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RETURN TO PLAY AFTER INJURY POLICY
Non-Head Injuries


Policy Owner: Wakefield Athletic Junior Football Club Committee
Applies to: All WAJFC players, coaches, managers, volunteers and parents/carers
Policy Area: Player Welfare / Health & Safety
Effective Date: 05/10/2026
Review Date: Annually
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1. Purpose

Wakefield Athletic Junior Football Club (WAJFC) is committed to providing a safe, positive and enjoyable football environment for all children and young people.

The purpose of this policy is to provide a clear and consistent approach to managing a player’s return to football following a non-head injury.

The policy is designed to:

• Put the health, safety and wellbeing of the child before participation in football.
• Reduce the risk of an existing injury being aggravated or re-injured.
• Provide coaches and parents/carers with clear expectations regarding returning to football.
• Encourage a gradual and appropriate return to training and match play.
• Ensure that decisions are made consistently across all WAJFC teams.
• Ensure children are not placed under pressure to play when they are injured or not ready to return.

This policy applies to injuries including, but not limited to, muscle strains, sprains, bruising, joint injuries, ligament injuries and other physical injuries that are not head injuries.

────────

2. Scope

This policy applies to:

• All WAJFC players.
• All WAJFC training sessions.
• Friendly matches.
• League and cup fixtures.
• Tournaments.
• Club-organised football activities.
• Coaches, managers and volunteers responsible for players.

This policy applies whether an injury occurs during football or outside of football.

────────

3. Important distinction – head injuries

This policy does not cover suspected or confirmed head injuries, concussion or other head/brain injuries.

Any player with a suspected head injury or concussion must be managed in accordance with the current FA/England Football concussion guidance and must not simply be treated as an ordinary injury under this policy.

If there is any doubt about whether an injury may involve the head, the player must be removed from play and treated as a potential head injury.

When in doubt, sit them out.

────────

4. Principles of the policy

WAJFC operates on the following principles:

4.1 The child’s welfare comes first

No match, tournament, league position, result or shortage of players is more important than the health and wellbeing of a child.

4.2 Players should not be encouraged to play through injury

A child should never be encouraged to “run it off”, continue playing despite significant pain or hide an injury in order to remain on the pitch.

4.3 Coaches do not diagnose injuries

Coaches should only make decisions within the limits of their training and experience.

A coach should not attempt to diagnose a specific medical condition or injury.

Where appropriate, parents/carers should seek advice from a GP, NHS service, physiotherapist, sports therapist or other suitably qualified healthcare professional.

4.4 Pain and function matter

A player’s ability to walk, run, move and perform football-specific activities should be considered when determining whether they are ready to return.

4.5 Returning to training comes before returning to matches

Where appropriate, a player should demonstrate that they can participate safely in training before returning to competitive match play.

────────

5. Injury occurring during training or a match

If a player is injured during a WAJFC activity, the coach should:

1. Stop the player’s participation where appropriate.
2. Assess the situation within their level of first-aid training.
3. Provide appropriate first aid.
4. Monitor the player.
5. Decide whether the player can safely continue.
6. Contact the parent/carer where the player cannot safely continue or where the injury is significant.
7. Record the injury where appropriate.
8. Provide the parent/carer with relevant information about what happened.

A player who is unable to walk normally, is experiencing significant pain, has substantial swelling, has restricted movement or otherwise appears unable to participate safely should not be returned to play simply because they want to continue.

────────

6. When a player should not return to play

A player should not participate in football if they:

• Are unable to walk normally because of the injury.
• Have a significant limp.
• Have significant or increasing pain.
• Have significant swelling.
• Have substantially reduced movement.
• Cannot perform normal football movements safely.
• Are unable to participate without pain affecting their movement.
• Are taking medication that may affect their ability to safely participate, where the parent/carer or healthcare professional has advised against activity.
• Have been specifically advised by a healthcare professional not to participate.
• Have an injury that requires further medical assessment.
• Have symptoms that are worsening rather than improving.
• Have returned to football previously and the injury has become painful again.

The above list is not exhaustive.

────────

7. Parent/carer responsibility

Parents/carers are responsible for informing the coach of any injury, illness or medical advice that may affect their child’s ability to participate.

