Hydrotherapies (contrast therapy)

After stretching techniques, hydrotherapies and sports massage are the two most frequently used physical therapies. Water therapies are much under-used and undervalued in Australia. Showers, spas, baths, float tanks and saunas (dry baths) provide ideal environments in which to stretch and perform self-massage. 

	Guidelines for the use of baths, showers and spas

	Spa or bath, with contrast shower or cold plunge pool

Alternate hot (39oC – 40oC) and cold (10oC – 12oC)

· spend 3-4 minutes in the hot then

· spend 30-60 seconds in cold

· repeat 3 times

Showers:

· can be used anytime

· 30 seconds warm to hot then

· 30 seconds cold

· repeat 7 times

Note: Always take a bottle of water or sports drink


Contrasting hot and cold showers, or using a warm spa with a cold plunge pool or shower, provides an increase in blood flow to the working muscles and accelerates the removal of lactic acid. Recovery of lactates using this protocol occurs at a comparable rate to the recovery of lactic acid through light aerobic activities.

Contrasting hot and cold showers or a warm spa and cold shower also provide neural stimulation because the central nervous system (brain) has to receive and recognise two different types of information – hot and cold. This rapid change from hot to cold stimulates the athlete and helps to increase arousal. Pressure from jets and shower nozzles also enhances muscle relaxation by stimulating light contractions in muscles. Recent research from Finland (Viitasalo et al 1995) has shown that the power output from muscles, after eccentric loading, declines markedly unless the exercised muscles are massaged underwater after training, in which case they show little if any decrease in power. The effects of delayed onset muscle soreness are also minimised this way.

Athletes need to be reminded to drink water before, during and after hydrotherapy treatments as sweating tends to go unnoticed in wet environments. It is also important that the time in the spa, shower or bath is restricted. Treatment times are best limited to two minutes of warm in the shower or three minutes in a warm spa. This should be followed by 10-30 seconds in a cold shower or 30-60 seconds in a plunge pool, alternating from hot to cold three times. There is a tendency for athletes to linger too long in a warm environment and this can offset the benefits of the treatment and in extreme cases be quite detrimental because it can lead to dehydration and neural fatigue. When used correctly, hydrotherapies should leave athletes feeling relaxed but mentally alert, not sleepy and lethargic.

