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S o, what have you been doing to keep ac-
tive during the lockdown?” I asked during 
our virtual health connection. 

She hesitated before she replied, “Well, not 
too much. Maybe taking the dog out for a walk 
every day.”

She was a 16-year-old girl whom I was fol-
lowing up with for knee pain. When we last 
spoke in February 2020, she talked about her 
hectic sport schedule. She had finished a suc-
cessful season of school basketball and was in 
the midst of transitioning to her club volley-
ball season. She was used to near daily training 
sessions and games. She was one of the 39% 
of Canadian youth who were likely meeting 
the physical activity recommendations in the 
24-hour movement guidelines for children and 
youth (> 60 min per day).1 Now she was strug-
gling to keep active. 

With almost all youth sports shut down 
during the pandemic’s peak, it is not surpris-
ing that these stories are common. Some youth 
have tried to take advantage of the less rigor-
ous structure of online classes by going outside 
more often. Others, despite the best efforts of 
Provincial Health Officer Dr Bonnie Henry to 
encourage outdoor activities,2 have been reluc-
tant to leave their homes due to their own or 
their parents’ fears. 

The impacts of prolonged inactivity are 
multifactorial. Studies of bedrest have shown 
a progression of muscle atrophy, starting after 
only a few days. Inactivity will also affect the 
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neuromuscular junction and reduce aerobic ca-
pacity.3 Additionally, there is an impact on an 
individual’s mental health, particularly for those 
who have tied much of their self-identity to 
team and sports participation. 

How can physicians support youth to keep 
active and prepare a plan for a safe return to 
sports? 

A good starting point is simply to ask about 
the physical activities they have (or have not) 
been able to enjoy lately. Exploring, together, 
actual and perceived barriers to physical activ-
ity is useful. 

“Well, at least my knees don’t seem to hurt 
anymore,” she explained. 

Unsurprisingly, several overuse injuries 
might settle down with a period of rest. How-
ever, some patients have a fear of pain returning 
with physical activity. Taking the time to pre-
pare for re-entry into sporting activities might 
include addressing previous issues using phys-
iotherapy or other appropriate interventions.

It is also a useful time to think about injury 
prevention. Different sports have varying evi-
dence for injury prevention strategies, including 
neuromuscular training exercises. These could 
be done as part of preparing to return. Patients 
and families can be referred to BC’s Active & 
Safe Central website (www.activesafe.ca), which 
summarizes prevention evidence and strategies 
for over 50 sports.

Preparation for a return to sport should also 
include restarting cardiovascular training. En-
courage children and youth to safely go out-
side for a run, bike ride, or even a brisk walk. 
Strength training also needs to be part of the 
preparations and can be accomplished at home 
without any equipment using one’s own body 
weight. High repetition counts, done slowly, will 
help build back strength lost during inactivity.4 

In BC, viaSport has been given the mandate 

to help coordinate sport-specific guidelines 
for returning local sport organizations.5 Each 
sport will have developed its own safety plan 
that includes risk assessment and mitigation, 
facility and environmental modifications, and 
adapting physical and social interactions. A 
phased approach has been adopted. Transition 
measures allow for training, while limiting most 
sport contact and competition. Eventually, this 
will loosen to allow for small group contacts 
and possibly regional games. 

It’s important to remind youth that, as with 
the resumption of other activities, a return to 
sport requires participants to take personal re-
sponsibility in reporting any COVID-19 symp-
toms or exposures they may have had. This will 
help limit exposure of teammates and staff.

By reviewing a plan for return to sport, we 
can get kids who were active before the pan-
demic to stay active. Additionally, we can use 
this opportunity to remind inactive youth to 
consider getting involved now, as the focus is 
on training and skills development rather than 
competition. n
—Tommy Gerschman, MD, FRCPC, MSc
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