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IS YOUR HEADACHE REALLY A NECK ACHE?

For many people, headaches start as pain or tension at the top of
the neck. As the pain worsens, it may spread to the back of the
head, the temples, forehead or behind the eyes. Moving the neck or
bending forward for a long time tends to make it worse.

This happens because the nerves in the upper part of your neck are
connected to the nerves in your head and face. A disorder of the
upper neck joints or muscles can cause referred pain to your head.

Any of the following points could suggest that your neck may be
causing the headache:

• Headache associated with neck pain. Does the pain radiate from
the back to the front of your head? 

• Headache with dizziness or light-headedness.

• Headache brought on or worsened by neck movement or staying
in the same position for a long time.

• Headache which always feels worse on the same side of your head.

• Headache eased by pressure to the base of the skull.

• Headache which persists after your doctor has checked for other causes.

HEADACHES FROM OTHER CAUSES

If migraine, allergic reactions or other factors are likely to be
causing or contributing to the headaches, your physiotherapist will
recommend that you see a medical practitioner.

HEADACHES ARE OFTEN CAUSED BY DISORDERS OF THE NECK OR PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL TENSION.
PHYSIOTHERAPISTS CAN SUCCESSFULLYTREAT HEADACHES ORIGINATING FROM THE NECK OR SOFT TISSUES AND
SHOW YOU HOW TO PREVENT THE PAIN RECURRING.

HEADACHE 
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PREVENTING HEADACHES 
Here is some useful advice to help you control and 
prevent headaches:

POSTURE 

Think tall: chest lifted, shoulders relaxed, chin tucked in and
head level. Your neck should feel strong, straight and relaxed.

WORK 

Avoid working with your head down or to one side for long
periods. Frequently stretch and change position. Your
physiotherapist will show you how.

SLEEPING 

Awkward sleeping positions will add load and strain to the
neck. A down pillow or polyurethane moulded pillow is best
for most people. Your physiotherapist will advise you.

EXERCISE 

Keep your neck joints and muscles flexible and strong with
the correct neck exercises. Your physiotherapist will assess
for tight or weak muscles and show you specific exercises to
restore normal function.

RELAXATION 

Recognise when you are tense. You may be hunching your
shoulders or clenching your teeth without realising it.

HOW PHYSIOTHERAPY CAN HELP

P hy s i o t h e r apists are experts in posture and human
movement. They will be able to determine if your neck is
causing or contributing to the headaches. Physiotherapists
may use:

• Mobilisation.

• Manipulation.

• Functional and rehabilitative exercises.

• Encouraging normal activity.

• Postural assessment, correction and advice.

• Relaxation therapy.

• Laser, ultrasound, electrotherapy and heat treatment.

• Massage.

Your physiotherapist can also offer you self-help advice on
ways to correct the cause of headaches, such as practical
e r gonomic tips for work and in the home; a d j u s t i n g
furniture, relaxation and exercise.

Manipulation can be an effective treatment for headache
caused by neck problems, but may not be the best option in
eve ry situation. After a thorough examination yo u r
physiotherapist will discuss treatment options with you 
to ensure that your headaches are managed safe ly 
and effectively.

GENERAL 

Many physiotherapists in private practice are listed in the
Yellow Pages. Physiotherapists also work in public hospitals
and community health centre s . Check to see if a
physiotherapist is a member of the APA. Members of the
APA are bound by a professional Code of Ethics and 
h ave access to extensive and continuing postgraduate 
education programmes.

HEALTH REBATES 

You may consult a physiotherapist either directly or by
referral from your medical practitioner. Most private health
insurance funds offer rebates for physiotherapy treatment.
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