Parents/carers should not send a child to football with an injury expecting the coach to determine whether they are fit to play.

Where a child has been assessed by a healthcare professional, parents/carers should follow the advice given.

Parents/carers should provide the coach with relevant information regarding:

• The nature of the injury, where known.
• When the injury occurred.
• Any treatment received.
• Any restrictions placed on activity.
• Any recommended rehabilitation.
• Whether the child has been advised to avoid football.
• Any relevant follow-up appointments.

────────

8. Medical advice

WAJFC encourages parents/carers to seek appropriate medical advice where there is uncertainty about an injury or a player’s ability to return to football.

Medical clearance may be required where:

• The injury is significant.
• There has been a suspected fracture or serious ligament injury.
• The player has undergone surgery.
• The player has been advised by a healthcare professional to stop playing.
• The injury has required hospital or urgent medical treatment.
• The injury repeatedly returns.
• There is uncertainty about the player’s ability to safely participate.
• The coach or club has reasonable concerns regarding the player’s safety.

Where medical advice has been given, WAJFC expects that advice to be followed.

────────

9. Graduated return to football

Where appropriate, players should return to football gradually.

Stage 1 – Normal daily activity

The player should be able to carry out normal daily activities without significant pain or difficulty.

This includes walking normally and managing stairs where relevant.

Stage 2 – Light activity

The player can undertake light activity such as:

• Gentle jogging.
• Light movement.
• Basic ball work.
• Simple changes of direction where appropriate.

Stage 3 – Modified training

The player may return to training with restrictions agreed between the coach and parent/carer.

This may include:

• Reduced intensity.
• Reduced duration.
• No contact.
• No tackling.
• Avoiding specific movements.
• Additional rest periods.

Stage 4 – Full training

The player should be able to participate in normal training, including football-specific activities relevant to their age and position, without significant pain or deterioration in symptoms.

Stage 5 – Match return

Once the player has successfully completed appropriate training and is considered fit to participate, they may return to match play.

Where appropriate, their first match back may involve reduced playing time.

Progression through the stages should be based on the player’s symptoms and function, not simply the number of days since the injury.

────────

10. The Green / Amber / Red system

WAJFC will use the following system to help coaches make consistent decisions.

GREEN – FIT TO PROGRESS

A player may be considered suitable to progress when:

• They are comfortable at rest.
• They can walk normally.
• There is no significant limp.
• Pain is absent or minimal and does not affect movement.
• Swelling is absent or clearly improving.
• They have normal or near-normal movement for the injured area.
• They can perform appropriate football movements without significant pain.
• Symptoms do not worsen during or after activity.

Action:
Progress gradually through training before returning to full match play.

────────

AMBER – MODIFY / MONITOR / SEEK ADVICE

The player should be restricted or not participate if:

• There is ongoing pain.
• There is noticeable swelling.
• There is stiffness or reduced movement.
• The player is limping.
• Symptoms increase during activity.
• The player is uncertain or nervous about using the injured area.
• The injury has repeatedly returned.
• The player cannot complete normal football movements comfortably.
• A parent/carer has concerns about returning.
• The coach has concerns about the player’s ability to participate safely.

Action:
Do not progress to full participation.

Consider modified activity or rest and discuss with the parent/carer. Medical advice should be considered where appropriate.

────────

RED – DO NOT PLAY

The player must not participate where there is:

• Significant or severe pain.
• Significant swelling.
• Obvious deformity.
• Inability to bear weight.
• Inability to walk normally.
• Suspected fracture or serious injury.
• Rapidly worsening symptoms.
• Significant loss of movement.
• Numbness or loss of sensation.
• Significant weakness.
• An injury requiring urgent medical assessment.
• Any other situation where the coach believes participation may put the child at risk.

Action:
Remove the player from participation and contact the parent/carer.

Seek appropriate medical attention where required.

────────

11. Return to match play

Returning to a match should normally follow successful participation in training.

Coaches should consider:

• Has the player completed appropriate training?
• Can they run comfortably?
• Can they accelerate and decelerate?
• Can they change direction?
• Can they kick the ball normally?
• Can they jump and land safely where relevant?
• Can they perform movements required for their position?
• Has there been any increase in pain or swelling?
• Does the player feel confident returning?

Where there is doubt, the player should not return to competitive match play.

