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The Stages of Injury

By Robert Castillo CrossFit 847 November 2012

Robert Castillo believes you can recover faster by moving past denial  
and anger to truly work on rehabbing an injury.

While sitting here and contemplating another sports-related injury, I started to look back on all the previous insults to 
my body. Some were short term, some were chronic and nagging, and some were more serious and required longer 
term treatment, time off and recovery. Knock on wood: I have been fortunate enough to avoid a catastrophic injury 
in my life.
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No matter the severity or duration, each injury was 
challenging in its own way. Being older and wiser now 
and having made mistakes along the way, I have begun to 
realize that there are stages to the injury process that are 
much like the stages of grief we go through when a loved 
one dies. I’ve also realized that the faster we can work 
through those stages, the better off we will be mentally, 
physically and emotionally. 

Here are the stages I’ve noticed as well as commentary on 
their effects.

Denial
When the injury first occurs, often a lot of endorphins and 
adrenaline are in our body as a result of the activity we 
are performing. Whether from playing a game, running 
a race or working out in the box, the pain of an injury is 
often dulled initially due to those chemicals within your 
body. Mentally, you want to finish what you started. There 
is a tendency, even though you know better, to push on 
and continue to do the activity. Obviously, this can have 
detrimental effects, worsening the injury and making for 
a longer recovery. 

When I was younger, I was especially prone to trying to 
play through the pain and continue on. This often led to 
making things worse or injuring another part of my body 
as I tried to compensate for the original injury. It is difficult, 
but you have to make yourself stop the activity once 
you realize that the injury is more than just immediate or 
superficial pain. The sooner you stop or adjust what you’re 
doing, the better off your body will be.

Anger
Once you realize the presence of true pain you can’t work 
through or that will in some way inhibit you, anger sets 
in—anger at yourself for doing whatever caused the injury 
or anger at your body for being injured and not being able 
to do what you want it to do. 

Anger ultimately does nothing to help you recover. It does 
no good to dwell on the injury or replay it in your mind 
and try to will a different outcome. It happened, and you 
can’t go back in time to change it.

Depression 
This, to me, is one of the most dangerous stages because 
it’s one where you can easily get stuck for a long time. 
Realizing you can’t do what you want and seeing others 
who are still able can certainly make you feel sorry for 
yourself. You feel useless and worthless, especially when 
compared to how you feel when you are able to work out 
and push through to new accomplishments. You start to 
worry that all you have done will be for nothing as you lie 
idle and try to recover. This can be a very helpless feeling. 

Anger ultimately does 
nothing to help you recover. 

It does no good to dwell 
on the injury or replay it in 
your mind and try to will a 

different outcome.

Courtesy of Robert Castillo

When training while injured, do what you can to maintain 
your strength, but be patient and listen to your body.
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If you don’t get out of this stage, it can be extremely  
detrimental. It can affect your relationships with significant 
others as you push them away. It can make you overeat. It 
can make you more likely to do nothing to help yourself 
because you are convinced you can’t do anything. 
Depression can snowball into a long period of time from 
which it is much more difficult to recover. Most injuries are 
temporary. You have to realize that rest equals recovery. 
Give it appropriate time, keep upbeat, accept the support 
of others, stop feeling sorry for yourself and you will get 
through it sooner.

Push yourself a little  
but listen to your body—

especially the injured part.

Bargaining
Bargaining comes into play as you start to get back to work. 
It’s easy to feel like this: “If I just push myself a little harder, or 
do a little more, I’ll get back to full strength sooner.”  

You have to realize that this isn’t always the case. Pushing 
too hard or too soon can cause re-injury. You have to listen 
to your body. Do what you can do. Push yourself a little but 
listen to your body—especially the injured part—and stop 
or adjust what you’re doing if it hurts too much.

Acceptance and Determination 
The more quickly you can get to this stage, the better off 
you will be. By accepting the fact that you are injured, 
convincing yourself that rest is a good thing, accepting the 
limitations of the injury, and being determined to do what 
you can and get back to form, you can now develop a plan 
to get back to action. Depending on the injury, you may 
not be the same as you were prior, but you can get back 
and do something to keep yourself in good mental and 
physical health. 

I’ve had many injuries throughout the years, whether 
playing baseball, training for triathlons or now with CrossFit. 
Along the way, I have been stalled at many of these stages, 
much to my detriment. I think now I have a tendency to 
get through the stages more quickly, although they are all 
still there. It is a mental battle all the time, but it will be to 
my great benefit to win and win quickly.
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About the Author

Robert Castillo is a member of CrossFit 847 in Evanston, Ill.

Courtesy of Robert Castillo

After tearing his Achilles tendon in the spring of 2011,  
Rob Perovich set a goal of running within six months.  

He competed in the Affiliate Cup at the  
2012 Reebok CrossFit Games.

 M
ik

e 
W

ar
ke

nt
in

/C
ro

ss
Fi

t J
ou

rn
al

http://journal.crossfit.com
mailto:feedback@crossfit.com
http://www.crossfit.com

