
 1 

 
Active Recovery in Athlete Cool-Down 
Protocols 
 
 
 
 

Active recovery is a central component of the cool-down phase, serving as a functional bridge 

between high-intensity performance and a return to rest. Where the warm-up upregulates the 

body for readiness, active recovery works in the opposite direction: it helps downregulate body 

and mind so that regeneration can begin. 

Unlike passive strategies such as sleep or massage, active recovery combines deliberate low-

intensity movement with structured mental engagement, supporting a smoother transition from 

competition mode to restoration. 

 

 

The Function of Active Recovery 

Within the cool-down, active recovery shifts the athlete from sympathetic (“fight or flight”) 

dominance, required for racing and high-intensity performance, toward parasympathetic (“rest 

and digest”) dominance. This shift matters: athletes who remain in a heightened sympathetic 

state struggle to recover, sleep well, and prepare for the next competition day. 

 

Physiological goals - Active recovery aims to lower respiration rates, restore energy 

substrates, and maintain active reperfusion, the continued blood 

flow to working muscles. 

- That circulation helps clear metabolic by-products such as lactate, 

and delivers oxygen and nutrients for tissue repair. 

- Keeping the body gently moving rather than stopping abruptly also 

limits blood pooling in the extremities. 

 

Psychological goals - Just as mental readiness switches the mind on for performance, 

active psychological recovery switches it off again in a controlled 

way. 

- Competition demands intense focus, rapid decisions, and 

emotional control. 
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- Active recovery gives the mind a structured moment to decompress, 

process the experience, and restore the mind-muscle balance 

needed before the next session. 

 

 

The Components of Active Recovery 

Active recovery strategies should ideally be carried out within roughly one hour after major 

training or competition loading, and fall into two categories: physical and psychological. Both 

are needed for recovery to be complete. 

 

 

Physical Active Recovery 

Physical active recovery uses low-to-moderate intensity movement to lower physical activity 

levels gradually rather than stopping suddenly, allowing the cardiovascular system to return to 

baseline in a controlled way. 

 

Modality and 

intensity 

- Typical options include cardiovascular work such as light jogging 

or stationary cycling, or low-load resistance exercises. 

- Intensity should be high enough to aid reperfusion, but low enough 

to promote recovery, with heart rate well below training zones. 

 

Location - In snow sports, physical active recovery can be done on-snow at 

the run-out or start area, provided the activities are simple and need 

minimal equipment. 

- More often it is performed off-snow (at the hotel, a sports hall, or 

gym), where athletes can swap ski boots for training shoes that 

allow natural movement. 

- Having both options helps athletes adapt to the logistics of each 

venue. 
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Psychological Active Recovery 

Recovery is not passive silence. It requires active mental engagement to process the performance. 

Athletes who simply switch off often carry unresolved thoughts, emotions, or tension into the 

next session. 

 

Mental techniques: Individualised strategies such as goal setting, imagery, relaxation, 

motivation, and self-talk help athletes step out of the competitive mindset and arrive at the next 

session with a clear, focused mind. 

 

Debriefing: A structured debrief is one of the most effective psychological recovery routines. It 

gives the athlete a way to mentally “close” the day and move on with a sense of resolution. 

Debriefing can take several practical forms. 

 

Recapitulation and 

evaluation 

Reviewing the day’s events, including what went well and what did not. 

 

 

Planning and 

refocusing 

Using the evaluation of the current day to prepare a mental plan for the 

following day’s training or competition. 

 

Communication 

with staff 

Talking to coaches, teammates, or sport psychologists to process 

emotions, manage anxiety, and feel supported. 

 

 

Implementation Challenges in Snow Sports 

Putting immediate active recovery into practice is harder in snow sports than in most other 

disciplines. Naming the constraints helps athletes and support staff build realistic, adaptable 

plans. 
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Logistical barriers - Athletes often finish far from their accommodation or gym, with 

limited access to equipment, changing areas, or suitable spaces. 

- Media duties, team meetings, and transport schedules compress the 

available time window further. 

- The “ideal” immediate cool-down is often not feasible, so the 

practical approach is to prioritise what can be done in the moment 

and defer the rest to later in the day. 

 

Environmental 

factors 

- In very cold temperatures, prolonged outdoor recovery can be 

counterproductive. 

- Cold exposure should be limited after the initial cool-down to 

prevent excessive heat loss. 

- Where possible, athletes should move indoors, or use layering and 

heated garments while completing their routine. 

 

 

 

Connection to Preparedness and Long-Term Development 

Active recovery is an immediate post-event activity, but it sits inside the broader concept of 

preparedness, the athlete’s long-term development and resilience. 

 

Cool-down as a training extension 

The cool-down can be used as a “mini training session” for movement inefficiencies, corrective 

exercises, or mobility work, turning recovery time into purposeful development time without 

adding meaningful training load. 

 

Injury prevention and training quality 

Systematically applied warm-up and cool-down routines, including active recovery, are believed 

to reduce re-injury risk and improve training quality. 

Athletes who recover well train more consistently, absorb higher loads, and sustain performance 

across a demanding season. 
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Youth athletes 

For younger athletes, active cool-down should be built into the general routine to help develop 

movement literacy, technical competency, and strong training habits. Across all levels, these 

strategies should be reviewed and refined regularly to stay effective for the individual. 


