
Do You Need an Orthopedic Surgeon or a Physical 
Therapist? 
It's one of the most common questions we hear from patients who are hurting and not sure where to turn: 
"Should I start with a physical therapist, or do I need to see an orthopedic surgeon first?" It's a fair 
question, and the honest answer is that it depends — on what's causing your pain, how long it's been 
going on, and what your body actually needs to heal. At Summit Orthopaedics, we help patients in Idaho 
Falls navigate exactly this kind of uncertainty every day, and we want to clear the air on how these two 
types of care relate to each other. 

Nonsurgical orthopedics is often where the journey begins — and for many patients, it's where it ends, 
too. Surgery is never the automatic answer, but neither is waiting around hoping things improve on their 
own. 

Understanding the Difference Between Orthopedic Care and 
Physical Therapy 

Physical therapists and orthopedic surgeons both play important roles in musculoskeletal health, but they 
serve very different functions. A physical therapist focuses on rehabilitation — helping patients restore 
movement, build strength, improve flexibility, and retrain movement patterns after injury or surgery. 
Physical therapy is an essential part of recovery, and we coordinate with rehabilitation specialists 
regularly as part of our patients' care plans. 

An orthopedic surgeon, on the other hand, is a physician trained to diagnose, evaluate, and treat the full 
spectrum of conditions affecting bones, joints, muscles, tendons, and ligaments — including those that 
require surgical intervention. Orthopedic surgeons can order imaging, perform procedures, prescribe 
medications, and oversee the complete course of care from first evaluation through recovery. 

The distinction matters because starting in the wrong place can cost you time, money, and — in some 
cases — make an underlying condition harder to treat. 

Why Starting With an Orthopedic Evaluation Makes Sense 

Here's what a lot of people don't realize: physical therapy is most effective when it's applied to the right 
problem in the right way. Without knowing what's actually going on in your joint, spine, or soft tissue, 
there's a real risk of doing therapeutic exercises that are either ineffective or — in some situations — 
counterproductive to healing. 

Musculoskeletal injuries vary enormously in nature and severity. A partial ligament tear, for example, 
behaves very differently from a complete rupture. Degenerative joint changes respond differently to 
exercise loads than an acute fracture. An orthopedic evaluation establishes what you're actually dealing 
with — and that foundation is what allows any subsequent care, including physical therapy, to be targeted 
and effective. 

https://www.summitortho.net/services/non-invasive-conservative-treatment-options
https://www.summitortho.net/services/musculoskeletal-injuries


Starting with us doesn't mean you're on a fast track to surgery. It means you're getting the clearest 
possible picture of your condition before anyone makes decisions about how to treat it. 

When Physical Therapy Alone Isn't Enough 

Physical therapy is genuinely powerful for a wide range of conditions — and we refer patients to 
rehabilitation specialists all the time as part of comprehensive care plans. But there are situations where 
physical therapy simply can't do what needs to be done, no matter how diligent the patient or skilled the 
therapist. 

Structural problems — a torn ACL, a herniated disc pressing on a nerve, significant cartilage loss in a 
joint, or a fracture that hasn't healed correctly — require clinical diagnosis and, in many cases, 
intervention that goes beyond exercise and manual techniques. If you've already tried a course of 
physical therapy and your pain hasn't improved, or if it improved temporarily but keeps returning, that's a 
strong signal that the underlying cause hasn't been identified or addressed. 

Spine conditions are a particularly important example. Neck pain and back pain that radiate into the arms 
or legs, cause numbness or weakness, or are accompanied by balance issues need to be evaluated by a 
physician before any physical therapy program is designed. Exercising an unstable spine without proper 
diagnosis can escalate rather than relieve the problem. 

Conditions That Warrant Seeing an Orthopedic Surgeon First 

Not every musculoskeletal complaint needs to start with a surgeon, but some situations make it very clear 
that an orthopedic evaluation should come before anything else. Pain after a traumatic event — a fall, a 
collision, a sudden pop during athletic activity — is one of them. 

Sports injuries such as ACL tears, rotator cuff injuries, meniscus damage, and complex fractures require 
accurate diagnosis through clinical exam and imaging before a treatment path can be established. 
Jumping straight into rehabilitation exercises without knowing whether a ligament is partially or fully torn, 
for instance, can compromise recovery significantly. 

Other situations that call for an orthopedic evaluation first include joint pain that limits your ability to 
perform basic daily tasks, pain that hasn't improved after six or more weeks, visible deformity or 
significant swelling after an injury, and any pain accompanied by neurological symptoms like tingling, 
numbness, or muscle weakness. These aren't situations to wait on. 

