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Using RICE to Treat Injuries

Musculoskeletal injuries such as strains and sprains are extremely common in sports.  The initial management of these injuries is very important.  If the pain and swelling can be controlled right away, the amount of playing time lost should be reduced significantly.

Rest, ice, compression and elevation (RICE) are the best first aid management.

Rest is an important component of any treatment program.  Once a body part is injured, it immediately begins the healing process.  If an athlete begins playing too early with an injury, it will take longer for that injury to heal.  Rest does not necessarily mean the athlete is not allowed to do anything.  They may still condition using a stationary bike or swimming pool and can continue weight training not involving the injured area.  They can also begin rehabilitation exercises once a physician and/or certified athletic trainer determines the severity of the injury.

Ice should always be used as the initial treatment.  It decreases pain and controls swelling and bleeding at the injury site.  A treatment time of at least 20 minutes is recommended.  Note that prolonged application of ice can actually cause tissue damage.  For best results, use ice at the injury site for 20- minute periods several times during the day.  (Frozen bags of vegetables may also be used at home.  They conform very well to the any body site.)  If using a frozen gel pack, place a towel or cloth on the injury site first as they reach much lower temperatures than regular ice packs.

Compression is also very important in the treatment of swelling reduction.  Many types of compression are available.  Elastic wraps are the most common.  It is important to remember to cover the entire injured area as swelling will seep into areas not covered.  Begin wrapping the area at the farthest point from the body (i.e. toes) and continue with firm, consistent pressure up the body part.   Pads can also be cut from felt or foam to fit difficult-to-compress injury areas, such as a horseshoe shape on the outside of the ankle.  Compression should be maintained throughout the day and if possible all night until the swelling has dissipated.

Elevation eliminates the pooling of blood in the extremities.  This reduces the swelling and bleeding at the injury site.  The greater the degree of elevation, the more effective it is in reducing the swelling.  If possible, the injury site should be elevated at a level higher than the heart.  It is important to elevate the injury at night while sleeping also.  Placing pillows under the mattress at the end of the bed or under the injury site itself can accomplish this.

Follow the RICE treatment after any injury to aid in the healing process and reduce playing time lost.
