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Start feeling better
today with this helpful
headache guide from
the experts 

Get back moving well
and feeling well, living
the life you want
without headaches
getting in the way.
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Introduction

At Fox Physiotherapy our expert team deals with headaches on a daily basis
helping people like you get back to the things you love to do, moving well and
feeling well.

Get you back to doing what you love to do with your family and friends, feeling
well and moving well.

Don’t let headaches dictate your life, contact the experts today to start on
your plan of care to live a life free of headaches

Tension

Migraine
Cluster

Are headaches stopping you living the life you want to live, limiting your hobbies
and activities, interrupting your sleep, restricting your mobility, and causing you
to miss out on things you enjoy leaving you frustrated, lacking energy, cranky
and in pain?
This does not have to be your story.
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To help you manage and understand your headache better we have devised this
guide to get you started today on your road of recovery.

Headaches can be classified broadly in three different categories:
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Physiotherapists can really help with a tension type headache which is by and
large a multifactorial stress response, affecting( tightening) the musculature of
your head and neck, your neck and head mechanics and eventually leading to
headaches.

Headaches are individual. We have put together a series of helpful strategies and
techniques we have found beneficial to hundreds of people that you can use to
get back moving well and feeling well, and headache free.

Try each one you are comfortable with, some will work well for you almost
instantly others may take some time, and some may not be a fit for your issue
currently. The principles of each of the strategies when it comes to easing
headaches are shown to be the most effective and evidence based. 

This is intended as a helpful guide and does not replicate a thorough assessment
performed by a Chartered Physiotherapist, knowing your history, needs, wants,
and goals but it's a good start.

We hope you enjoy reading this guide and most importantly we hope these
strategies help start you on the road to getting back to the life you want to live
without headaches getting in the way.

Complete Care at Fox Physiotherapy
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About the Author

Brian Fox 
BSc MSc MISCP 

Chartered Physiotherapist

I love to help people get back moving well,
feeling well and back to the things they
love to do.

After years of practicing as a
physiotherapist it never gets old seeing
people leave the clinic with a smile on their
face knowing that they have made a great
decision for their health and more
importantly their life by coming to see us.

Each treatment plan is designed with you, taking into account your history, needs,
wants and goals. 

I graduated from Trinity College Dublin in 2005 and was employed by the HSE for a
number of years gaining valuable experience before embarking on a physiotherapy
Masters program in King's College London in 2008.

I have worked exclusively in private practice and high level sport since graduating
from the masters program 10 years ago.

Establishing Fox Physiotherapy in 2010 at Blackrock Hall Medical Centre the
practice has thrived and progressed to a larger premises at the Kinsale road
roundabout.

As a keen sportsperson I understand how it feels to be missing out on the things
you love to do.

Complete care drives all levels of how our team at Fox Physiotherapy practice
ensuring every plan of care is focused to your needs and goals. Getting you back to
the life you want, without worry or restrictions.
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About Fox Physiotherapy

We want to get to know you, your story, your concerns, and your goals.

The team at Fox Physiotherapy have been helping people for over 10 years get back
moving well and feeling well. We have grown through our reputation, offering
complete care that is focused on you.

At Fox Physiotherapy you are in good hands with one on one care in a comfortable
and relaxed environment, a thorough assessment of your problem, an
understandable explanation giving you the full picture of your issue, and an
approach that takes into account your preference for relieving pain and stiffness.
We devise a plan with you to get you back doing the things you love to do without
worry or restriction.

Your personalised treatment plan is just that, personalised to your needs and
preferences to help and guide you towards getting back to where you want to be,
moving well and feeling well doing the things you love to do.
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Cervicogenic, or headaches coming from your neck musculature, generally
originate in the top two vertebrae of your neck, the C1/C2 region. 

This region is primarily responsible for our large range of motion at the neck
accounting for up to 70% of our rotation and side bending ( ear to shoulder)
movements.

If this area loses its range of motion it tends to lead to movement patterns or
habits that can lead to headaches.

The key musculature involved with headaches from this region are the
suboccipital musculature, the trapezius muscle, the scalene and
sternocleidomastoid muscles. The vertebral artery can play a key role in
headaches in this region, it kinks back on itself at the C1/C2 junction which when
the suboccipital muscles tighten around this artery it can become compromised
further exacerbating your headache.

