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Background



Background

• Responses to some of the post-intervention interview questions 

piqued my interest:

- “How would you describe your recovery from the concussion?”

- “Describe how you felt returning to sport after the concussion” 

(Caron, Bloom, & Podlog, 2017)



Background

I would say that I changed the way I 

played for a while because the fear 

of having to go through a 

concussion again […] Even when 

we were in gym class at school, I 

remember someone accidentally 

kicked a ball right at the back of my 

head and I started freaking out.

(Caron et al., 2017)



Background

I wasn’t taking any headers when I 

first returned to soccer after my 

concussion. I was just trying to 

take the ball off of my chest and 

put it down to my feet […] as soon 

as someone would come close to 

me I would take a little extra step 

to be out of the way.

(Caron et al., 2017)



Stage Aim Goal of each stage

1 Symptom-limited activity Gradual re-introduction of work/school activities

2 Light aerobic exercise Increase heart rate

3 Sport-specific exercise Add movement 

4 Non-contact training 

drills

Exercise, coordination and increased thinking

5 Full-contact practice Restore confidence and assess functional skills 

by coaching staff

6 Return to sport

Adapted from McCrory et al. (2017) British Journal of Sports Medicine

Return to Sport steps
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Psychosocial Aspects of RTS 

van Ierssel et al. (in press)

Key findings:  

• Fear (5/14): Recurrent concussion, of returning to sport, of losing playing 

status

• Emotional factors: Depression (6/14), anxiety and perceived stress 

(5/14), mental health and mood (3/14)

• Contextual factors: Social support (3/14), internal and external 

pressures (4/14), sense of identity (1/14).  
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Key Findings

Theme Description

Case-by-Case

(11/12)

Athletes mentioned that only they knew for certain when they 

were mentally ready to return. They felt that readiness was 

highly individualized, and situation/context dependent. 

Athletes described being frustrated that: 

• They “passed” the return to sport protocol and did not feel 

ready

• Readiness could only truly be determined once they were in 

a game

Lassman et al. (in preparation)



Key Findings

Theme Description

Confidence

(12/12)

Athletes were confident they were ready to return to sport when 

they could: 

• Balance social, academic, and athletic roles 

• No longer experiencing concussion symptoms

• Believed they wouldn’t get hurt again

• Able to handle the strains of sport

• Re-achieve their sport-related skills and fitness

Lassman et al. (in preparation)



Key Findings

Theme Description

Fear

(12/12)

Athletes detailed their fears about returning to sport after 

receiving medical clearance, which adversely impacted their 

perceived readiness: 

• Getting hurt again

• Experiencing a setback

• Concerns about their long-term brain health

• Judgments of others

Lassman et al. (in preparation)



Take Home Messages

• Our research suggests that “clearing” the RTS steps does not necessarily 

mean that athletes will feel ready to return

• Sport teams should endeavour to create a psychologically safe environment 

that promotes: 

- An appreciation about the invisible nature of concussion; that physical and 

psychological readiness following concussion do not necessarily happen simultaneously

- Honesty among concussed athletes about their feelings of readiness

- Support from teammates and coaches about athletes’ RTS decision/timing 
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