A player should never be selected simply because the team is short of players.

────────

12. Reduced playing time

Following an injury, the coach may decide that a gradual return through reduced playing time is appropriate.

For example:

• Short period of match participation.
• Additional rest periods.
• Avoiding certain positions or activities.
• Monitoring the player closely.

This should only be used where the player is otherwise considered safe to participate.

Reduced playing time must not be used as a way of allowing an injured player to play when they are not fit to do so.

────────

13. If symptoms return

If pain, swelling, reduced movement, limping or other symptoms return during training or a match:

1. The player should stop the activity.
2. The coach should reassess the situation within their level of training.
3. The parent/carer should be informed where appropriate.
4. The player should not be encouraged to continue through worsening symptoms.
5. Further medical advice should be considered.

The player should not simply be returned to the same level of activity at the next session if symptoms have worsened.

────────

14. Recurrent injuries

Where a player repeatedly experiences the same injury or repeatedly struggles to return to football, the club may recommend that the parent/carer obtains appropriate medical or physiotherapy advice.

The coach should not attempt to manage a recurring injury indefinitely without appropriate professional input.

────────

15. Parent/carer and coach communication

Good communication is essential.

Parents/carers should inform coaches of relevant injuries before the player attends training or a match.

Coaches should communicate any injury concerns promptly to parents/carers.

Where a player is returning from an injury, the coach and parent/carer should agree any appropriate restrictions before participation.

Where there is disagreement about whether a player is fit to play, the child’s safety takes priority.

The coach has the final authority to prevent participation in a WAJFC activity where they have reasonable concerns about the player’s safety.

────────

16. Pressure to play

No player should feel pressured to play while injured.

This includes pressure from:

• Coaches.
• Parents/carers.
• Teammates.
• Other club volunteers.
• Opposition teams.
• The player themselves.

Players should be encouraged to report pain and injuries honestly.

A culture where players feel safe saying “I can’t play” is an important part of player welfare.

────────

17. Injury records

Significant injuries should be recorded by the team/club where appropriate.

The record should include:

• Player’s name.
• Date.
• Team.
• Date/time of injury.
• How the injury occurred.
• Area affected.
• Initial action taken.
• Whether the player continued or stopped playing.
• Whether the parent/carer was contacted.
• Any restrictions communicated.
• Date of return to training.
• Date of return to match play, where applicable.

Injury records should be stored securely and handled in accordance with the club’s data protection requirements.

────────

18. Emergency situations

This policy does not replace the club’s first-aid procedures or Medical Emergency Action Plan.

Where an injury appears life-threatening or limb-threatening, the appropriate emergency procedure must be followed and emergency medical assistance sought.

Coaches should operate within their level of training and qualification.

────────

19. Roles and responsibilities

Club Committee

The Club Committee is responsible for:

• Adopting and reviewing this policy.
• Ensuring coaches are aware of the policy.
• Promoting a positive safety culture.
• Ensuring appropriate first-aid arrangements are in place.
• Reviewing significant incidents where necessary.

Coaches/Managers

Coaches and managers are responsible for:

• Putting player welfare first.
• Following this policy.
• Not knowingly allowing an injured player to participate when it is unsafe.
• Recording significant injuries.
• Communicating with parents/carers.
• Respecting medical advice.
• Never diagnosing injuries outside their level of qualification.

Parents/Carers

Parents/carers are responsible for:

• Informing coaches about relevant injuries.
• Providing accurate information.
• Seeking appropriate medical advice when required.
• Following healthcare professional advice.
• Not pressuring their child to play when injured.
• Supporting a gradual return to football.

Players

Players are expected to:

• Tell a coach if they are injured or experiencing pain.
• Be honest about how they feel.
• Follow instructions from coaches.
• Avoid deliberately hiding an injury in order to play.
• Tell their parent/carer if an injury develops or worsens.

────────

20. Disagreement or uncertainty

Where there is uncertainty about a player’s fitness to participate, WAJFC will always adopt the safer approach.

If there is doubt, the player should not play.

The club’s decision to restrict participation is based on player welfare and should not be viewed as a punishment.

────────

21. Policy review

This policy will be reviewed annually or sooner if:

• FA/England Football guidance changes.
• Relevant legislation or safeguarding guidance changes.
• A significant incident identifies the need for an amendment.
• The Club Committee considers an update necessary.

