
 
HEAT (THERMOTHERAPY) VS.  COLD (CRYOTHERAPY) 

 
W hile heat  and cold have been used ex tens ive ly to  treat  in jur ies  and 
pain,  there is  of ten a great deal  of  confus ion about  which to use and 
when.  In genera l,  ice is  used to treat  acute inf lammatory condit ions up to 
approx imate ly two weeks post-onset.  Heat  is  typ ica l ly most ef fect ive for  
subacute  and chronic condit ions f rom two weeks to many months post-
onset.  W hile both modali t ies  yie ld s im i lar  c l in ica l  results  such as  the 
reduct ion of  pain and muscle spasm, cold  tends to re l ieve pain by 
s lowing nerve conduct ion and reduc ing the swel l ing, edema, and jo int  
ef fus ion of  an acute in jury whi le heat tends to re l ieve the pain of  more 
chronic condi t ions by promot ing re laxat ion,  increas ing the c ircu lat ion of  
heal ing substances to injur ies,  and increas ing the ex tens ibi l i t y of  
connect ive t issues.  This is  due to the basic  d if ferences in  the in the 
phys io logica l ef fects of  heat and cold:  
 
Cold                                           Heat   
Vasoconstr ic t ion                         Vasodi la t ion 
Increased b lood viscosity             Decreased b lood viscosity 
Decreased lymphat ic  dra inage       Increased lymphatic  dra inage 
Decreased nerve conduct ion         Increased nerve conduct ion  
Decreased t issue metabol ism        Increased t issue metabol ism 
  
 

INDICATIONS 
 
Cold                                          Heat  
Edema Contro l                            More Chronic  Spra ins/Stra ins  
Contus ions                                 Adhes ive Capsul i t is  
Spra ins and Stra ins   Jo int Contrac tures   
Musc le Spasms Musc le Spasms 
Tendonit is ,  Burs i t is  Chronic Tendonit is /Burs it is  
Pain Management  Pain Management  
Contro l Hemorrhage Promote Relaxat ion 
Myofascia l Pain Increase T issue Pl iab i l i t y 
 
                                           PRECAUTIONS 
 
1.  Don’ t  use heat or  co ld over  areas of  impaired sensat ion to avoid burns         
    or  f ros tbi te   
2.  Don’ t  use heat or  co ld over  areas of  impaired c ircu lat ion 
3.  Don’ t  use cold i f  you have severe card iovascular or  respiratory  
    problems                                                                                           
4.  Don’ t  use heat i f  you have deep vein thrombosis (b lood c lots)  
5.  Don’ t  use cold over  areas where you’ve had previous f rostb ite  
6.  Don’ t  use heat over  sk in or  lymphat ic  cancer,  sk in infec t ion, or  open 
    wounds   