Helpful strategies to alleviate Headaches

Anatomy of a Headache
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This is the primary issue following a whiplash incident where the nervous system
protects the person by tightening the musculature to prevent further damage
to the joint, ligament or bony tissues but sometimes ‘forgets’ or ‘learns’ to stay
this way in the long term long after any injury has healed or the ‘threat’ is gone.
This is where physiotherapy plays a key role in reducing the perceived ‘threat’ to
the nervous system through hands on treatment, rehab, and education to allow
the person to move again with ‘thoughtless, fearless movement relieving neck
pain and headaches.

So what causes these muscles to tighten?

It is essentially a stress response.

Primarily two things:

A protective response from your nervous system is designed to protect you, and
that's a good idea in the short term but like all responses if this outlasts the
perceived threat or danger it can cause problems.

A loading response is when we ask the muscle tissue to write a cheque it doesn't
quite have the bank balance to cash! 

This can be down to ergonomics (positioning/posture), tissue capacity (strength
and conditioning ), mobility or an injury that has not quite healed with the
quality we would like it to.
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Protection 

Loading
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Turn your head as far as you are
comfortable to the left and and right,
keeping your shoulders relaxed,
ideally you should be able to get your
nose almost level with your shoulder. 

Tip your ear in a straight line down to
your shoulder to the left and then to
the right, keeping your shoulders
steady and relaxed, your ear should be
no more than three fingers breaths
away from your shoulder. 

The key to preventing and managing any headache is to stay flexible.

Flexibility is key for all ages and the good news is we can do simple things daily
to help ourselves.

These are two great tests to have a self check on your mobility and also two nice
exercises to hold for five seconds for five repetitions on either side. If you
experience pain or discomfort stop immediately and try to reduce the stretch if
that doesn't help contact your physiotherapist more advice and guidance

Test 1 Test 2

Stay flexible01

How to test your upper neck flexibility at home:
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Headache Series - Introduction Video

Headache Series - Mobility exercises

Headache Series- Self assessment

Headache Series - Mobility exercises 2

An often forgotten area when it comes to
headaches is your mid back. The area where your
shoulder blades sit is a vital area to keep mobile
but even more important to keep strong in this
region to give your neck a good platform to
move from.

My clients favourite mobility exercise and one of
the most beneficial, is to place a towel
lengthways between your shoulder blades and
simply lie on the floor with your arms
outstretched for five minutes. It takes us away
from the positions we are all in daily and gives
our mid back muscles a chance to move in a
different pattern than our normal daily position. 

Mind your Mid Back02
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https://youtu.be/NQdbBkQtQjw
https://youtu.be/cQNSUKFTnVw
https://youtu.be/z2key5khQmA
https://youtu.be/rK_hGJ6cYQQ
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Headache Series - Resistant Band Exercise

Headache Series - High Rows Exercise

Headache Series- Low Rows Exercise

03 Stay Strong

The muscles of our neck and mid back need to
be conditioned and strong for the jobs we ask
them to do on a daily basis. Here are three
strength exercises that I have found the most
beneficial for clients over the years to prevent
and assist neck pain issues.

Start slowly with each exercise for repetitions of
8 for 3 sets and build up from here, again if you
feel pain or discomfort stop immediately and
contact your physiotherapist for advice and
guidance.

http://www.foxphysiotherapy.ie/
https://youtu.be/xD9Pe8rFL8k
https://youtu.be/RehtjrinJOo
https://youtu.be/c41Ke-0Tws8
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Headache Series - Cross Body Single Arm

Headache Series - Four Point Knee Press

Headache Series - Cross Body Double Arm

Headache Series - Getting to a Push up

It would be remiss to not talk about stress when it comes to headaches.

Stress is your body's reaction to a challenge, it may even be just the thought of a
challenge or threat. In the short term this is a positive thing as it helps us avoid
danger (running away from the proverial lion in our lives!) 

When that danger has receded our stress response should settle too, except
sometimes it doesn't, this is what creates problems.

Stress causes our body to react by releasing hormones which cause our blood
pressure to rise, our muscles to tighten and prepare to help us get out of the
danger or even the thought of danger or threat ( flight or fight response). 

It prompts our body to be ready for action. 

Stress / Mindfulness04
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https://youtu.be/eMC4u-NNlJA
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In the short term this is beneficial but
long term we are not designed to be in
this fight or flight response, we need to
be primarily in the rest and digest
response. 

We are not designed to be in this fight
or flight chemical response for any
more than short periods of time.

