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When

Why

How

Ice Contrast Heat

Acute Injury (less than 
48 hours old) 
Flare up of  a 
Chronic/Overuse Injury

i.e.: ankle sprains, knee 
sprains, muscle strains, 
shin splints, tendonitis.
(See explanation below)

Use a soft ice pack that 
molds to the body’s 
contour (gel pack, package 
of  frozen peas)

Use a damp towel 
between your skin and 
the ice pack to prevent 
frostbite

Elevate and compress the 
area (i.e. wrap a tensor 
bandage around the area) 
to help reduce swelling

Apply 10 - 15 minutes

Reduce Pain

Reduce Swelling

Chronic Injury

Use before activity to 
loosen the area
(See explanation below)

Manage pain

Stimulate healing
(promotes bloodflow)

Loosen tissues and 
relax injured area

Reduce sti�ness

Sub-Acute or Chronic 
Injury

Reduce pain

Promote healing without 
increasing swelling

Start warm & finish cold

Warm 3-5 minutes; 
Cold 30 sec – 2 minutes

Repeat sequence 3 – 6 times

Warm temperature
 = 40º - 44º  C

Cold Temperature 
 = 16º – 20º  C

Electric or microwave 
hot pack, moist heat 
(pack that can be boiled 
in water), hot wet towel

Use a protective barrier 
to avoid burns

Never fall asleep with an 
electric hot pack as it 
can burn you

Apply 15 – 20 minutes

By Michelle DeMarchi, Physiotherapist & Osteopath

Ice packs and heat pads are among the most commonly used treatments after an injury. So which one is the 
right one to use for your injury, ice or heat? And how long and how often should you apply the treatment?

• Allow tissue to return to normal temperature before re-applying.
• Repeat as desired (as long as skin is warm and sensation is normal). 
• Do not use heat treatments after activity.
• Do not use heat after an acute injury.
• Do not use ice treatment on a chronic injury before activity.

Ice treatment 
Ice is beneficial for two types of  conditions: 

1. Acute Injuries: If  you have a recent injury ( less than 48 hours old) ice will help to reduce swelling,  
pain and bruising. Examples: ankle sprains, knee sprains, muscle strains.

2. Chronic conditions, such as overuse injuries in athletes that flare up after activity.  In this case applying 
ice to the injured area after activity can help to control the inflammation. Never ice a chronic injury 
before activity. Common examples: tendonitis, bursitis, runner’s knee, arthritis. 

Get the ice on quickly.  Icing is most e�ective in the immediate period following an injury. The e�ect of  
icing diminishes significantly after about 48 hours.  Never apply an ice pack longer than 20 minutes to 
prevent tissue damage.

Heat Treatment
Heat is generally used for chronic injuries or injuries that have no inflammation or swelling. Sore, sti�, 
nagging muscle or joint pain is ideal for the use of  heat therapy. Athletes with chronic pain or injuries may 
use heat therapy before exercise to reduce sti�ness and stimulate blood flow. Heat can also help to 
reduce muscle tightness or spasm. 

Don't apply heat after exercise. After a workout, ice is the better choice on a chronic injury. Because heat 
increases circulation and raises skin temperature, you should not apply heat to acute injuries or injuries 
that show signs of  inflammation.

Moist heat is generally the best choice.

Because some injuries can be serious, you should see your doctor or physiotherapist 
if your injury does not improve (or gets worse) within 48 hours

Injured? Should You Ice or Heat?

Michelle DeMarchi is a physiotherapist and osteopath.  She is owner of  PhysioPlus Health Group, a clinic that integrates 
physiotherapy, osteopathy, sports massage, massage therapy, nutrition, pilates, yoga, and custom orthotics.  Michelle 
works with the PhysioPlus Health Group team to treat a variety of  injuries and conditions including sports injuries, back 
pain, neck pain, sprains and strains, arthritis, muscle and joint pain, auto injuries, and more. For more information please 
call (416)760-8280, or visit the clinic website: www.physioplushealth.com.


