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What to do about working out with an injury to your legs.  

By Mark Kaelin 

 

Introduction 

Leg injuries are a common occurrence with all types of exercise. The severity of the injury dictates 

what you can do. Using pain as your guide, try to stay as active as you can. The worst thing you can 

do is stop everything. Overcoming injuries requires an exercise plan that allows you to take an active 

role in the healing process while continuing to exercise as much as possible. 

 

Grading Injury Severity 

The American College of Sports Medicine categorizes injuries by functional impairment using a scale 

from one to four. Grade one injuries are only felt during heavy exertion, do not interfere with exercise 

or the performance of the activities of daily living (ADLs) and do not limit activity. Grade two injuries 

may be felt at rest and become increasingly painful with exercise. They also mildly affect your ability 

to perform ADLs and exercise. Grade three injuries are painful with exercise and at rest, moderately 

affect your ability to perform ADLs and significantly limit your ability to exercise. Grade four injuries 

are those associated with severe pain and make the performance of exercise and ADLs very difficult. 

Grade one and two injuries can generally be treated at home while grade three and four injuries 

require a visit to a health care professional for treatment. 

 

RICE for injuries 

RICE stands for rest, ice, compression and elevation. In this case, rest is either passive or active. If 

you are experiencing a grade three or four injury, complete rest of the leg might be required. 

However, with grades one and two you only need to rest the leg from those activities that increase 

your pain. For example, if running increases your pain, try walking. Icing an injury plays a huge role in 

recovery as it reduces muscle spasms, pain and inflammation. Apply ice to the injury two to four times 

a day and immediately after exercise for 10 to 20 minutes. Be careful to never apply ice directly to the 

skin and don’t overdo it as you can damage the soft tissues under the skin. To aid in healing and 

control swelling, compress and elevate your leg as much as possible. Compression prevents the 

accumulation of fluids at the injury site. To do this, wrap the leg with an elastic bandage. If it starts to 

throb or feel uncomfortable, the bandage is too tight. Re-wrap the bandage so it’s not so tight. When 

possible, elevate the injured leg above the heart as this forces fluids to drain away from the injury site 

and limits swelling and decreases tissue damage. 

 

Finding Alternatives 

"You can actually work out really hard with a leg injury. You just have to be creative," says Stephanie 

Frigo, ACE certified personal trainer and owner of OutFit LLC in Louisville, Kentucky. First, determine 

what activities bother your leg and then look for alternatives. If you can bear weight on the leg without 

pain, jogging, walking or the elliptical trainer are all good alternatives. If you can't bear weight on the 

leg, swimming, rowing, bicycling or even water running are all good choices. If the leg requires 

complete rest, you still have some outlets. Arm bikes are now common equipment in many gyms. In 

addition, weightlifting involving the upper extremities, the torso and unaffected leg muscles are 

another way to stay in shape. Also, look into exercise classes at a local gym. Before the first class, 



meet with the instructor to see what accommodations can be made to allow you to participate. The 

key is finding an outlet that allows you to continue to move without re-injuring your leg. 

Conclusion 

If you exercise long enough, you are bound to sustain an injury. However, don’t let it derail your entire 

fitness program. Actively search for alternatives and make rehab your new exercise program. Devote 

time to re-building your injured leg with gentle stretching and strengthening. As time and healing 

progress, ease back into your preferred form of exercise. 
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