
 

1 | P a g e  
 

Practice Guideline for 

Point of Care Ultrasound 
Imaging (POCUS) 

 
Approved by the Board:  January 2023  
Effective Date: January 2023  
Replaces: N/A 

Preamble 

The use of Ultrasound Imaging (USI) is currently considered an emerging topic in entry-to-
practice physiotherapy studies as detailed in the National Physiotherapy Entry-to-Practice 
Curriculum Guidelines USI should be approached as a tool that physiotherapists use to 
clarify uncertain findings of a clinical assessment. There may be value in embedding training 
within existing entry-to-practice coursework however this is not currently the case across 
Canadian physiotherapy programs. 

Definitions 

• Point of Care Ultrasound (POCUS)- POCUS is an USI examination provided and 
performed at the point of care by a primary care healthcare provider to clarify 
uncertain findings of the physical exam, identify important conditions in the 
context of acute care of the unwell patient, or provide image guidance that 
improves the success and safety of many procedures in the acute care setting, 
particularly when time saving for diagnosis or treatment is absolutely critical.      

• Diagnostic Medical Ultrasound - the imaging consultant’s examination, which is 
usually carried out at the request of a primary care physician. The consultative 
sonographic exam aims to systematically map out normal and disordered 
anatomy, assess function and dysfunction in the body or provide guidance for a 
wide range of interventional procedures. Necessary components for a 
consultative USI exam include:  a professional mastery of the imaging technology, 
a systematic approach that results in a thorough diagnostic imaging assessment 
of the patient to include image recording and an interpretation of the exam 
provided in a well-documented and recorded report of the findings and 
conclusion. 

  

https://www.physiotherapyeducation.ca/resources.php
https://www.physiotherapyeducation.ca/resources.php
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Guiding Principles 

POCUS evaluations performed by physiotherapists are limited to the scope of practice of 
physiotherapy in NS and by the competence (knowledge, skills and abilities) of the individual 
performing the examination. POCUS is also limited to the scope of specific evaluations included 
in post-graduate training.  Diagnostic Medical Ultrasound is not within the scope of physiotherapy 
practice in NS. 

Physiotherapists Need to Know: 

Pocus In Physiotherapy  

POCUS is an evaluation tool intended to clarify uncertain findings of a clinical assessment.  POCUS 
applications include components contained within the general use of Biofeedback. Within the 
structure of biofeedback would be evaluation of muscle (which includes the diaphragm), 
peripheral joints, and hemodynamics. POCUS applications in Physiotherapy practice do not 
include imaging for the sole purpose of Neurological, Cardiopulmonary and Orthopedic 
Diagnosis. 

POCUS is considered an adjunct assessment tool for muscle and joint structure and functions to 
inform clinical interpretation and in treatments associated with biofeedback and patient 
education. POCUS is used to confirm the presence or absence of a clinical finding, not to make a 
clinical diagnosis. A POCUS exam does not compare to, or replace a diagnostic examination 
performed by a qualified imaging specialist. As shown on the table below, these exams are 
fundamentally different in scope and application. USI, be it the POCUS or Diagnostic Medical 
application, is highly dependent on the user and their experience. This does not downplay the 
utility of POCUS evaluations, and their potential importance in clarifying physiotherapy 
evaluations, but rather clarifies the scope and competencies required to integrate POCUS into 
your practice. Patients on whom POCUS is performed should be informed of these elements and 
the distinctions between POCUS and the diagnostic evaluations performed by a trained 
sonographer. 

Table 1 – Comparison of POCUS to Diagnostic Medical US (adapted from Curr.Cardiol Resp 
(2020) 22:149 Table 1)    

Feature POCUS Diagnostic Medical US 

Imager  Health care provider  Diagnostic Medical Sonographer  

Goal of Exam  Quick look  Definitive  

Protocol   Limited - part of exam  Complete study  

Scope of practice  Targeted to answer question  Comprehensive  

Interpretation  Real time read by HC provider  Delayed-read by Radiologist or trained 
Medical Specialist  

Training  Brief and variable  Extensive and standardized  
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Machine  Portable US   Larger and bulky   

Image quality  Adequate for application  Highest resolution available  

Complex Quantification  Not possible  Standard  

User Dependence  Image Quality highly user 
dependent  

Image Quality highly user dependent  

 

Competency Requirements 

Should a physiotherapist choose to utilize USI in the form of POCUS, further post 
graduate education and scan time documentation is required. Professional 
development in this emerging area of practice will facilitate consistent knowledge and 
skills development while providing a systematic evaluation of competence in 
application, from entry to profession and throughout career. 

Quality service and patient safety are the key considerations in any physiotherapy practice. 
A formal training and evaluation program will assure consistency in quality and safety of the 
POCUS evaluations provided by the physiotherapists. Training can be provided in many 
settings (e.g., entry and post-professional level) and through different delivery mechanisms 
(e.g., pre-reading and exam, online resources, practical courses, virtual mentoring, 
supervised scanning).   

Recommended: 

To achieve the required knowledge and technical competence, the following step-wise 
approach to education is recommended:   

1) It is recommended that course work contain an introduction to imaging 
techniques/methods to assist in contextualizing the use and interpretation of USI. 
Imaging techniques/methods may include (but are not limited to) Magnetic 
Resonance Imaging, Radiography, CT-Scan, Bone Scan and USI.  

2) Following, physiotherapists should be introduced to ethical and professional 
considerations for Imaging Practice in Canada; including ALARA (As Low As 
Reasonably Achievable) principles. Finally, physiotherapists should become 
familiar with common USI equipment use and techniques, image generation 
mechanisms including the basis for identifying artifact, anatomic orientation, 
tissue differentiation and basic interpretation.   

3) There must be evaluations that test knowledge related to above listed content and 
includes some form of a practical evaluation for safety, technical competence 
(e.g., knobology) and image generation.  

4) After the successful completion of an introduction to USI, physiotherapists will 
require specific training related to applications of interest. 
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Successful completion of an Introductory and one Application Module (inclusive of exams, 
mentored practice and final case-based assessment) would serve as the basis for authorization 
to use specific Point of Care USI as a physiotherapist in the province of Nova Scotia. 

References 

• https://car.ca/wp-content/uploads/CAR-Position-Statement-on-the-Use-of-Point-of-
Care-Ultrasound.pdf. 

• NS Physiotherapy Act (1998, c. 22., s. 2r) 

Resources 

• https://www.csp.org.uk/frontline/article/3-minutes-stuart-wildman  

• https://theultrasoundsite.co.uk/  

• https://www.csp.org.uk/frontline/article/breathing-easier.  
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