────────


WAJFC KEY MESSAGE

INJURED? STOP. CHECK. RECOVER. RETURN SAFELY.

No match is more important than the child.

If there is any doubt about a player’s ability to safely participate:

DON’T PLAY – SEEK ADVICE.


























APPENDIX 1

WAJFC COACH QUICK RETURN-TO-PLAY CHECKLIST

Player: ______________________________
Team: _______________________________
Date: ________________________________

GREEN – CAN PROGRESS

☐ Walking normally
☐ No significant limp
☐ No significant pain at rest
☐ Swelling absent/improving
☐ Normal/near-normal movement
☐ Can jog comfortably
☐ Can accelerate/decelerate appropriately
☐ Can change direction appropriately
☐ Can perform relevant football movements
☐ No worsening of symptoms during activity
☐ Player feels comfortable and confident

Decision:
☐ Progress training
☐ Consider gradual return to match play

────────

AMBER – MODIFY / MONITOR

☐ Ongoing pain
☐ Swelling
☐ Stiffness/reduced movement
☐ Limping
☐ Symptoms increase with activity
☐ Player lacks confidence using injured area
☐ Previous/recurrent injury
☐ Unable to complete football movements comfortably
☐ Parent/carer has concerns
☐ Coach has concerns

Decision:
☐ Rest
☐ Modified activity only
☐ Parent/carer contacted
☐ Medical advice recommended
☐ Review before next session

────────

RED – DO NOT PLAY

☐ Significant/severe pain
☐ Unable to walk normally
☐ Unable to bear weight
☐ Significant swelling
☐ Obvious deformity
☐ Suspected fracture/serious injury
☐ Significant loss of movement
☐ Numbness/loss of sensation
☐ Significant weakness
☐ Rapidly worsening symptoms
☐ Requires urgent medical assessment
☐ Coach has serious safety concerns

Action:
☐ Player removed from activity
☐ Parent/carer contacted
☐ First aid provided
☐ Medical advice sought
☐ Emergency services contacted if required

Coach name: __________________________
Signature: ____________________________
Date: _________________________________

────────

















APPENDIX 2

WAJFC PARENT/CARER INJURY & RETURN-TO-PLAY DECLARATION

Player name: ______________________________________

Team: _____________________________________________

Parent/carer name: __________________________________

Date: _____________________________________________

Injury information

Date injury occurred: ________________________________

Injury/affected area, if known:

────────

────────

How did the injury occur?

────────

────────

Medical assessment

Has the player received medical assessment?

☐ No
☐ GP
☐ NHS/urgent care
☐ Hospital
☐ Physiotherapist
☐ Sports therapist
☐ Other: __________________________

If medical advice was provided, please summarise any restrictions:

────────

────────

────────

Current condition

Please tick as appropriate:

☐ Player can walk normally
☐ Player has no significant limp
☐ Player has no significant pain at rest
☐ Swelling has resolved or is significantly improving
☐ Player has normal/near-normal movement
☐ Player can jog comfortably
☐ Player can perform appropriate football movements
☐ Player is confident about returning
☐ Player has been advised that they can return to football

Are there any remaining symptoms or concerns?

────────

────────

Parent/carer declaration

I confirm that I have provided the coach with relevant information regarding my child’s injury.

I understand that WAJFC coaches are not medical professionals and cannot diagnose injuries.

I understand that my child should not participate if they are not fit to do so and that the coach may prevent my child from participating where they have reasonable concerns about their safety.

I understand that a gradual return to football may be appropriate and that medical advice should be followed where applicable.

I confirm that the information I have provided is accurate to the best of my knowledge.

Parent/carer name: _________________________________

Signature: _________________________________________

Date: _____________________________________________

────────

COACH RETURN-TO-PLAY DECISION

Following discussion with the parent/carer and consideration of the player’s current condition:

☐ GREEN – Full/gradual return appropriate

☐ AMBER – Modified activity/review required

☐ RED – Player should not participate

Restrictions/conditions agreed:

────────

────────

────────

Coach name: _______________________________________

Signature: _________________________________________

Date: _____________________________________________

Review date, if required: _____________________________

────────
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