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The Role of a 
Certified Orthotist 
in Wound Care
By Linda Laakso, MSc CO(c) FCBC

The wound care team 
is an interdisciplinary 
team of health profes-
sionals who each play 
a vital role in wound 

management. A specific and val-
ued member of this team is the 
Certified Orthotist (CO[c]), who 
is uniquely trained and highly 
skilled in evaluating and design-
ing solutions for patients requir-
ing an orthosis due to muscle/
bone impairment, disease and/
or deformity. The primary goal 
of the CO(c) is to restore mobil-
ity and prevent or limit disabil-
ity. CO(c)’s provide comprehen-
sive care for individuals in need 
of externally applied physical 
treatments, which can include: 
•	footwear
•	foot orthotics
•	Charcot Restraint Orthotic 

Walkers (CROWs)
•	ankle foot orthoses (AFOs)
•	spinal orthoses

•	wrist hand orthoses
•	custom-made helmets

The term “orthotic” can be 
used quite liberally and does 
not often accurately reflect a 
CO(c)’s scope of practice. Often 
people think of an orthosis or 
orthotic device as just a foot 
orthosis or insole. However, an 
orthosis is defined as an "exter-
nally applied physical device 
that is used to support, align, 
correct and/or protect a body 
part". An orthosis can be applied 
to any body part. 

In the context of wound care, 
an orthosis has many applica-
tions: supporting, protecting 
(offloading), correcting, or pre-
venting deformity or pathology. 
All are important when address-
ing a wound or an at-risk area of 
the body. An orthotic treatment 
plan includes a comprehen-
sive history, an assessment, 

the orthosis, re-evaluation as 
required, necessary adjustments 
and long-term follow up.

Guidance from Wounds 
Canada,1 the International 
Working Group of the Diabetic 
Foot2 and various other clinical 
practice guidelines recommend 
protecting the at-risk foot and 
offloading areas of pressure and 
wounds. The role of the CO(c) 
in the wound team is to do just 
that, applying evidence, experi-
ence and individual patient 
needs to protect feet and 
offload pressure.

The CO(c) assesses each 
individual’s unique needs and 
provides a treatment plan that 
is most appropriate based on 
factors such as the physic-
al, biomechanical, cognitive, 
social, and financial status of 
the patient. Treatment options 
for individuals with wounds, or 
at risk for wounds, include the 
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standard and well recognized 
Removable Cast Walker (RCW), 
Irremovable Cast Walker (ICW) 
and Total Contact Cast (TCC). 
However, they are not limited to 
those. The CO(c) is not restricted 
to the provision of prefabricated 
designs but can create, build, 
and modify custom treatments 
and interventions, that address 
the individual’s needs for any 
area of the body that has a 
wound or is prone to skin break-
down. While most prophylactic 
treatments and offloading con-
cerns the lower extremity, other 
areas of the body such as the 
elbows, the greater trochanter 
and surgical sites are also prone 
to wounds and may require pro-
tection.

Acute Offloading
Total Contact Casts (see Figure 
1), wound shoes and cast 
walkers may be used to start 

offloading in the acute phase of 
treatment. These off-the-shelf 
options are available quickly 
and relatively inexpensively. 
While they may be effective for 
many people, they are limited 
by size or shape and, as such, 
they do not fit or address the 
needs of every patient. For 
complicated wounds that do 
not heal in an ideal time frame, 
it is necessary to re-evaluate 
how much offloading is being 
achieved. Modifications and 
customizations to readily avail-
able devices allow the CO(c) to 
optimize patient interfaces to 
provide enhanced offloading, 
while minimizing further com-
plications. Through adjustments, 
pressure can be redistributed 
away from areas of concern, 
such as a wound, to tissues 
that are more pressure tolerant. 
A customized removable cast 
walker renders it more closely 

Figure 1: Working on a Total 
Contact Cast (TCC). Image cour-
tesy of www.customorthotic.ca.

http://www.customorthotic.ca
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to the outcomes of the total 
contact cast, yet with the ability 
to remove and adjust the ortho-
sis to provide wound care and 
dressing changes.

Custom-Made and Long-
Term Solutions
When deformities are not able 
to be accommodated by an 
off-the-shelf item, CO(c)’s excel 
at creating custom devices to 
provide solutions for wound 
management. Areas of the body 
with irregular contours are 
sometimes prone to wounds 
and need custom protection. 
Boney areas such as the elbow 
or sensitive areas such as a fis-
tula sometimes develop wounds 
and are not well suited to com-
mercially available offloading 
strategies. Such wounds require 
a unique custom solution that a 
Certified Orthotist can design, 
provide and adjust as the 
wound closes.

