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Return to Play After COVID-19 Infection in Children

As the pandemic continues, children may experience long-term effects from COVID-19 infections.

Because children may become “long haulers” or develop multisystem
inflammatory syndrome in children (MIS-C), close monitoring after a
COVID-19 diagnosis is important. In addition, children who are athletes
require a separate return-to-play evaluation before they return to com-
petitive sports or physical activities.

Children Who Test Positive for COVID-19 Infection
More than 3 million children have been diagnosed with COVID-19
since the pandemic began. Children have been tested after close ex-
posures, during times of illness, or because they needed clearance
for travel or procedures. During a COVID-19 infection, children can
experience fever, cough, difficulty breathing, muscle aches, head-
ache, or diarrhea, but many others have no symptoms. Unfortu-
nately, as children get older and/or if they are Hispanic, Black, or
American Indian or Alaska Native, they are at a higher risk for se-
vere disease and death from a COVID-19 infection. In addition, any
of these children can develop long-term effects.

What Are the Long-term Problems?
Children who have had a COVID-19 infection are at risk for develop-
ing MIS-C or becoming long haulers. Following their initial infec-
tion, long haulers can develop inflammation of the heart and lung
tissues, among other issues. Children with MIS-C, which is an ab-
normal immune response after a COVID-19 infection, develop symp-
toms 2 to 4 weeks following their initial COVID-19 infection. These
children may require intensive medical evaluations or even hospi-
talization to treat this condition.

Return to Play or Activity After COVID-19 Infection
We are still learning how to best treat children after a COVID-19 infec-
tion.Thisisespeciallytrueforchildrenwithlong-termcomplicationswho
need a safe return to sports. Some school systems are requiring that all
middleandhighschoolstudentathleteswhotestedpositiveforCOVID-
19 obtain medical clearance before they return to sports. In addition,
many pediatricians feel all teens should be evaluated after a COVID-19
infection before returning to sports. These evaluations should include
areviewofsymptoms(fevers,chestpain,palpitations,difficultybreath-
ing) and a physical examination. Children with worrisome findings may
requireadditionaltestingbeforetheycansafelyreturn.Whilemostchil-
dren will be able to safely return to normal activities, some will require
aslower,gradualreturnbeforetheycansafetyresumetheirpre–COVID-
19 activity levels. Any unexpected difficulties with a child’s a return to
play require prompt medical attention.

What Can Parents Do?
Parents need to be aware of long-term consequences of
COVID-19 infections and closely monitor their children for any
concerning symptoms. They should contact their child’s clinician
if their children experience any persistent fevers, difficulty
breathing, chest pain, palpitations, dizziness, swelling of hands or
feet, or fatigue following a COVID-19 infection. In addition, if their
child participates in sports or physical activities, it is important
that they ask their child’s clinician for recommendations on their
safe return to physical activities. Now that COVID-19 vaccines
are available for children 12 years and older, get them vaccinated
so they are not at risk of infection or long-term COVID-19
problems.
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Return to play after a COVID-19 infection
Children may experience long-term effects from COVID-19 infections including 
an abnormal immune response or inflammation in the heart or lungs.

Children who play sports or 
participate in physical activities 
may need medical clearance and 
a physical examination before safely 
resuming activities done before COVID-19.

• Persistent fever
• Difficulty breathing
• Chest pain

Contact your child’s clinician if your child has concerning symptoms 
following a COVID-19 infection

• Dizziness
• Fatigue

• Swelling of the hands or feet
• Heart palpitations

Talk to your child’s clinician for recommendations for a safe
return to play and further guidance. 

For More Information

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamacardiology/fullarticle/
2772399

https://services.aap.org/en/pages/2019-novel-coronavirus-covid-
19-infections/clinical-guidance/covid-19-interim-guidance-return-
to-sports/

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/
children/symptoms.html

https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/54/19/1174
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