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Fundamentals
It might seem that the world of continuing professional
education (CPE) for clinical orthopedic massage offers a
dizzying array of treatment technique options. But when
we look a little closer, we see that most of these techniques are variations of a few fundamental treatment
approaches. The four fundamental treatment approaches that form the foundation of most every treatment technique in the world of CPE are hydrotherapy,
soft tissue manipulation strokes, stretching, and joint
mobilization. Following is a brief overview of these fundamental components of clinical orthopedic massage.
Hydrotherapy
The term hydrotherapy literally means water therapy
(hydro means water), and was named because water is
used to apply hot and/or cold therapy to the client. Although water is not the only means of transferring heat
and cold, the term hydrotherapy is generally used as a
blanket term for all techniques that involve hot and
cold. Cold hydrotherapy (also known as cryotherapy)
usually involves the use of ice or ice packs and has antiinflammatory and analgesic effects (Figure 1). Ice is an
anti-inflammatory that decreases swelling because it
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causes vasoconstriction of local arteries; and it is an analgesic that decreases pain because it can numb pain
receptors in the region of application. Heat hydrotherapy acts to relax and loosen musculature and other soft
tissues where it is applied. Heat accomplishes this both
by relaxing nervous system control of muscle tone and
by loosening fascial tissues.
There are a number of options when it comes to hydrotherapy application for orthopedic work. Cold can be
used to numb a region before deep tissue work is done.
By lessening sensitivity, the client will likely allow
deeper pressure to be used than otherwise might have
been comfortable or possible. Cold can also be used after deep tissue work to decrease swelling that might already have been present, or to prevent swelling from
occurring that might result from the deep pressure. Although heat can be used to “soften” taut tissues before
engaging in deep tissue work, it is especially valuable to
use heat before stretching or joint mobilization is performed.
Soft Tissue Manipulation

Figure 1. A cryocup® is an excellent way to apply cold therapy
(cryotherapy).

Terra Rosa e-magazine, No. 7 (March 2011)

The second fundamental treatment technique approach
is soft tissue manipulation. Soft tissue manipulation is a
broad term that can be used to incorporate most all
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