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Heat or Cold for Muscle Pain? 

Recently, in our clinic, we had a client inform us that they were told by a healthcare practitioner to 

NEVER use heat! We get lots of questions about whether to use heat or cold on muscle pain. Through a 

review of the literature, we are providing the following guidelines to help you decide how to treat your 

muscle pain. If you are ever in doubt, contact your healthcare source. 

Heat and cold are the two most common types of relief therapies for muscle and joint pain. They are 

great to use because they are both non-invasive and non-addictive pain relievers. There is a lot of 

confusion on which to apply for muscle pain. 

Effects of Heat Application 

Heat will cause your muscle to relax, while promoting blood flow to the painful area which may alleviate 

pain and stiffness while helping to rid the area of neuro-chemical build up further promoting healthy 

tissue and decreasing the pain sensation. 

When To Use Heat 

Trigger Points – In general a central trigger point will become less irritable in response to warmth. Since 

heat facilitates circulation, it may help clear out the metabolic waste products in the area of the trigger 

point allowing fresh blood with oxygen and nutrients to the area, thus decreasing the pain. Heat is 

usually more soothing to trigger point pain if it is moist rather than dry. Heat will be more effective in 

relieving the pain from trigger points if applied over the central trigger point. Try different areas for 

maximum relief and don’t hesitate to ask us for advice on where to put the heat. Use of daily heat 

application on active trigger points will help progressively make them less irritable. 

Muscle Spasm If your muscles are chronically tight, they may be exhausted from always working and can 

easily spasm. Heat will relax and soothe the muscles. A warm bath in Epson salt work wonders on tight 

muscles. 

Types of Heat Application 

Local moist heat is thought to be more effective than dry heat in penetration into the muscles. Moist 

heat can be applied with a water bottle, heating pad or gel pack. Place a lightly damp towel between 

you and the heat source for moist heat. 

Systemic heat, warm enough to raise your body temperature, can be applied by shower, bath, hot tub, 

sauna or a BioMat session. 

Heat Application Safety Tips: 

• Avoid burning your skin. Heat application that turns your skin bright red is too hot. 

• Don’t use any cream that heats the skin before you apply heat 

• Never sleep on a heating pad 



When to Avoid Application of Heat 

There are times when heat applications should be used with extra caution. Consult your healthcare 

professional before heat application if any of these conditions are present 

• Heart Disease 

• Hypertension 

• Dermatitis 

• Deep Vein Thrombosis 

• Diabetes 

• Peripheral Vascular Disease 

• Open wound 

• Severe cognitive impairment 

Effects of Cold Application 

Cold therapy slows circulation or decreases the blood flow to an acute injury, reducing inflammation, 

muscle spasm and pain. It may be used if the area is swollen or bruised. It also has a “numbing” effect 

on the injured tissue and may slow the pain messages sent from your nerves to your brain. 

When to Use Cold 

Any cold treatment should be used for 24 to 48 hours after an injury. Cold therapy is good for sprains, 

strains, bumps and bruises that may occur in sports or lifting. 

Types of Cold Application 

Ice packs and Gel packs are easy and convenient to apply. Use a barrier between the cold pack and your 

skin 

Immersion into cold water – is best used with extremities 

Cold Application Safety tips 

• Do use cold application for longer than 20 minute intervals. 

• Do not put cold packs directly on your skin, wrap ice in a thin towel before applying. 

When to Avoid Cold Application 

There are times when cold applications should be used with extra caution. Consult your healthcare 

professional before application if any of these conditions are present 

• Impaired circulation or blood flow 

• Poor or absence of sensation 

• Open or infected wound 



• Reynauds Disease 

• Hypersensitivity to cold 

• Acute dermatitis or eczema 

Heat or cold applications should not be used on people who are unable to communicate. 
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