
Surviving Injured Reserve

So, you've been working out, probably pretty hard, and one wrong step and - boom! you're injured and 
your whole routine is out the window. What do you do now? If you think maintaining your workout was 
difficult, believe me, surviving life on injured reserve requires both patience and a level of 
commitment that far exceeds your previous training routine. 

A minor injury with a one-week or less recovery can be dealt with pretty well, your body could 
probably use the rest anyway and getting back on track shouldn't take more than a day or so once you 
resume activity. But what do you do with a fairly severe injury where you're out for months at a time? 
A badly sprained ankle or worse can have you on crutches for weeks and it will be longer still before 
you can go back to a full program, especially if that involves things such as running, dancing, and 
weight training. An upper body injury can present challenges as well, but at least you should be able 
to walk or handle a stationary bike which will keep your cardiac fitness from suffering too much of a 
set-back. For lower body injuries, there's a specific challenge to finding cardio and strength training 
when you can't really walk well. You will suffer a considerable set-back in your calorie-burn, but 
there's no reason why you can't see progress or at the very least, maintain your fitness during this 
time.

The first thing you have to do is follow your healing protocol. Rest and heal. Sounds great, right? 
Just lay on the couch, watch TV, eat well and wait for your body to do its magic. HA! Resting is harder 
than it seems, especially for an athlete. Oh, and if you're not sure you're an athlete, you will be when 
all of a sudden it occurs to you that it hurt more when you realized how long you would be away from 
your sport than the injury itself. And returning to activity too soon, big mistake! You'll be sidelined 
even longer and that really is no fun!

Next thing, before you go completely stir-crazy on the couch, is to figure out what you can do, design 
some sort of workout that doesn't stress the injury. This is a good time to look into some cross-
training with a flexibility program such as a comprehensive stretching routine, pilates, yoga, or 
modified body weight mat routines. Depending on the type and location of your injury, you'll find that 
lots of things can cause stress that you wouldn't think would be a problem, so you'll need to find 
modifications or alternate exercises. There are more options once you're weight-bearing but you still 
want to be very careful and continue modifications and watching how your body responds to new 
activities. Dialing back your previous level of intensity requires a lot of self-control, and it is 
admittedly quite frustrating. Pain is your friend here, listen well, it tells you when you are doing too 
much too soon. This is no time to push through the pain, healing is different, there's time enough to 
push yourself after you're completely healed and if you do it too soon you never will be. Also, be 
aware that taking pain-relievers pre-workout can mask the pain if you accidentally overdo something, 
which can cause a set-back. If you do need pain medication, it's best to take it after the activity with 
another healthy dose of rest.

Nutrition is a key factor, especially when your body has become accustomed to a certain level of 
activity, you won't be able to supply it with the amount of fuel you're used to. You will, however, need 
an additional 200 calories a day to support the healing process and a significant portion of that 
should be protein. By significant, I mean about 30-40%, balancing out the rest with healthy choices and 
keeping well-hydrated. If you're on a weight-loss program, you will want to significantly slow down 
your goals to no more than a 1lb or less per week option, in fact you would do well to eat at 
maintenance during this time. Recovery should be your primary goal. You should also consider taking a 
high quality multivitamin. It is difficult to keep from over-eating when you're bored and 'resting', so if 
you aren't already doing this (and you really should be) it's a good idea to keep a food diary with both 
calorie and macro nutrient tracking. To calculate your daily calorie needs, you will need to know your 
basal metabolic rate. If you don't already know your BMR, it's a good time to find that out. There are 
several online versions specific to men or women and activity level. You'll probably want to adjust it 
down to sedentary during long periods of rest just to ensure that you don't over-estimate your 
calorie needs. There's a real balance to be struck here, sufficient calories for healing but not too 
much to cause unwanted weight gain.

Returning to activity, whether it's been weeks or months, is an exciting time and there's a natural 
tendency to want to go right back to exactly what you were doing before - as quickly as possible. 
Sadly, that's not going to happen. Follow your re-training protocol, adding in activities as tolerated. 
I know that's not what you want to hear, but you will get back to where you were, and even surpass it, 
but only if you heal and strengthen properly. Long-term damage often results from too little rest 
and too much activity too soon, let's not do that!
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