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The following information consists of exercises and instructions for the management of 
acute mechanical neck pain. If you are in pain as a result of a traumatic injury such as a 
fall or auto accident you should consult a physician prior to attempting these instructions. 
However, if your symptoms began as a result of a trivial incident such as making a 
sudden wrong movement or for no apparent reason, these instructions should be of 
significant help. 
  
This form of treatment is focused on educating you (the participant) in the common 
causes of these conditions, and simple exercises and postural strategies designed to help 
you gain control of your symptoms instead of your symptoms controlling you. 
  
To be successful at controlling your neck pain it is necessary to understand what causes 
the pain to develop. The following are factors that most commonly predispose one to 
development of neck pain. 
 Sitting for prolonged periods 
 When we are walking we assume a fairly upright posture. When we sit and relax in a 

chair, the head and neck slowly protrude because the muscles that support them become 
tired. As the muscles tire they relax and so we lose the main support for a good posture. 
The result is the protruded head posture. When the protruded head posture is maintained 
long enough, it causes overstretching of ligaments. Once the protruded posture has 
become a habit and is maintained most of the time, it may also cause distortion of the 
discs. At this stage movements as well as positions will produce pain. Poor sitting posture 
is one of the main causes and the most troublesome perpetrating factors of mechanical 
neck pain. 

 
 Lying and resting 

 The next most frequent cause of neck pain is postural stress in the lying position. If you 
wake up in the morning with a stiff and painful neck that was not present the night 
before, there is likely to be something wrong with the surface on which you are lying or 
the position in which you sleep. Unless a certain position causes so much discomfort that 
it wakes you, you have no real idea of the various positions you assume while sleeping.  
Lying prone (on your stomach) with your head rotated in an extreme position for 
prolonged periods of time will often cause mechanical neck pain. 

 
 Relaxing after vigorous activity 
 When you have finished some vigorous activity and have not suffered any pain as a 

result, you should not relax by sitting or lying with the head in the protruded or bent 
positions. A commonly heard story is that a person, who sits down to rest following hard 
work, some time later has such severe pain that he can hardly move his neck. Usually 
people blame the actual activity as the cause of their trouble, but in most cases the pain is 
produced by prolonged protrusion of the head and neck. 

  
Working in awkward positions or cramped spaces 

 Some jobs can only be performed in positions, which are likely to cause overstretching of 
the neck. Alternatively, they may have to be performed in cramped spaces or with head 
and neck in awkward static positions. Under these circumstances you may not be able to 
prevent the onset of neck pain just by regularly assuming the correct posture. If your neck 
problems are brought on in this way, you must, in addition to postural correction, 
frequently interrupt overstretching and perform certain exercises. 

 
 
 
 



Predisposing Factors of neck pain: 
These factors frequently cause and always perpetuate pain in the neck and thus must be avoided 
while in the acute phase of neck pain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Predisposing Factors: 
 
 
Poor Sitting Posture 
 
 
 
Lying and Resting 
 
 
 
Poor posture when relaxing after vigorous activity 
 
 
 
Working in awkward positions 

 



                                                                                      
 
 
General Guidelines: 
The purposes of the exercises are to abolish pain and, where appropriate, to restore 
normal function (regain full mobility of the neck). When performing these exercises you 
must pay close attention to your symptoms. A good response to these exercises would be 
that pain should decrease from a distal (furthest from neck) location and move to a 
proximal (closest to neck) location. For example, if one has pain the arm, the arm pain 
should diminish first then gradually the neck pain will become more localized and finally 
abolish. This process is known as Centralization and is a good predictor of full recovery. 
One common concern to patients when this process occurs is that sometimes the proximal 
pain will be felt to increase as the distal pain decreases, and sometimes causes fear in the 
patient. Do not be alarmed if that happens this usually only last a short time and is 
followed by a gradual decrease in proximal pain if the exercise is continued. 
 
If you experience increased pain distally with these exercises or if your pain moves from 
a central location to a more distal location while performing these exercises and remains 
worse as a result of these exercises, stop immediately. This process is known as 
Peripheralization and is a sign that the condition is worsening. If this happens you may 
need specialized assistance to improve your condition. This should only be given by a 
certified clinician that is competent in the application of these exercises and has special 
hands on skills to assist your recovery. A certified clinician can be reached at STOVER 
PHYSICAL THERAPY  at (405) 735-2270 or by contacting the McKenzie Institute 
USA at 1-800-635-8380. 
 