Custom-made ankle foot 
orthoses, such as a Charcot 
Restraint Orthotic Walker 
(CROW), provide the custom 

offloading benefits of the 
TCC with the access to wound 
management of an RCW or 
ICW (see Figure 2). They func-
tion much like a total contact 
cast but with the ability to be 
removed in order tend to the 
wound. Transitioning a patient 
from an acute device to a 
long-term maintenance device 
involves identifying specific 
medical needs of the patient, as 
well as lifestyle issues, includ-
ing employment, support and 
living situation and requires the 
design of a treatment plan that 
addresses these needs.

Ongoing Care
CO(c)’s provide ongoing 
patient care through follow-up 
appointments to assess the fit 
and function of their devices. 
Collaboratively, other members 
of the wound team may suggest 
adjustments to devices over 
time as the patient’s situation 
changes. It is a coordinated 
effort that requires effective 
communication by all mem-
bers of the wound team in 

order to maintain 
wound closure and 
minimize adverse 
events. Ongoing 
interactions with the 
patients also include 
patient education, 
reinforcing the need 
to continue to see 
the members of 
their wound team 
and to continue to 
use their offloading 
devices. The CO(c), 
as an integral part 
of the interdisciplin-

ary team, assesses each indi-
vidual to determine the most 
appropriate treatment plan for 
offloading based on evidence, 
experience and, most import-
antly, the individual needs of 
the person. The treatment plan 
extends to more than just a 
device and incorporates a long-
term plan for ulcer manage-
ment, closure and protection to 
ensure long-term success.

Funding
The funding for the services that 
a Certified Orthotist provides 
varies greatly across Canada. 
Some provinces/territories have 
funding models that provide 
full coverage of the services, 
others have partial coverage 
while some still do not have 
any. Navigating the funding is 
not clear and sometimes not 
consistent within each juris-
diction. Non-Insured Health 
Benefits for First Nations, Inuit 
and Aboriginal Health (NIHB), 
Department of Veterans Affairs 
and private insurance com-
panies recognize Certified 
Orthotists as authorizers or 
providers for care and provide 
funding. A Certified Orthotist in 
each respective province/terri-
tory would be able to provide 
specific information on funding.

Credentialling 
Requirements/Education
To become credentialed as a 
CO(c) in Canada, a candidate 
must have an undergraduate 
degree in engineering, kinesi-
ology, or a related program and 
then complete a two-year cer-
tificate program at an Orthotics 

Figure 2: Clinician modifying a cast for a 
custom Charcot Restraint Orthotic Walker 
(CROW). Image courtesy of 
www.customorthotic.ca.

http://www.customorthotic.ca
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Prosthetics Canada (OPC) 
accredited orthotic and 
prosthetic school. After 
completion of the formal 
education program, can-
didates must complete a 
3,450-hour residency and 
successfully complete the 
OPC certification examin-
ations. 

The pathway to become 
a CO(c) or Certified 
Prosthetist in Canada 
is accredited by the 
International Society of 
Prosthetics and Orthotics 
(ISPO), the standard of 
reference for the World 
Health Organization (WHO) 
for prosthetic and orthotic 
occupations. 

The profession is regulat-
ed by OPC and recognized 
by provincial health minis-
tries (Alberta and Ontario 
for example). Certification 
of the profession in Canada 
is recognized globally and 
is one of only six entities 
globally that employ nine 
core practitioner standards 
within the orthotics and 
prosthetics profession. 
These include:
•	education
•	entry level competencies
•	scope of practice
•	code of ethics
•	school accreditation
•	continuing professional 

education
•	language/communication 

skills
•	recency of practice
•	return to practice 

standards 

To find a CO(c) near 
you, refer to the Find a 
Professional Directory 
the Orthotics Prosthetics 
Canada (OPC) website at 
www.OPCanada.ca and 
select CO(c) under the 
‘Designation’ menu. 

The author wishes to 
thank Nicole Bianchi MSc, 
Melanie Freedman BA, 
CO(c), IIWCC, Seamus Gearin 
CAE, and Allan Moore BA, 
RTPO(c), CO(c), FCBC for 
their assistance in the prep-
aration of this article.
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IT'S TIME
 to turn knowledge to action

#WoundCareChampion  #ItsTimeWCCP

The Wound Care Champion Program
The WCCP equips regulated health-care providers with the knowledge and skills they 

need to contribute to successful wound outcomes. 

The Latest Innovation in Wound Education:

Contact us to discuss how your team can 
benefit from this program:

woundcarechampion@woundscanada.ca

https://www.woundscanada.ca/programs/programs-overview/251-the-learning-institute/courses-programs/online-courses/587-wound-care-champions-program-wccp

