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Summary: Calcaneal apophysitis (Sever disease) is a
common cause of heel pain, particularly in the athleti-
cally active child. Eighty-five children (137 heels) with
calcaneal apophysitis were reviewed. Both heels were af-
fected in 52 (61%) patients. The most common associated
foot condition was pronation, occurring in 16 patients.
Sixty-eight patients complained that pain was made
worse by a specific sport, with soccer leading the list. All
patients were treated with a physical therapy program of

lower extremity stretching, especially of the heel cords,
and ankle dorsiflexion strengthening. Soft Plastizote or-
thotics or heel cups were used in 98% of patients. Proper
athletic shoewear was advised. All patients improved and
were able to return to their sport of choice 2 months after
the diagnosis. There were two recurrences. Key Words:
Athletic activity— Calcaneal apophysitis—Heel pain—
Overuse syndrome—Physical therapy—Sever disease.

Heel pain is a common complaint in the child and
adolescent athlete. Often, the precise etiology re-
mains undetermined. Calcaneal apophysitis is the
most common cause of heel pain in the growing
athlete. Sever (18) originally described the condi-
tion as an inflammatory injury to the apophysis as-
sociated with muscle strain in the growing child. He
made no mention of its classification as an osteo-
chondrosis, as suggested by later authors (2,4,12,
14,16,20). Other authors (5,9,17) reported the cause
as an inflammatory process. More recently, the un-
derlying cause has been attributed to overuse and
repetitive microtrauma in the young athlete (1,10).

To help in clarifying the cause and results of man-
- agement of this condition, the natural history and
management of children and adolescents with cal-
caneal apophysitis were reviewed. The purpose of
this article is to review our diagnosis and treatment
of active young children and adolescents with cal-
caneal apophysitis.

PATIENTS AND METHODS

Eighty-five patients (137 heels) with the diagnosis
of calcaneal apophysitis seen at the Sports Medi-
cine Clinic at Children’s Hospital (Boston, MA) be-
tween 1979 and 1983 were reviewed retrospec-
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tively. Adequate information for chart review was
available for all 85 patients.

There were 64 (75%) male and 21 (25%) female
patients (Fig. 1). There was bilateral involvement in
52 (61%) of the cases. In the remainder, involve-
ment was on the right in 22 (26%) and on the left in
11 (13%) patients.

In boys, the average age at presentation was 11
years 10 months, with a range of 7 years 6 months
to 15 years 4 months. In girls, presentation aver-
aged 11 years, ranging from 8 years 8 months to 13
years 6 months. The average combined age at pre-
sentation was 11 years 7 months, with a range of 7
years 6 months to 15 years 4 months. The mean age
was 11 years. The majority of patients (41) pre-
sented between 10 and 12 years of age (Fig. 1).

All patients presented with symptoms of heel
pain and were reported to be in a ‘‘growth spurt.”’
All were healthy and without night pain. No child
reported the onset of pain following a single injury.
However, 68 patients said the pain was worse after
specific athletic activity (Table 1). The sport that
most often exacerbated symptoms was soccer, in
21 (29%) patients, all boys. This was followed
closely by basketball, gymnastics, and running, oc-
curring in 11, 11, and 10 patients, respectively. Ten
of the 11 gymnasts were girls. Other sports in-
cluded baseball (five patients), football (three),
figure skating (two), ice hockey (two), tennis (one),
field hockey (one), and ballet (one). Over half of the
patients were unable to participate in their desired
sport because of heel pain.
















