evans et al., 

Johnston & Carroll, 1998; Rotella, 1985; Tracey, 2003; Williams & Roepke, 1993).  

Implications of Athlete Stressors in Returning to Sport 

Coach and athlete discussions of the stressors of returning to sport have important 

implications for the management of this transition phase. Examination of the aforementioned 

findings indicates that returning athletes may commonly experience stressors relating to three 

psychosocial areas: competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The finding that returning 

athletes have re-injury fears and concerns about how their body will adapt to the increased 

demands and intensity of competition (Bianco, et al., 1999; Gould et al., 1997) suggests that 

issues of physical competency may be significant. Athletes may also experience competency- 

related concerns about reaching pre-injury levels, achieving future goals and the ability to 
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fulfill personal or external expectations (e.g., Bianco, 2001; Feltz, 1986; Gould et al., 1997; 

Johnston & Carroll, 1998; Taylor & Taylor, 1997; Williams & Roepke, 1993). Athletes 

discussed concerns such as a fear of not meeting other’s performance expectations, letting 

down teammates or the coach, and concerns over upholding their reputation. Although such 

concerns were self-presentational in nature they were implicitly related to participants’ need 

for the appearance of competence. That is, all of the self-presentational concerns mentioned 

above were in some capacity related to participants’ need to create a desired impression of 

“athletic competency” in the minds of others. Finally, recognition that athletes may suffer 

decreases in confidence and performance following injury indicates that competency 

concerns may be significant when athletes resume their sport participation (Evans et al., 

2000; Johnston & Carroll, 1998).  

Knowledge that athletes may receive (and often internalize) external pressures to 

return to sport from injury (e.g., Curry, 1993; Frey, 1991; Messner, 1992; Nixon, 1992) 

suggests that one’s level of autonomy in returning to sport may play an important role in the 

outcome of that return. Support for this contention was received in studies by Bianco (2001) 

and Gould et al. (1997). In both investigations, athletes who reported pressures to return to 

sport (i.e., those less autonomous) also indicated less favorable return-to-sport outcomes (i.e., 

re-injury, performance decrements, reduced confidence). Similarly, Podlog and Eklund (in 

press) revealed that coaches were aware of the importance of not putting pressure on athletes 

to return to sport before they were physically and psychologically ready.  It was indicated that 

doing so could result in negative psychological consequences and return-to-sport outcomes. 

Finally, recognition that injured athletes may often feel a sense of alienation and 

social isolation from their friends, teammates, and fellow competitors suggests that the need 

for relatedness (i.e. connectedness) may be significant among returning athletes (e.g., Ermler 
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& Thomas, 1990; Gould et al., 1997a; Thomas & Rintala, 1989). A good deal of research 

indicates that social support and assistance from a variety of sources (e.g., coaches and 

rehabilitation specialists) may act as prophylaxis against the isolation and alienation 

commonly associated with injury recovery and rehabilitation (e.g, Bianco & Eklund, 2001; 

Andersen, 2001).   

Self-Determination Theory 

As we have argued previously (Podlog & Eklund, 2004; 2005), self-determination 

theory (SDT) may be valuable for understanding injury recovery and return to sport processes 

as the theory deals explicitly with notions of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Ryan 

and Deci (2000) propose that environments that satisfy people’s basic needs for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness are likely to result in enhanced psychological and social well-

being. Conversely, in environments that fail to meet these needs or that thwart their 

satisfaction, individuals may display non-optimal functioning, for example, apathy, 

alienation, and lethargy. Self-determination-grounded research indicates that environments 

supportive of individuals’ psychological needs yield beneficial consequences for social 

development, health, well-being, and human performance (e.g., Frederick & Ryan, 1993; 

Grolnick, Deci & Ryan, 1997; Miserando, 1996). In education, for example, researchers have 

found that autonomy-supportive (as opposed to controlling) teachers foster greater intrinsic 

motivation, curiosity, and desire for challenge in their students (e.g., Flink, Boggiano, & 

Barrett, 1990). Similarly, supports for autonomy and competence by parents and sport 

mentors have been found to stimulate intrinsic motivation in kids and sport participants (e.g., 

Grolnick, Deci & Ryan, 1997; Frederick & Ryan, 1995). More research is needed to validate 

these findings in a sport injury context; nonetheless, the notion that environments supportive 

of injured athletes’ needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness may yield enhanced 
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physical and psychological recovery and return-to-sport outcomes holds strong intuitive 

appeal.  

