
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Featured Article: 
 

Headaches caused by Cervical Spine Dysfunction – Evaluation and 

Treatment in Physical Therapy - Jeffrey Latz, PT, MS, CMPT, CSCS 

Overview:  

Headaches can be one of the most common patient complaints in a typical out-patient 

Physical Therapy clinic.  There are many different types of headache classifications, 

including but not limited to: Migraines with or without aura, Cluster headaches, Tension 

headaches, Dental or TMJ dysfunction causing headaches, Trigeminal neuralagia, 

Headaches from medications, Headaches from neurological disease or injury, Vertebral 

Artery Ischemia causing headaches, Post-traumatic headache, Intracranial causes of 

headaches and Spondylogenic dysfunction.  It is extremely important to take a thorough 

Medical history, review any diagnostic tests, discuss any trauma that might have taken 

place and discuss the need for further medical evaluation if necessary with each patient 

that presents with complaints of a headache.   

The focus of this article is to review the common presentation and treatment of a 

headache caused by underlying Cervical Spine Dysfunction.  

Spondylogenic (the underlying cause is from a spinal structure) Headaches:  

Characteristics: moderate to severe pain, generally superficial, non-progressive, can be 

made worse by and related to head/neck movements, generally in the occipito-frontal or 

retro-orbital region, can have painful and restricted neck movements, no neurological 

symptoms present and generally females more affected than males. 

Most people describe “aching,” while others have reported stabbing and shooting pains 

with or without “tightness.”  Some patients will describe nausea or visual disturbances 

and may report dizziness.  Many people complain of pain with sustained neck flexion 

activities, such as reading or driving a car.  Cervical arthritic headaches typically hurt 

after a period of inactivity, in which the first movements of the day are stiff and painful. 

Causes: The nerves of C1 to C3 innervate anterior and posterior sub-occipital muscles, 

the atlanto-occipital and atlanto-axial joints, the C2-3 zygopophyseal joint, all the 

ligaments and Cervical muscles and the vertebral artery.  Any one of these structures 

could potentially refer pain and cause a headache.  Degenerative joint disease can cause 

headaches after a stress or micro-trauma creates an acute dysfunction.  Other causes can 

be local Cervical dysfunction at lower levels of the neck or postural/mechanical stresses.   

This is not intended to be a comprehensive list and each patient may present with 

different signs/symptoms.  It is intended to give the reader an idea of how this patient 

may present and what we are looking for during evaluation.  



Evaluation/Treatment:  

The Physical Therapist evaluation will include an examination of the Cervical spine, 

neurological examination, Cranial nerve exam if indicated and a detailed biomechanical 

examination.  This will allow the Physical Therapist to correlate the subjective and 

objective findings and further rule out or identify the exact cause of the headache.   

Treatment may include the following: Cranial-vertebral or Cervical joint mobilization, 

soft-tissue mobilization, postural and/or Cervical stabilization exercises, activity 

modification, home exercise program and modalities.  The treatment should be designed 

to correct the biomechanical joint dysfunction and design a program to restore Range of 

motion and maintain proper muscular stability. This should be a pain-free process, in 

which the time frame can vary.   

At our clinic, we use our knowledge of Cervical spine biomechanics, Manual Therapy 

and functional rehabilitation to treat patients with complaints of headaches.  If you may 

be suffering from a headache an evaluation from a Physical Therapist may help you to 

learn more.   

 

Exercise/Nutrition/Sports-Performance Tips: 

4 Simple Ways to Eat Healthy at the Office 

Eating healthy at the office can be a challenge. Vending machines, takeout food, and an office culture 

of birthday cakes and cubicle candy jars can sabotage even the most disciplined eater. Since proper 

nutrition requires five to six meals or snacks a day, at least three will come during work hours.  By 

eating the right foods, you’ll not only stick to your program but also be more productive at work. Here 

are some strategies: 

1. Stack your odds. 

Don’t expect to eat well at the office if there aren't any healthy choices available.  “You’re putting 

yourself in position to fail. “Vending machine providers have a list of good choices they can sell. If you 

have enough sway around the office, make that happen.” 

2. Stock your drawers. 

Stock a drawer or two with oatmeal, tear-open packaged tuna fish, jerky, apples, oranges, and healthy 

snack bars. Include a jar of almonds, a loaf of whole wheat bread, condiments in one-serving packs, 

one-serving containers of sugar-free applesauce, plastic utensils, paper plates, and hand wipes. 

If you have a mini-refrigerator in your office or cubicle, load up on bottled water, fresh veggie snacks, 

and fat-free yogurt with no sugar added. By having healthy options at arm’s reach, you don’t have to 

hunt for nourishment while hungry, where you’re likely to make poor choices. You’ll also have fuel to 

http://www.coreperformance.com/daily/nutrition/eat-smaller-amounts-more-often.html
http://www.coreperformance.com/daily/nutrition/snack-smarter-at-the-office.html


discretely consume during the inevitable marathon conference call. (Just be sure nobody can hear 

you!) 

“Your ‘drawer’ doesn’t literally have to be in the office.  It could be a container you keep in the car or 

part of a diaper bag if you’re a busy parent. Whatever it is, it saves you from making bad nutritional 

choices or trying to get through an afternoon hungry.” 

3. Drink early and often. 

Starts each day with a gallon water jug at your desk. It’s a reminder to drink at least a gallon of water a 

day. With such a visible reminder, it makes it a point to drink early and often. It’s easy to lose track of 

how much water you’re drinking, or rather not drinking, over the course of a busy day. By keeping a 

water container of some sort on the desk, you’ll be constantly reminded. 

4. Bring leftovers. 

An easy way to save time and money is by making dinners that provide enough for leftovers. In the 

time it takes to clean up after dinner, you can take care of lunch the following day. “Always make 

enough for leftovers. Make it grab-and-go. If you can bring that to the office, you’ll win every time.” 

 

 

http://www.coreperformance.com/knowledge/nutrition/hydration.html

