
30 Medalist

Sport injuries are probably the most dreaded 
experience athletes might face during 

their sporti ng careers. Traditi onally, sport 
medicine professionals have directed 
the major part of their research and 
rehabilitati on att enti on towards the 
physical recovery of injured athletes. 
However sport injuries and injury 

rehabilitati on involves not only a 
physical process but also psychological 

factors that impact on the injured athlete. 
For example, anxiety, fear, depression, 

loneliness, separati on, loss of confi dence, threat 
or loss of status and identi ty, and acute and chronic 

pain are argued to be important psychological consequences of, as well as 
emoti onal responses to injuries.
One consequence and response that sport researchers have focused on, is 
the pain associated with injury. Pain is seen as a pervasive and debilitati ng 
obstacle for the injured athlete because it threatens and alters the athlete’s 

ability to parti cipate in sport. 
Pain also has an impact on the 
rehabilitati on process as it infl uences 
aspects such as adherence to 
rehabilitati on programmes. Thus, an 
adequate understanding of injury 
pain requires knowledge of not only 
its biological substrates but also its 
psychological aspects.

Talking to athletes about their 
injury is an important part of 
injury diagnosis and rehabilitati on, 
as it is thought that this talk or 
interacti on, can increase adherence 
to rehabilitati on programmes and 
reduce recovery ti me. One aspect 
of this interacti on is the talk that 
centres on injury pain. Injury pain 
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is a key diagnosti c feature during 
consultati on and provides important 
informati on that can facilitate the 
rehabilitati on process. Therefore, 
understanding how athletes talk 
about their injury pain, may bring 
forth new ways of dealing with 
this pain. Furthermore, bett er 
understanding may assist health 
professionals in providing bett er 
quality care to injured athletes.

Diff erent types of pain.
It is important that when athletes are 
injured they realize that there are 
diff erent types of pain. Disti nguishing 
between these types can give 
athletes a sense of control and assist 

sport medicine professionals in 
treati ng them.

Categories of pain: 
Performance and 
injury pain. 
The two broad 
categories 
associated 
with pain are 
performance 
and injury pain. 
Performance 
pain tends to be 
acute, short in durati on, 
and the result of voluntary acti on, 
and therefore, athletes may feel 
more in control of performance 

pain. An example of performance 
pain is the short but acute burning 
sensati on in a cyclist’s legs during 

the fi nal sprint of a race. 
The cyclist can use 

performance pain as 
an indicati on that 
she is reaching 
her physical 
limitati ons. Hence, 
the experience of 

performance pain 
gives athletes a sense 

of accomplishment 
and, therefore, may work to 

inspire athletes to higher levels of 
training and competi ti on. Feelings of 
sati sfacti on, improved performance, 
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and an enhanced sense of well-
being are common responses to 
performance pain. As a result, 
performance pain is viewed as 
positi ve, and a facilitati ng aspect of 
sports parti cipati on. 

However, it is important to 
diff erenti ate when performance 
pain starts to border on injury 
pain because injury pain is oft en 
indicati ve of ti ssue damage or injury. 
A cyclist who falls off  her bike, 
rolls on her ankle and hears a load 
cracking noise, is an example of an 
athlete who is likely to experience 
injury pain. Injury pain signals 
danger to an athlete’s physical and 
psychological well-being and can 
be perceived as a threat to their 
ability to perform. Therefore, injury 
pain is oft en perceived as negati ve 
and oft en leads to protecti on of 
the injured area. Injury pain is not 
subject to the control of the 
athlete and may be of 
either an acute, 
chronic, benign 
or harmful 
variety. 

 Types of 
pain: Acute, 
chronic, 
benign, and 
harmful pain. 
Firstly, the 
disti ncti on between 
acute and chronic pain 
is indicati ve of the durati on 
that an athlete experiences pain. 
Acute pain is an intense pain that 
is most oft en short in durati on, and 
is the result of ti ssue damage and 
trauma to the body. The percepti on 
of traumati c injury tends to provoke 
fear and anxious concern for the 
athlete’s well-being, and therefore, 
the fear and anti cipati on of acute 
pain may be more severe than the 

athlete and may be of 
either an acute, 

disti ncti on between 
acute and chronic pain
is indicati ve of the durati on 

experience itself. 