 

Strategies for Addressing Athletes’ Return-to-Sport Stress Sources 

Given that: (a) athletes may commonly experience competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness type stressors, and that (b) self-determination research supports the benefits of 

enhanced competence, autonomy, and relatedness, it may be useful to structure programs in 

ways that meet these three basic needs. Based on this assumption, the following suggestions 

are offered to coaches and practitioners as a guideline for meeting both the physical and 

psychological needs of returning athletes.  

Address Issues of Competence 

Help establish realistic expectations. Having discussions with athletes about what 

they hope to achieve and how they expect to perform following their return may be useful for 

revealing unrealistic goals and expectations. Recognizing that making a return to sport is a 

gradual process may help athletes avoid creating overly high expectations that in turn lead to 

frustration, decreased confidence, and negative social comparisons. Expecting “too much too 

soon” (which is not uncommon among elite athletes) may often lead to a sense of frustration, 

reduced confidence, and ultimately poorer performances (Bianco, 2001; Podlog & Eklund, in 

press). Encouraging athletes to create realistic expectations upon returning to sport is 

important. 

 Develop short-term process goals. Encouraging athletes to focus on short-term 

process (i.e., task-oriented) goals upon their initial resumption of sport-related training may 

be a useful way to help them build competence in their physical and mental capabilities. 

Providing them with as many opportunities as possible to experience success may assist them 
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in avoiding a sense of frustration and decreased confidence should they struggle to 

immediately return to pre-injury form (Gilbourne & Taylor, 1998). 

 Assist athletes in overcoming return-to-sport fears and building confidence. The two 

most common fears associated with a return to sport appear to be a fear of re-injury and 

concern over not performing to pre-injury levels. Providing athletes with progressive physical 

challenges that they can successfully meet without physical pain can enhance their sense of 

competency regarding their capabilities and their bodies’ ability to remain uninjured (Cox, 

2002). Reassuring athletes that they have met all the physical requirements necessary for their 

return may help alleviate concerns about re-injury and performance issues. Finally, 

discussion of return-to-sport fears or concerns can provide an opportunity to dispel irrational 

beliefs and to “get out in the open” any issues the athlete might have (Cox, 2002; Taylor et 

al., 2003). 

 Provide athlete role models. Putting returning athletes in contact with other athletes 

who have experienced and overcome similar injuries may be highly beneficial for the 

returning athletes’ level of confidence. Having models who have come back from a similar 

injury may give athletes returning from injury a sense that if others can do it, so can they (i.e., 

“seeing helps believing”) (Flint, 1993).  

Address Issues of Autonomy 

 Discuss motivations to return to sport. Having a discussion with athletes prior to 

their return to training and competition about why they are returning may help the 

practitioner establish which athletes are returning for the “wrong” reasons (e.g., pressure 

from a coach or teammate; guilt about missing an important competition the athlete does not 

feel prepared to compete in). Previous research by Podlog and Eklund (2005) revealed that an 

athlete whose motivation to return to sport was more self-determined (e.g., the love of the 
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sport) appeared to have ameliorated psychological outcomes in returning (i.e., a renewed 

perspective on sport) than an athlete whose motivations were less self-determined (e.g., 

returning in order to demonstrate one’s skills to others).  

