Is Your Headache
Really Coming

from Your Neck?
Ben Benjamin PhD

Headaches have plagued the
human race since the beginning
of recorded history. There have
been many theories and
hypotheses about what causes
headaches but few of them
recognise that problems in the
neck can cause the head to hurt.
It may be that the headache most
often misunderstood is the one
where headache pain is the
result of an injury in the neck.

As many as 50 million people in
the United States regularly
suffer from headaches. Some are
debilitating while others are
simply annoying. There are 18
million visits to the doctor each
year by people whose primary
complaint is severe headache.
An additional 26 million people
suffer from migraines.

What is it?

Headache pain may be felt at the
back of the head, at the forehead
or in one or both temple areas.
Sometimes it may be localized
in one or both eyes or even
behind the eyes. A headache
may appear as a band-like pain
around the head just above the
ears or over the top of the head.
The pain may be throbbing or
stabbing, eyesight and hearing
may be altered, and if head pain
is severe, thinking processes
may be affected.

Many headaches begin in one
specific area and then spread to
other regions of the head. For
example, many headaches
originate at the occipital region
at the back of the head where
the neck muscles meet the skull.

Tension often mounts at this
important juncture, and
headache pain often begins
there. In some people it just
remains in this area, but for
many it then spreads to the
temples, forehead or other parts
of the head.

Brain surgeons have discovered
that specific head structures
cause head pain. These include:
the scalp, the skin of the
forehead, the tissues
immediately under the skin, the
muscles of the scalp and those
attached to the skull, blood
vessels outside and within the
skull, the covering of the bones
of the skull, the eyes, the ears,
the sinuses, some nerves,
muscles, and ligaments in the
neck.

Excessive stimulation to any of
these parts may result in a
headache. Most often, when
mental or physical stress upsets
the hormonal and chemical
balance within the body, the
blood vessels carry adverse
concentrations of these
chemicals to the brain and
trigger pain in any of the above
structures. Disease conditions
can also disrupt the chemical
and hormonal balance of the
body and cause headache.

Headaches are usually multi-
factorial, meaning that many
factors often combine to bring
about a headache. If the causes
of headaches are clearly
identified they can often be
successfully treated.

Headache due to
Musculoskeletal Injury
Injuries to the upper ligaments
of the neck and to the muscles at
the back of the head are
common causes of both mild
and severe headaches. This
cause of headache may not be
easily identified by some
practitioners because of the
phenomenon of referred pain.

Referred pain can be a difficult
concept to grasp because pain is
actually experienced in a
different location from where
the body tissue is injured.
People often call referred pain
counter intuitive because it
doesn’t feel like what you are
experiencing.

A whiplash type injury (see
diagrams A and B) frequently
causes referred head pain due to
damaged muscles, tendons and

ligaments of the neck.
(continued on the next page)

Supraspinous ligament injury: the
ligament at the back of the neck
(A) is torn.

Intertransverse ligament injury: the
ligament at the side of the neck
(B) is torn.



Treatment

Each treatment program must be
tailored to the uniqueness of the
particular individual for success
to occur. For some people
several modalities in
combination are necessary for
relief of a headache problem. A
person experiencing chronic
headaches may have multiple
issues to deal with such as an
injury, a stressful life
circumstance, improper
nutrition, poor exercise habits,
and frequent ingestion of toxic
substances.

Friction Therapy

If the person is suffering from
scar tissue adhesions in neck
ligaments or the muscles at the
base of the skull friction therapy
can be effective.

By eliminating the scar tissue
and re-establishing free
movement in the neck these
injury-related headaches usually
disappear. Friction therapy
should be accurately
administered and combined with
massage and scar tissue
reducing exercises.

Massage Therapy and
Therapeutic Bodywork

When high levels of stress and
tension are contributing to a
headache pattern, massage
therapy or bodywork is often an
effective treatment. It has been
shown that people who regularly
receive massage and bodywork
are less stressed and experience
fewer headaches.

Some headaches due to head or
neck injuries may come on a
few weeks after the injury was
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sustained such as in the case of a
whiplash. Often the injury has
been forgotten or it is not
associated with the headache
because the neck does not hurt
at all.

Other situations can contribute
to the delayed onset of a
headache. Prolonged minor
trauma to the neck such as
sitting at a computer or
gardening for many hours each
day can also lead to headaches
that begin gradually. Emotional
or excessive physical stresses
often exacerbate headaches due
to a pre-existing injury in the
neck. Treatment of these
individuals must be directed at
eliminating or reducing the
causes of the stress and treating
the scar tissue that has resulted
from the injury.

Adhesive scar tissue is usually
the primary factor in causing
this type of referred pain
headache (see diagram below).
When muscles, tendons or
ligaments of the neck are torn
and therefore injured, the torn
fibres often heal in a matted
scar. When normal movement
pulls upon this adhesive and
matted scar tissue, it tears again
and again causing more referred
pain. Ridding the body of this
unwanted scar tissue can break
this pain cycle. Friction therapy
to the neck ligaments is an
effective treatment for this type
of headache.

Neck injury pain patterns: if you feel
pain in these areas (C1, C2, and C3),
you may have injured the ligament that
attaches the first, second or third
cervical vertebra.

Other Types of Headaches

Muscle Tension Headaches
Muscle tension headaches are the
most common type of headache.
They are commonly brought on by
excessive emotional and physical
stress, which can cause an
accumulation of tension and
chemical waste products in the
muscles of the head and neck.

Cluster Headaches

These are a severe series of
headaches, which occur daily for a
period of days or weeks and then
disappear of their own accord for
months at a time. These headaches
are similar to migraines and happen
more frequently in adult men. Little
is known about the origin of these
headaches and treatment options are
limited and often ineffective.

Post Traumatic Headaches

These headaches usually follow a
head injury, which has caused a
contusion to the brain or rupture of a
blood vessel within the skull.
Contusions to the brain are usually
treated by rest and medication.
Intracranial bleeding requires
immediate surgical attention.

Sinus Headaches

The sinuses, which measure about an
inch by an inch and a half in
diameter, have a direct connection to
the cranial cavity. Sinus headaches
are due to infections and/or allergic
reactions and are treated successfully
by ear, nose, and throat specialists
and allergists respectively.

Toxic and Rebound Headaches
Toxic and rebound headaches are
very common and often go
undetected. This headache is caused
by the toxic products accumulated in
the body from the overuse of
painkillers such as aspirin, Tylenol,
ibuprofen, and prescribed
medications. Because of the way the
body processes pain sensations, the
very medications that were once
helpful may eventually cause
headaches or make headaches much
worse. The first step is finding the
real cause of the headaches and
treating them. The second is a slow
weaning off of all medication under
your doctor’s supervision.