Chronic pain, on the other hand, 
is best conceptualized as the 
persistence of pain. Therefore, 
it is longer lasti ng pain, largely 
uncontrollable, and conti nues long 
aft er the initi al injury. Percepti on of 
chronic pain may impair an athlete’s 
social and psychological well-being. 

Two other types of pain that need 
to be discussed are benign and 
harmful pain. Benign and harmful 
pain helps an athlete to evaluate 
and disti nguish the status of 
pain, whereas acute and chronic 
pain provides informati on about 
the durati on of pain. Athletes’ 
diff erenti ati on between benign 
or harmful pain provides useful 
informati on in the rehabilitati on 
process as awareness and 
assessment of benign or harmful 
pain may enhance their percepti on 

of control over the pain. 
Therefore, an athlete 

may feel more in 
control of their 

pain if they 
are able to 
recognise, 
assess, and 
understand 
the type of 

pain they are 
experiencing.

Benign pain, 
though generally short 

in durati on, is a dull and more 
generalised type of pain that is 
characterized by absence of swelling 
and lasti ng soreness. Benign pain 
can be a moti vati ng factor that 
facilitates rehabilitati on. Athletes can 
therefore, use benign pain to provide 
guidance and assurance that this 
type of pain sensati on is a natural 
part of the healing process. 

Harmful pain, on the other hand, 
is associated with sharp pain, 
prolonged soreness, characterised 
by swelling and localized to the 
injured area. Harmful pain can occur 
anyti me during the rehabilitati on 
process. This means that a client 
can enter the rehabilitati on process 
with harmful pain, or harmful pain 
can be exacerbated by exerti on, and 
acti viti es, or exercises, that form part 
of the rehabilitati on process. 

A model to help athletes 
understand pain.
Pain could be viewed as a dynamic 
and reciprocal interacti on between 
biological, psychological and 
socio-cultural variables that tend 
to shape an athlete’s response to 
pain. This model argues that the 
biological substrate of pain aff ects 
both psychological factors such 
as mood, and the social context 
within which the person exists 
such as interpersonal relati onships. 
According to the conceptual model 
of pain, pain begins as a biological 
event (nocicepti on) that gives 
rise to psychological awareness 
(percepti on).  From this follows 
a search for meaning, which 
subsequently serves as a guide for 
acti on. 

The percepti on of pain is seen as a 
summati on of inputs from multi ple 
brain centres, including the centres 
that serve emoti on and memory. 
Percepti on sets off  a psychologically 
driven chain of events, the goal of 
which is to give meaning to pain. 
Consequently, athletes search for 
meaning is a process of making 
sense of their injury pain, and how 
this can aff ect their lives and sport 
parti cipati on. Pain acquires some of 
its meaning from prior experience, 
present state of mind, and future 
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expectati ons. That is, pain takes on meaning as a person 
evaluates initi al percepti ons in the light of memories of other 
painful events (past), current physical limits (present), and an 
assessment of how the injury will infl uence further acti vity 
(future).

The meaning that an athlete att aches to pain, leads to 
diff erent and multi -layered acti on. Acti on, therefore, has 
many forms and includes responses such as disti nguishing 
between diff erent types of pain (performance, injury, 
benign or harmful), as well as interpreti ng or ignoring pain. 
Furthermore, acti on leads to decisions concerning whether 
or not to conti nue training or performing.  

Another form of acti on includes the reporti ng and 
communicati ng of pain to signifi cant others including 
coaches, parents, team mates or health care professionals. 
The way in which an athlete displays and talks about their 
pain can determine the way others respond to the athlete. 
Therefore, pain is a private experience that becomes public 
when athletes report and talk about their pain.

Conclusion
To conclude, it is important to realise that sport injuries and 
pain is not only a physical process but involve much more. 
Therefore, although pain is a universal phenomena, each 
athlete perceives pain diff erently. Pain is perceived according 
to a variety of physical, psychological, and social factors that 
lead athletes to att ach unique and diff erent meanings to 
their pain experience, which in turn infl uence their acti ons 
and behaviour. Disti nguishing and talking about the diff erent 
types of pain can give athletes a sense of control and assist 
sport medicine professionals in treati ng them.
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