 Help ensure the autonomy of the returning athlete. Given that athletes may be 

susceptible to receiving pressure to return to sport (and that they typically want “freedom 

from pressure”), coaches and medical practitioners need to ensure that athletes have the 

freedom to return at a time and manner of their own choosing (Bianco, 2001). Thus coaches 

need to be aware of any personal tendencies toward pressuring the athlete or creating feelings 

of guilt during his or her return. Additionally, physiotherapists, athletic trainers, or medical 

practitioners may be ideally positioned to act as mediators between athletes and those 

encouraging them to return possibly before they are physically or psychologically prepared to 

do so. Having the time to recover from their injury and slowly progress will not only meet the 

autonomy needs of returning athletes, but will provide them with a sense of confidence that 

they are healed and ready to perform at a high level. Taylor and Taylor’s (1997) Stages of 

Return to Sport model may serve as a useful reminder of the various stages in which athletes 

should progress en route to a successful, healthy, and satisfying return to sport from injury.  

Address Issues of Relatedness 

Keep athletes involved in sport. Staying involved with the team during the injury 

rehabilitation may help team sport athletes as they make the transition from injury to training 

and competition. Injured athletes often miss the social aspect of their sport participation. 

Staying in contact with the team can provide athletes with a sense of connectedness and 

provide them with the opportunity to observe, learn, and analyze their sport from the sidelines 

(Ermler & Thomas, 1990).  Research by Tracey (2003) as well as our recent research with 

coaches, however, indicates that coaches and others may need to be cautious about attempts 
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to keep athletes involved in sport. Injured athletes have suggested that attending practice may 

provoke concerns about fitness loss, remind athletes of their participation restrictions, and 

reinforce beliefs about letting down their team simply by watching (Tracey, 2003). Ensuring 

that athletes are given meaningful interaction opportunities (e.g., participating in team 

activities where they can be physically active such as weight training) may help mitigate 

feelings of frustration over not being able to participate, not contributing to the team, or not 

having a particular team role/function. Additionally, recognizing that individual differences 

may be apparent in terms of the extent to which athletes want to be involved with their 

teammates (specifically in terms of practice attendance) and the degree to which such 

involvement is psychologically beneficial may be important.   

Hold individual training sessions with athletes. Taking the extra time to work on a 

one-to-one basis with athletes making the transition back into sport can help to remind 

athletes that coaches are concerned about their well-being. Not only can this have the 

potential to meet athletes’ needs for connectedness, but it can provide coaches with 

opportunities to monitor athlete activities, introduce skills gradually, assess athletes’ physical 

conditioning, and give athletes skill-related feedback.  

Provide athletes with social support. Providing athletes with various types of social 

support can also be highly beneficial in meeting their relatedness needs. A good deal of 

empirical research has found support for the notion that social support among athletes 

recovering from injury may lead to enhanced psychological functioning and ameliorated 

recovery outcomes (e.g., see Bianco & Eklund, 2001 for a review).  Canadian national team 

skiers reported that support from coaches was important in holding them back, helping them 

set realistic performance expectations, building confidence, and recognizing improvements 

(Bianco, 2001). Providing athletes with emotional support by taking a personal interest in 



Return to Sport Transition Following Serious Injury 30 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

 

them and providing positive encouragement can go a long way to meeting their needs for 

connectedness. Similarly, providing athletes with tangible (e.g., assistance with goal setting) 

and informational support (e.g., video analysis) can send the implicit message that coaches 

are willing to facilitate athletes’ return to sport from injury.  

 

Summary 

In this paper we have addressed some of the key psychosocial considerations among 

athletes returning to sport from injury. After considering two models that have been used to 

describe the return to sport transition, we examined some of the psychosocial stressors 

associated with the return to sport, taking into account the perspectives of athletes and 

coaches. That elite-level, full-time coaches reported similar stressors as athletes suggests that 

the former appear to possess a good understanding of the stressors associated with the return-

to-sport transition. Examination of athlete and coach perceptions of the stressors of returning 

to sport revealed that issues of competence, autonomy, and relatedness were prominent. 

Targeting strategies in ways that address these three general psychological areas may be of 

great utility in maximizing the quality and nature of athletes’ return to sport following injury. 

