
Going the extra mile is part of the joy of running – whether that is pushing yourself to beat 
your personal best, upping your distance or taking on a new race.

You can go the extra mile for your running buddies too by learning some simple first aid. 

This quick guide will help you take first aid scenarios in your stride. You will be ready to look 
after your fellow runners no matter where your training takes you.

#UpYourGame 
redcross.org.uk/sportsfirstaid

SPORTS FIRST AID
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1   Check if they 
are breathing by 
tilting their head 
backwards and 
looking and feeling 
for breaths.

2   Call 999 immediately 
or get someone else 
to do it.

3   Give chest 
compressions and 
ask someone to 
get an automated 
external defibrillator 
(AED) as soon as 
possible.

4   Open the AED  
and follow all its 
voice prompts.

A cardiac arrest is when the heart stops 
working, causing a person to collapse, 
become unresponsive and stop breathing.  

While there are reported cases of sudden 
cardiac arrest among long-distance 
runners, the overall risk is low.  

If it does happen, it is very serious. The 
quick actions of those at the scene will give 
that person the best chance of survival.  

How to recognise: If you are running 
near or with the person, you may see  
them stop suddenly and fall. They will  
not respond or move when you call their  
name or gently shake their shoulders.

Unresponsive and not breathing

An automated external defibrillator (AED) is a machine that can shock 
the heart back into normal rhythm. Once opened, the machine gives 
full instructions on what you should do. You just have to listen to it and 
do what it says.

Anyone can use an AED. Many public places such as sports centres 
now have one available. The machine will only shock someone if they 
need it – it would never shock a healthy heart. 

If the AED delivers a shock to the person, it doesn’t always mean that 
their heart will restart. The machine will detect this and give you further 
instructions. You may need to resume chest compressions. Continue 
to follow the AED voice prompts until help arrives.

Q: What is an AED? A:

Q: Who can use an AED? A:

Q:  Will I restart the person’s A: 
heart if I use an AED?

Key action: Give chest compressions.

Q&A

Steps to take

SPORTS FIRST AID: RUNNING



Key action: Apply an ice pack to the injury.

Steps to take
1 2Apply an ice pack to 

the injury.
 Get the person to rest the injured part of their 
body in a raised, comfortable position. If there 
is no improvement seek medical advice. 

The injuries experienced most often 
in running are to the lower limbs and 
include strains and sprains. 

They happen where there has been 
a very sudden movement to part of 
the body or as a result of overuse of a 
muscle. Strains and sprains could be 
caused by twisting an ankle or a trip or 
fall while out running.

How to recognise: Someone with a  
strain or sprain will have pain, swelling  
and/or bruising around a joint or muscle.  
If the injury is at a joint, the person may 
have difficulty moving a limb.

Strains and sprains

Q&A
A strain is when a muscle is damaged. A sprain is when a joint is 
damaged – such as a knee, ankle or wrist. First aid for a strain or 
sprain is the same.

Ice is scientifically proven to reduce swelling, bleeding and fluid 
build-up in soft tissue injuries, such as strains and sprains, by 
reducing blood flow to the area. An ice pack that can be moulded to 
the shape of the body will be more effective at cooling the injury. 

Apply an ice pack for no longer than ten minutes. Anything over ten 
minutes can cause damage to the skin.

Not necessarily. It is often impossible to differentiate between a 
broken bone, strain or sprain without an x-ray. If you are in any 
doubt seek medical advice.

Q:  What’s the difference A: 
between a strain  
and a sprain?

Q:  Why is an ice pack the A:  
best thing for treating a  
strain or sprain?

Q:  How long should I apply an A:  
ice pack to the injury for?

Q:  If the person can move A: 
or stand on their injury,  
does that mean it is  
probably a strain or sprain 
rather than a broken bone? 
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Key action: Cool the person down and give them plenty of fluids to drink.

Steps to take
1 32 Help the person to lie down 

in a cool, shady place.
 Give them plenty of water to 
drink. Oral rehydration salts or 
isotonic drinks will help  
with salt replacement.

 Keep an eye on the person 
and call for help if their 
condition worsens.

Heat exhaustion is caused when the body 
loses too much water and salt through 
excessive sweating – such as during  
a long run on a hot day. It usually develops 
gradually.

How to recognise: Nausea,  
headaches and dizziness are all signs  
of heat exhaustion. 

Heat exhaustion
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Key action: Help them to take their medication.

Steps to take
1 2 Help the person sit in a 

comfortable position and 
take their medication.

 If the attack becomes severe, or they 
don’t have their medication, call 999 
or get someone else to do it.

Exercise such as running can trigger 
an asthma attack. If someone has an 
asthma attack, the muscles in their 
airways tighten and become narrow, 
making it difficult to breathe. 

How to recognise: The person will 
have difficulty breathing and speaking, 
and may cough and wheeze. They may 
be very anxious and distressed as they 
struggle to breathe. 

Asthma attack

Q&A
Someone who has asthma will normally have been prescribed an 
inhaler by their doctor. If someone is having an asthma attack, they will 
know how to use their inhaler but may just need your help finding it. 

Call 999 if any of the following apply:

> it is their first attack

> they stop breathing

> they are finding it difficult to talk

> they are becoming exhausted

> their medication doesn’t work

> they don’t have any medication with them

> their condition gets worse.

Q:  What sort of medication A:  
will they use?

Q:  When should I call 999? A:
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There is a lot more to learn about first 
aid when it comes to sport-related 
emergencies. By learning simple first 
aid skills, you will feel more confident 
to help someone in an emergency.

Download the app

You can learn first aid anytime, 
anywhere with the free Red Cross 
first aid app. This essential app 
includes simple step-by-step advice, 
useful videos, animations and quizzes.

It’s never been easier to learn first aid  
and be prepared for what life brings.  
Get the app now from Apple or Android 
app stores.

Take a course
Our First aid for adults course covers a range of emergency situations suitable for members of 
the public involved in sports activities. 

AED with life support
The AED with life support course will teach you how to use an automated external defibrillator 
(AED) when helping somebody who is unresponsive and not breathing. The course is held at 
selected venues or can be booked for a group of up to 12. 

Emergency first aid for sport (group booking)
If you are involved in teaching or training sports activities and may need to know basic first aid, you 
can book this one-day course. It will equip you with the skills you need to feel confident helping 
someone in an emergency. The emergency first aid for sport certificate is valid for three years.

To book a course visit redcrosstraining.co.uk or call 0330 311 6225.

Choose your way to learn first aid 
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