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Hot and Cold Therapies 
 

• Some people find that heat or cold can help to relieve their back pain 
temporarily 

• Heat is comforting and can help to relieve joint stiffness and muscle spasm 
• If your pain is largely in your back and not caused by a recent injury, you may 

find heat beneficial 
• Cold is good for helping to reduce pain and swelling in recent injuries - 

sprains and strains 
• Cold helps to reduce pain by reducing the ability of some of the pain nerves in 

the skin to carry the pain messages to the brain and can be useful in chronic 
inflammation. So if you have sciatica, which is caused by nerve root irritation, 
a cold compress could be more beneficial than a hot one. You need to apply it 
to the source of the inflammation, in your back, rather than where the pain 
itself is felt, in your leg 

 How to Apply Hot and Cold 

A packet of frozen peas wrapped in a damp tea-towel or a hot water bottle is what is usually 
recommended for a quick fix, but today there are several different ways of applying heat or 
cold - you can buy heated pads, like miniature electric blankets, bags full of gel which can be 
chilled or heated, body belts and cushions stuffed with wheat or hops which can be heated in 
the oven or microwave, or chilled in the freezer.  

Before buying a special product, it's well worth trying the old-fashioned ways first. After all, 
if a packet of frozen peas doesn't work, any other kind of cold compress probably won't and if 
a hot water bottle is no help, an electric pad won't be either. But if you do find that heat or 
cold help relieve your pain for a while, there are some convenient alternatives to peas and hot 
water bottles. 

Wheat Cushions filled with wheat can be placed in the microwave, or wrapped in foil and 
heated in the oven. Some can only be heated in a microwave - check before you buy. They 
can also be chilled in the freezer - they don't freeze solid, so they mould themselves 
comfortably to the small of your back. They come in a variety of covers and can easily be 
passed off as small normal cushions if you want to use them in the living room. They deliver 
heat rather more effectively and for longer than they do cold, but the fact that they can be 
used for either is a plus. They don't really get cold enough to damage the skin, but you should 
take care not put a hot one on sensitive or fragile skin - best to wrap it up in a pillowcase first 
and unwrap it as it cools. You can even add aromatherapy oils such as lavender to help you 
relax.  

Gel Packs are similar to wheat cushions in that they can act as either a hot or a cold 
compress. If you find that cold compresses help your pain, they are an effective method as 
they freeze well, staying malleable so that they mould themselves to your body, and hold the 
coldness. Although they hold heat reasonably well, they have to be heated in hot water. 
Whether you do it on the stove or in the microwave, lifting the hot pack out of the hot water 
can be a tricky business. 

http://www.backcare.org.uk/
http://www.backpain.org/pages/f_pages/fs-sciat.php
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Body belts aren't heated in advance - they generate heat from your own body. They take a 
while to get started, but when they do, they become very warm - almost uncomfortably so, 
and you can feel a bit sticky, though there's no danger of burning. Some people find them 
rather awkward, as they're quite bulky, but they can be useful if you're gardening or doing 
work where you want to move about and keep your back warm. (There is another kind of 
body belt that acts like a corset and is designed to hold your back muscles in position; these 
are not recommended, as they can cause muscle wastage. Be careful not to confuse them with 
the warming body belts.)  

Electric Pads The big advantage of an electric pad is that the heat can be regulated, and it 
stays warm as long as you need it. It usually comes with a washable lambs wool cover, which 
is cuddly but has a faintly hospital-like air about it. You can be limited as to where you can 
use it by the availability of electrical sockets - make sure you have a spare one close enough 
to the places you may want to use it. Be careful not to fall asleep with the pad turned on as 
you could burn yourself. 

While BackCare does not recommend or endorse any of the following products, as it has no testing facilities 
by which to judge their effectiveness, the following BackCare Corporate Associates offer a range of 
products and services that you might find helpful. However you will need to exercise your own judgment as 
to whether a product will meet your requirements. 

Corporate Associates 

The Back Shop (Dublin) –  hot packs,  
32 Exchequer Street, Dublin 2 Ireland 
Telephone: 01671 4215 Web site: www.back-shop.com
  
The Back Store –hot and cold therapy 
330 King Street, Hammersmith, London W6 0RR 
Tel: 020 8741 5022 Web site: www.thebackstore.co.uk  
 
GetBack Supplies Ltd – hot packs  
Nottingham Backcare, 583 Mansfield Road, Sherwood, Nottingham, NG5 2JN 
Telephone: 0800 243 469 Website: www.getbacksupplies.co.uk
 
Hotties Thermal Packs Ltd – hot packs 
Hotties Thermal Packs Ltd, 1 Slater Bank, Hebden Bridge, W. Yorks HX7 7DY 
Telephone: 08702 415907 Web site: www.hotwaterbottles.net   
  
 MagMed Ltd  - infrared sauna 
13 Needham Place, St Stephens Square, Norwich NR1 3SD 
Telephone: 0845 225 5008  Website: www.physiotherm.net  
 
Mobilis Healthcare Group Ltd – hot and cold packs  
Mobilis Healthcare Group Ltd, 100 Shaw Road, Oldham, Lancashire OL1 4AY 
Telephone: 0161 678 0233 Web site: www.mobilishealthcare.com
 
Physio Supplies Ltd – hot and cold therapy 
Physio Supplies Ltd, The Warehouse, Beck Bank, West Pinchbeck, Spalding, Lincs, PE11 3QN 
Telephone: 08700 545050 Website: www.physiosupplies.com

 
Sea-Band Ltd – thermoskin supports 
Sea-Band Ltd, Lancaster Road, Hinckley, Leics LE10 0AW 
Telephone:01455 639750 Website: www.sea-band.com Ann Thomson [ann.thomson@kcl.ac.uk] 
 
Steadfast Corporation Ltd – Hot Packs 
Unit 1, Bourne Court, Southend Road, Woodford Green, Essex IG8 8HD 
Telephone 020 8709 7000 Website : www.thermotex.info  
 

RELEVANT INFORMATION 
BackCare booklets: Basic Back Care http://www.backpain.org/ecommerce/cat-leaf.php#basic  
               Back to Posture http://www.backpain.org/ecommerce/cat-leaf.php#posture    
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