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Veterinarians using physical therapy modalities during the first 48 hours after surgery are 

noticing decreased postinjury and postoperative recovery times in animals. Postoperative 

rehabilitation helps decrease length and intensity of many adverse effects of surgery (eg, pain, 

inflammation, increased metabolic rate, cytokine production, ileus, tachycardia, tissue 

catabolism, and hypertension). Several different treatments can be used, either alone or in 

combination depending on individual patient's needs. Passive range-of-motion treatment has 

some broad benefits, including decreased pain and improved rate of recovery; however, it is 

contraindicated when the motion can result in further injury or instability. Massage can enhance 

circulation, reduce edema, loosen and stretch tendons, and minimize scar tissue formation. 

Additional techniques for the immediate postoperative period are transcutaneous electrical 

neuromuscular stimulation and neuromuscular electrical stimulation, which can reduce muscle 

fibrosis when used in combination with early passive range of motion. Finally, cryotherapy is 

often used to treat postoperative inflammation, musculoskeletal trauma, and muscle spasm. It 

is contraindicated in very small patients and those that are hypothermic. When some or all of 

these techniques are applied appropriately in the first 48 hours after surgery, there can be 

immediate and long-term benefits in areas such as patient comfort, attitude, and length of 

recovery. 

 

COMMENTARY: This article describes an area of veterinary medicine that has seen an increased 

awareness because of its many benefits. The author discusses how to perform each physical 

therapy technique, as well as the advantages and contraindications. Physical therapy has been 

used for some time in human medicine to ease pain and speed recovery, and early intermittent 

passive range-of-motion is now considered the standard of care for postoperative human 

patients. These same rehabilitation principles apply to small animals as well. 
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