
  

 
 

Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome (CECS) 
 
What is Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome (CECS)? 
Compartment Syndrome exists when tissue pressures are elevated a compartment, which 
is a grouping of muscle, blood vessels and nerves that are surrounded and held together 
by fascia.  The increased pressures result in decreased blood flow, which prevents 
muscle and nerve cells from receiving the oxygen and nourishment they need.  Athletes 
can develop Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome in the lower leg.  The lower leg 
has 4 compartments that can be affected by CECS:  anterior, lateral, superficial posterior 
and deep posterior.  Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome is a reversible ischemia 
(decreased blood flow) that is exercise induced, and occurs at a predictable distance or 
intensity of exercise, commonly running.  The reversible ischemia occurs secondary to a 
noncompliant fascial compartment that is not responsive to the expansion of muscle 
volume that occurs with exercise.   
 
What are the Symptoms of Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome? 
CECS is characterized by recurrent exercise induced leg discomfort that occurs at a well-
defined and reproducible point of activity and increases if the training persists.  The pain is 
described as tight, cramp-like, or squeezing ache over one or more of the 4 lower leg 
compartments.  Neurologic complaints such as parestehsisas and even weakness of the 
leg or foot with exertion can also occur. 
 
What are the indications for testing for Chronic Exertional Compartment 
Syndrome? 
Any patient with clinical evidence of CECS should be considered for compartment testing. 
 
How can your patients get tested for Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome? 
We at Denver Sports Medicine-SCL Physicians offer Compartment testing in our office!  
We will check pressures of the patient at rest, pre-exercise.  Then we will run the patient 
on a treadmill until there is reproduction of the discomfort or symptoms and immediately 
recheck the pressures at 1 minute and 5-minute post exercise. 
 
What is the treatment for Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome? 
Nonsurgical treatments may include change of shoe wear, orthotics, physical therapy, 
cross training, and switching the running surface.  These have questionable results for 
relieving symptoms. 
 
Surgical treatments include fasciotomy to open the compartment allowing room for the 
muscles to swell. 
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