How We Approach the Diagnosis Process 

When you come to Summit Orthopaedics, we start by listening — really listening — to what you're 
experiencing, when it started, what makes it worse, and how it's affecting your daily life. That clinical 
conversation, combined with a thorough physical examination, gives us a strong foundation before we 
bring imaging into the picture. 

Our advanced digital imaging is performed on-site here in Idaho Falls, meaning high-resolution X-rays are 
captured and reviewed at your same appointment. We can discuss what we're seeing with you in real 
time, answer your questions, and build a treatment plan based on actual findings — not guesswork. For 

https://www.summitortho.net/services/neck-low-back-spine-conditions
https://www.summitortho.net/services/sports-injuries-trauma-fractures
https://www.summitortho.net/services/digital-x-ray-imaging


conditions where soft tissue detail is critical, we coordinate MRI or additional testing to ensure the 
diagnosis is complete. 

The Role of Conservative Care in Our Treatment Plans 

An orthopedic evaluation doesn't automatically lead to surgery. The vast majority of our patients begin — 
and in many cases finish — their care through non-surgical treatment. That may include activity 
modification, image-guided injections to reduce inflammation and pain, bracing, physical therapy referrals 
with specific clinical guidance, and ongoing monitoring to track your progress. 

For patients managing arthritis, osteoporosis, or other degenerative joint conditions, arthritis and 
osteoporosis care is built around maximizing quality of life and function through the right combination of 
conservative strategies — always with surgery reserved for cases where the structural damage has 
genuinely exceeded what non-surgical care can reliably manage. 

When Biomechanics Are Part of the Problem 

Sometimes pain isn't driven solely by an injury or a degenerative condition — it's also tied to how your 
body moves. Gait issues, foot alignment problems, and postural imbalances can place disproportionate 
stress on joints, the spine, and surrounding soft tissue in ways that neither surgery nor physical therapy 
alone will fully resolve. 

Custom orthotics designed specifically to your anatomy and movement patterns address these 
biomechanical contributors directly. They're particularly valuable for patients with chronic knee, hip, or 
lower back pain that persists despite other treatments — and they're part of how we look at the full picture 
of what's driving your condition. 

When Surgery Is the Right Answer 

For some patients, surgery is genuinely the most effective path to lasting relief — and delaying it doesn't 
make things better. Whether it's a total joint replacement for a hip or knee that's been ground down by 
advanced arthritis, or a minimally invasive orthopedic surgery procedure to repair a torn ligament or 
decompress a nerve, our surgical team brings the expertise and technology to deliver precise, effective 
outcomes with faster recovery times. 

For patients who've had prior orthopedic procedures that are no longer holding up, joint revision surgery 
gives us the opportunity to correct what isn't working and restore function through a more appropriate 
intervention. And for workers whose musculoskeletal conditions are connected to their job, our 
work-related injury care program ensures that diagnosis, treatment, and documentation all happen in a 
coordinated, timely way. 

The Clearest Path to the Right Care Starts Here 

Trying to figure out on your own whether you need a surgeon or a therapist is a little like trying to navigate 
without a map — you might eventually get where you're going, but there's a good chance you'll take some 
wrong turns along the way. The most direct route to the right treatment is an accurate diagnosis from an 
orthopedic specialist who can see the full landscape of what's happening in your body. 
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At Summit Orthopaedics, we're not here to push patients toward any particular treatment. We're here to 
evaluate what's genuinely going on, explain your options clearly, and guide you toward the approach that 
gives you the best chance of a full, lasting recovery — whether that's physical therapy, conservative care, 
a minimally invasive procedure, or something more involved. 

Idaho Falls patients deserve care that's built around their actual needs, not a one-size-fits-all protocol. 
That's exactly what we deliver. 

Contact us to schedule an appointment with our team today and get the clarity you need to move forward 
with confidence. 

Related Questions 

Do I need a referral to see an orthopedic surgeon at Summit Orthopaedics? 

Most patients can self-refer. Some insurance plans require a referral from a primary care physician — if 
you're unsure, our team can help verify your benefits before your appointment. 

Will seeing an orthopedic surgeon mean I'll definitely need surgery? 

Not at all. The majority of orthopedic patients are treated successfully without surgery. An evaluation 
simply ensures your diagnosis is accurate and your treatment plan is based on what's actually going on. 

How long does an initial orthopedic evaluation typically take? 

Initial appointments generally include a clinical interview, physical examination, and on-site imaging when 
needed. Plan for a thorough visit — we don't rush through the process that determines everything that 
follows. 

Can an orthopedic surgeon prescribe physical therapy as part of my treatment plan? 

Yes. Orthopedic surgeons routinely prescribe and coordinate physical therapy as part of comprehensive, 
non-surgical care plans — often with specific clinical guidance tailored to your diagnosis. 

https://www.summitortho.net/contact-us
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