Given their understanding of return-to-sport stressors as well as their close contact with 

athletes, coaches may be ideally positioned to assist the latter in making a complete physical 

and psychological recovery and return from injury. 
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Figure Captions 
 
Figure 1. A biopsychosocial model of athletic injury rehabilitation. From “Returning to 

action and the prevention of future injury” by M.B., Andersen, Coping with Sports 
Injuries: Psychological Strategies for Rehabilitation, edited by J. Crossman,  
Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 

 
Figure 2. Stages of return to sport. From Taylor, J., & Taylor, S. (1997). Psychological 

approaches to sports injury rehabilitation. Gaithersburg, MD: Aspen Publication. 
 
Figure 3. Athlete Perceptions of the Stressors of Returning to Sport from Injury. From 

Podlog & Eklund (in press) A longitudinal investigation of competitive athletes’ 
return to sport following serious injury, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology.  

 
Figure 4. Coach perceptions of the stressors of returning to sport from injury. From Podlog 

& Eklund (under review) Professional coaches perspectives on the return to sport 
following injury, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology.  
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Characteristics of the 
Injury 

• Type 
• Course 
• Severity 
• Location 
• History 

Sociodemographic 
Variables  

• Age 
• Sex 
• Gender 
• Race/Ethnicity 
• Socioeconomic 

status

Biological Variables 
• Circulation 
• Sleep 
• Respiration 
• Immune functioning 
• Tissue repair 
• Neurochemistry 
• Nutrition 
• Metabolism 
• Endocrine 

Psychological 
Variables 

 
• Personality 
• Cognition 
• Affect  
• Behavior 

Social/Contextual 
Variables 

• Social support 
• Life stress 
• Situational characteristics 
• Rehabilitation 

environment 

Intermediate 
Biopsychological 

Outcomes  
• Range of motion 
• Strength 
• Endurance 
• Pain 
• Joint laxity 
• Rate of recovery 

Sport Injury 
Rehabilitation Outcomes 
• Treatment 

Satisfaction 
• Functional 

performance 
• Quality of life 
• Readiness to return to 

sport 
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    ATHLETE PERCEPTIONS OF THE STRESSORS OF RETURNING TO SPORT FROM INJURY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

STRESS SOURCES FOLLOWING A  
RETURN TO COMPETITION 

 
• Adapting to increased intensity of 

competition: 
-increased fatigue from competition 
-physical abuse from competition 
-regaining match fitness 
-increased performance anxiety 
-difficulties with competition focus  

 
• Injury flareups/injury to another body part: 

-frustration over: 
-uncertainty/ 
-lack of control over one’s body 
-training/competing with pain 

 
• Not making/ getting dropped from teams: 

- frustration over “falling behind others” 
 
• Reduced confidence: 

-doubts the ability to achieve one’s goals 

STRESS SOURCES PRIOR TO A 
RETURN TO COMPETITION 

 
• Return-to-Sport Appraisals 

- Threat vs. challenge 
 
 
• Pre-competition stressors: 

-anxiety about “unknowns” i.e., 
 -fear of re-injury 

 -reaching pre-injury levels and  
 achieving goals 

 -self-presentational concerns  
    -performance expectations 

  -letting down teammates/  
   coach 

    -upholding one’s reputation 
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                 COACH PERCEPTIONS OF THE STRESSORS OF RETURNING TO SPORT FROM INJURY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PHYSICAL STRESSORS 
 

 
• Re-injury 

-catastrophizing injury flareups 
 
• Regaining “match” fitness 
 
• Making technical adjustments as a 

result of injury  
 

SOCIAL STRESSORS 
 
 

• Social isolation from 
teammates/training partners 

 
• Pressures to return to sport from: 

-the athlete 
-family 
-friends 
-teammates 
-coach 

 
• Negative social comparisons 

- being beaten by others one used to 
beat 

 

PERFORMANCE STRESSORS 
 
• “Falling behind others” 
 
• Loosing or regaining a spot on 

the team 
 
• Reaching pre-injury levels  

 
 


