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HEALTH BASICS

Orthopedic services

Orthopedic services assess and manage problems involving bones, joints, muscles, and
related tissues.

WHATITIS
Care for bones, joints, muscles, and related injuries

WHERE IT COMES UP
Injuries, persistent pain, movement problems, or planned surgery

WHY IT MATTERS
Helps restore movement, function, and comfort

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or a diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Primary care, physiotherapy, or an orthopedic service

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Examination, sometimes supported by imaging or laboratory tests

Overview

Orthopedic services provide care for the musculoskeletal system. This includes your bones,
joints, muscles, tendons, ligaments, and some nerves. Tendons connect muscles to bones,
while ligaments connect bones to other bones.

Orthopedic care is not a disease or diagnosis. It is a group of services used for injuries,
movement problems, long-term joint conditions, and some problems present from birth.

An orthopedic team may include orthopedic surgeons, nurses, physiotherapists, occupational
therapists, pain specialists, and technicians who make braces or artificial imbs. An orthopedic
surgeon is a doctor trained in both surgical and nonsurgical care. Seeing one does not mean
that you will need surgery.

Depending on where you live and how healthcare is organized, you may enter orthopedic care
through primary care, an emergency department, a physiotherapy service, or direct referral to
a specialist.

How it works
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An orthopedic assessment usually starts with a conversation about the problem. The clinician
may ask when it began, whether there was an injury, which movements are difficult, and how
the problem affects work, sleep, exercise, or daily activities.

The physical examination is tailored to the body area involved. It may include checking:

Tests are not always necessary. When a test could change the diagnosis or treatment plan, the
service may arrange an X-ray, ultrasound, CT scan, or MRI scan. Each type of imaging shows
different structures. For example, X-rays are often useful for bones, while MRI can give more
detail about many soft tissues.

Blood tests may be used when infection, inflammation, or another medical condition is being
considered. A joint may occasionally need to be sampled with a needle so that its fluid can be
tested.

Treatment can include education, changes to activity, physiotherapy, braces or casts,
medicines, injections, or surgery. The right approach is based on the specific condition, its
effect on your life, test findings, your general health, and your preferences.

Follow-up may check healing, movement, pain, wound condition, or progress with
rehabilitation. After an operation or fracture treatment, the team should explain any limits on
weight-bearing, driving, work, and physical activity.

- Movement, strength, balance, and walking
- Swelling, tenderness, skin changes, or joint stability
- Sensation, reflexes, and blood flow

- How nearby joints and muscles are working

Why it matters for your health

Musculoskeletal problems can affect more than one body part. For example, limited
movement in a knee can change how you walk and place extra strain on nearby muscles or
joints. Reduced hand movement can interfere with dressing, cooking, or work.

Orthopedic services aim to identify what is limiting movement or function and to match care to
that problem. Some people need only advice and time. Others benefit from rehabilitation,
equipment, or a procedure.

A clear assessment can also show when another service is more appropriate. Inflammatory
arthritis may need rheumatology care. Nerve problems may involve neurology or spinal
services. Persistent pain may benefit from a pain-management program. Rehabilitation may
involve physiotherapy or occupational therapy even when no operation is planned.
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Decisions about surgery deserve careful discussion. The expected benefit should be
considered alongside recovery time, possible complications, and nonsurgical choices. Your
own goals-such as walking farther, returning to work, or using your hand more easily-are part
of that decision.

What can go wrong

Orthopedic services commonly deal with acute injuries such as fractures, dislocations, sprains,
torn tendons, and torn ligaments. They also assess longer-term conditions such as
osteoarthritis, spinal problems, nerve compression, limb differences, and complications
involving joint replacements.

Some conditions need care from more than one specialty. A hot, swollen joint may be caused
by infection, crystal arthritis such as gout, or an inflammatory condition. Bone pain can
occasionally relate to infection or a tumor. The assessment is used to distinguish among these
possibilities; orthopedic services themselves are not the condition.

Tests and treatments also have limits. Imaging findings do not always explain pain, and
harmless age-related changes can appear on scans. Injections, casts, medicines, and
operations can have complications. Before a procedure, ask what benefit is expected, what the
main risks are, and what recovery involves.

Arrange routine follow-up if pain or reduced movement is not improving, is interfering with
daily life, or is getting worse. Also contact the service if a cast feels increasingly tight, a wound
is not healing as expected, or rehabilitation instructions are unclear.

Seek urgent medical assessment for a joint that becomes hot, very swollen, and painful,
especially with fever or feeling unwell. Rapidly spreading redness, drainage from a surgical
wound, or worsening pain after an operation also needs prompt review.

Seek emergency help after an injury if there is heavy bleeding, exposed bone, a severely
deformed limb, or a limb that becomes pale, blue, cold, or numb. New loss of bladder or bowel
control, numbness around the genitals or buttocks, or severe new weakness in both legs also
requires emergency assessment.

What you cando

Before an appointment, make a short record of when the problem started, any injury involved,
and which activities are difficult. Note what makes it better or worse and what treatments you
have already tried.
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Bring or provide access to:

Describe your goals in practical terms. "l want to climb stairs safely" may be more useful than
giving only a pain score.

Ask what diagnosis is being considered and whether a proposed test is likely to change your
care. If treatment is offered, ask about the alternatives, likely benefits, important risks,
recovery plan, and what may happen without treatment.

If surgery is being discussed, you can ask how rehabilitation will work, whether you will need
help at home, and when normal activities may restart. Instructions differ by operation and by
individual health needs, so use the plan given by your own service.

There may be nothing special you need to do before an initial appointment. Do not stop
prescribed medicines, avoid food, or change how much weight you place on an injured limb
unless the service has given you specific instructions.

- Acurrent list of medicines, supplements, and allergies
- Relevant reports, scans, or operation details

- Information about other health conditions

- Any brace, splint, or walking aid you currently use

- Questions about work, driving, exercise, or caregiving duties

Common questions

Does an orthopedic referral mean | need surgery?

No. Orthopedic clinicians use both nonsurgical and surgical treatments. Many appointments
focus on assessment, rehabilitation, activity changes, or other conservative care.

What is the difference between orthopedics and physiotherapy?

Orthopedics covers medical and surgical assessment of the musculoskeletal system.
Physiotherapy focuses on movement, strength, function, and rehabilitation. The services often
work together.

Will | need an MRI scan?

Not necessarily. The choice of test is based on the suspected problem and whether the result
would affect care. A history and examination may provide enough information, or another test
such as an X-ray may be more suitable.

Can | contact an orthopedic service directly?

Access is shaped by the local healthcare system and insurance arrangements. Some services
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accept self-referrals, while others require referral from primary care, emergency care, or
another clinician.

Can | ask for a second opinion?

You can ask about a second opinion, especially when a major operation or several reasonable
treatment options are being considered. Availability and referral procedures are set by the
healthcare system providing your care.

Sources
- MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Orthopedic services, U.S. National Library of Medicine
- What Is an Orthopaedic Surgeon?, American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons
- Physiotherapy, NHS

- Shared decision making, NICE guideline NG197 , National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence

- Joint replacement: hip, knee and shoulder, NICE guideline NG157 , National Institute for
Health and Care Excellence

- Fractures (non-complex): assessment and management, NICE guideline NG38, National
Institute for Health and Care Excellence
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