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APPLICATION OF HOT OR COLD PACKS

This circular should be read in conjunction with the Patient Matters Manual Section
15.6 (use of hot water bottles).

The purpose of this circular is to draw to the attention of nursing, allied health and
medical staff, the potential of  injury occurring to patients, when hot or cold packs are
applied to the skin. 

This circular can be used as a resource for local health services to develop and
implement local guidelines and policies and in conducting educational sessions on
the safe use of hot or cold packs.

The greatest care must be exercised at all times to ensure that patients are not
harmed as a result of the inappropriate use of hot or cold packs. Staff may wish to
discuss with the medical officer, Director of Nursing, Nursing Unit Manager or the
leader of the clinical team, whether hot or cold packs are an appropriate treatment,
prior to use.

Clinical practice requires the assessment of the sensory status and condition of the
patient’s skin prior to any hot or cold pack being applied. The sensory status of the
treated area and the condition of the patient’s skin should be regularly monitored
while the hot or cold pack is in use. Continuous application of hot or cold packs
should not exceed 20 minutes and may need to be less, depending on individual
circumstances. At the first indication of any adverse signs, treatment should be
stopped.

At the commencement of treatment, the site and time should be recorded in the
patient’s health care history. On completion of  treatment and after the treated area
has been examined, the duration of application and condition of the treated area
should also be recorded.



Particular care should be taken with the following patients who are at higher risk of
injury:

C infants

C patients who are unconscious, including patients undergoing general
anaesthesia

C patients who have impaired sensation, including patients with neurological
conditions or those undergoing spinal or epidural anaesthesia or local nerve
blocks

C patients where sensory status is unable to be assessed

C older patients  

C patients who have language or communication difficulties.

Commercially available heating or cooling devices should comply with the relevant
Australian Standard where this exists and be used in compliance with the
manufacturer’s instructions and locally developed policies. The subject list of
Australian Standards for the Health Care Industry (SL01) is available from:

Standards Australia
PO Box 1055, Strathfield NSW 2135 

Telephone: 02 9746 4700  Facsimile: 02 9746 3333.
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