
What is it? 
A hamstring strain is a common injury seen with running, jumping, kicking activities, 
water skiing, dance, weight lifting and ice skating. Injury may occur at any point along 
the hamstring muscles, the muscles at the back of the thighs, from their connections 
at the hips to their connections at the knees. These injuries can be mild, moderate, 
or severe. The cause of a hamstring strain is overloading the muscle, typically during 
activity. Risk factors include older age, higher levels of competition, previous history of 
hamstring strain, strength imbalances, poor flexibility, muscle fatigue and inadequate 
warm-up.

Symptoms
Athletes typically experience a sudden pain at the back of the thigh. It may be sharp, 
and the area may be swollen, bruised, and/or tender to touch. Some athletes may 
complain of stiffness and weakness in the involved leg as well, with difficulty walking or 
stretching the involved side. 

Sports Medicine Evaluation and Treatment
A sports medicine physician will examine the entire leg, looking for swelling, pain 
and bruising. Range of motion and strength testing will also be done. Occasionally, if 
the athlete’s pain is in a specific area of concern, the physician will order an x-ray to 
look at the place where the muscle connects to the bone. An ultrasound or magnetic 
resonance imaging (“MRI,” a form of imaging to look at the muscles, ligaments and 
tendons) may also be performed to visualize the extent of the injury.  

Treatment is initially aimed at reducing swelling and pain with rest, ice, compression 
and elevation. As the hamstring heals, athletes can expect a slow progression of 
flexibility training, conditioning and strengthening exercises. These may include pool 
activities or stationary bike workouts, progressing to sport specific drills and workouts. 
Surgical repair is necessary in very few cases.

Injury Prevention
In order to prevent hamstring injury, proper warm-ups should be encouraged, as well 
as maintaining flexible and strong hamstrings, quadriceps (the muscles in front of the 
thigh) and hip flexors (the muscles that help bend the hip forward). An athlete should 
not return to play earlier than needed, as the risk of re-injuring the muscle is high; this 
can lead to a delay in recovery or a more severe injury.

Return to Play
In general, athletes may return to play when they have regained pain-free range of 
motion, strength has returned and they can perform sport-specific activities without 
difficulty.
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AMSSM is a multi-disciplinary organization of 2,500 sports medicine physicians dedicated to education, research, advocacy and the care of athletes of all ages. The 
majority of AMSSM members are primary care physicians with fellowship training and added qualification in sports medicine who then combine their practice of sports 
medicine with their primary specialty. AMSSM includes members who specialize solely in non-surgical sports medicine and serve as team physicians at the youth level, 
NCAA, NFL, MLB, NBA, WNBA, MLS and NHL, as well as with Olympic teams. By nature of their training and experience, sports medicine physicians are ideally suited 
to provide comprehensive medical care for athletes, sports teams or active individuals who are simply looking to maintain a healthy lifestyle. Find a sports medicine 
physician in your area at www.amssm.org.