General Rules When In Acute Neck pain: 
1. When in acute/severe neck pain you should refrain from sitting for more than 20 
minutes at a time.  When sitting you must sit correctly with the low back supported by a 
lumbar roll and the head retracted. 
 
2. Vigorous sporting activity or activities involving heavy or repeated lifting should be 
avoided temporarily. 
 
3. Avoidance or at least, regular interruption of activities, which involve neck bending is 
essential. This can be achieved by getting up and walking around for a few minutes, lying 
down, as well as performance of retraction and extension exercises in sitting or lying. 
 
When You Are In Significant Pain 
Even though you have severe pain, you should always attempt to start with exercise 1. 
Many people find that this exercise gives substantial relief from pain and they do not 
have to start exercising in lying. As soon as possible you should add exercise 2. You 
should continue the above exercises until you fell considerably better.  
If you have performed three or four sessions of exercise 1, spread over a period of 15 
minutes, and the pain remains too severe to tolerate this exercise, you should stop 
exercise 1 and replace it with exercise 3, and after a few sets of this add exercise 4, Once 
you no longer have severe pains, exercises 3 & 4 should be replaced with exercises 1 & 2. 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
Head Retraction In Sitting (Exercise 1) 
 1. Sit on a chair, look straight ahead and relax completely.  

2. Move your head slowly but steadily backwards until it is pulled back as far as   
    you can manage. It is important to keep your chin tucked down and in as you  
    do this.  
3. When you head is pulled back as far as possible, you have assumed the   
     retracted head posture. 

 4. Once you have maintained this position for a few seconds, you should relax. 
5. Each time you repeat this movement cycle you must make sure that the  
    backward movement of head and neck is performed to the maximum possible  
    degree. 
6. The exercise can be made more effective by placing both hands on the chin and  
    firmly pushing the head even further. 
7. This exercise should be repeated 10 times per session and the sessions should  
    be spread evenly 6-8 times (about every 2 hours) throughout the day. 

 

                               
 
Neck Extension In Sitting (Exercise 2) 
 1. This exercise should always follow exercise 1. 

2. Remain seated, repeat exercise 1 a few times, then hold your head in the  
    retracted position. 

 3. Lift your chin up and tilt your head backwards as in looking up at the sky. 
 4. Do not allow your neck to move forwards as you do this. 

5. Once you have done this for a few seconds, you should return your head to the  
    starting position. 
6. Again, each time you repeat this movement cycle you must make sure that neck   
    extension is performed to the maximum possible degree. 
7. Exercise 2 is to be performed 10 times per session and the sessions should be  
    spread evenly 6-8 (about every 2 hours) times per day. 



                     
 
 
Head Retraction In Lying (Exercise 3) 
 1. Lie Face up , rest head and shoulders flat on the bed and do not use a pillow.  
 2. Push the back of your head into the mattress and at the same time pull your chin in. 

3. The overall effect should be that your head and neck move backwards as far as    
     possible while you keep facing the ceiling. 
4. Maintain that position for a few seconds then relax. 
5. Each time you repeat this cycle you should make sure that the backward movement of    
    head and neck is carried out to the maximum possible degree. 
6. Exercise 3 is to be performed 10 times per session and the sessions should be spread  
    evenly 6-8 (about every 2 hours) times per day. 
 

           
 
 
Neck Extension In Lying (Exercise 4) 

1. This exercise should always follow exercise 3. 
2. Lie face up on the bed 
3. Before you can start exercise 4 you must place one hand under your head and move 

up along the bed until head, neck and the top of your shoulders are over the edge of 
the bed. 

4. While supporting your head you should lower it slowly towards the floor. 
5. Now you remove your hand and bring head and neck as far backwards as you can 

and try to see as much as possible of the floor directly under you. 
6. Once you have reached the maximum amount of extension, you should try to relax in 

this position for about thirty seconds. 
7. In order to return to the resting position you must first place one hand behind your 

head, then assist your head back to the horizontal position and move down along the 
bed until your head is lying on the bed again. 

 



8. It is important that you do not rise immediately but rest for a few minutes. Do not use 
a pillow. 

9. If your pain starts to decrease as a result of this exercise, when your head is fully 
extended off the table, try turning your head ½ inch to the right and left. 

10. Exercise 4 is to be performed 10 times per session and the sessions should be spread 
evenly 6-8 (about every 2 hours) times per day. 

 
 

      
 
 
*Once you no longer have severe pains, exercises 3 & 4 should be replaced with exercises 1 & 2. 
 