When we spend too long in this
response with modern day stresses it
can have a detrimental effect on our
health with this response being linked
to blood pressure issues, heart
disorders obesity, diabetes, headaches,
depression and anxiety.

It is impossible to remove all stress from our daily lives
but here are some nice techniques to help manage any
period of time you feel overwhelmed:

This can help with stress, anxiety, and oxygenation and headaches helping your
rib cage to depress more helping your mid back to become more mobile and put
less stress on your upper respiratory muscles around your neck region. 

This exercise can be done sitting, lying or standing

Keep your lips together, tongue to the roof of your mouth and teeth slightly
apart.

Place one hand on your chest and the other hand on your abdomen.

Slouch your shoulders

Breath in gently through your nose, feeling the cool air coming in through
your nose.

Breath softly out feeling the warm air exiting your nose.

Feel your abdomen rising and your chest staying steady, this tells us you
are engaging your your diaphragm more to breathe

Practice this for 5 minutes daily 
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Breathing Exercise
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Sitting, in itself, is not a bad thing but too much
of any one position can create problems. 

05 Prolonged sitting 

Change is a good thing, so try to get up and
change position every 30-40 minutes even just
for a minute. A helpful strategy is to change
position every time the phone rings, or set your
alarm to remind you to stand up every 30
minutes and reach for the sky and then bend
forward as far as you can. 

Any movement is good though as it gives hard
working muscles a break and stimulates the
nervous system and the vascular system from
being stuck in one spot all.
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Stand up desks have become the ‘go to’ as both a preventative strategy and
management strategy for neck and back pain but the evidence has so far not
supported this. Like anything in life it depends on the individual issue, some people
find it beneficial and others don't. 

Sit to stand desks are probably the best solution if this is a position you find helpful
as it promotes different movement strategies as the body likes change. A sit to
stand desk asks different muscles to work as you change positions and distributes
the load over different muscle groups throughout the day.

Some helpful techniques if you are considering a changing to a standing or sit to
stand desk:

Build up slowly

if you want to move to standing more build this up slowly starting with 80/20 rule
for the first week 80% sitting /20% standing, then increase your standing by 10% a
week for five weeks until you reach a 50/50 split on standing to sitting. 

Stand up desks better or worse?  
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If you wanted to stand for longer than this simply continue the 10% increase
weekly but like too much sitting the body craves variation and change.

If you are desk based for long durations of your day it is always a good idea to
look at your ergonomics.

06 Ergonomics
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Footwear

Vary your position throughout the day

standing for a longer period of time during the day places a new challenge to your
legs and feet, comfortable footwear, preferably running shoes or sports shoes with
cushioning, can help your feet get used to this increased demand on your legs.

A change is as good as rest, vary standing, sitting and walking throughout your day
to help give hard working muscles some variety and  relief.

Head position

the forward head position has been linked to headaches 

This position can increase the stress on the upper neck
tissues, a simple technique it to try to get your chin level
with your chest bone ( sternum), this will put your head
in an ergonomically more efficient position and can help
to reduce the load on your upper neck tissues

http://www.foxphysiotherapy.ie/
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Screen HeightScreen Height

Chair Design

An easy assessment of your screen height is to bring your arm straight out in front
of you, you should be landing in the middle of the screen. 

Ideally choose a chair that has a solid
backrest and armrests.  Get your bum
all the way back in the chair, and try to
have your shoulder blades touching the
back rest of the chair.

Keyboard

Egonomic keyboards are now widely available
helping to ease wrist, forearm, elbow and shoulder
pain. If you cannot get your hands on one try
having your keyboard raised at the back of it so
your wrists are in a more relaxed position, also try
to keep the forearms on the desk or the arms of
the chair this again keeps these muscles more
relaxed.
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A question we get asked daily here at Fox Physiotherapy is what is the best
pillow or mattress and the simple answer is you decide!

07 What pillow and mattress should I use?
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If you are happy with your mattress or pillow, great stick with it.

Ideally I recommend one flat pillow and a medium to firm pocket sprung mattress
but there is no scientific evidence for either of these recommendations, it is merely
an observation that ergonomically these make sense to me, and it has helped a lot
of people.

The scientific evidence would support improving mobility, and conditioning of your
tissues as the most important element in preventing and managing neck pain so
my thoughts are always to focus your energy on this rather than being consumed
by changing our external environment. 
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If you are having difficulty sleeping, there are a
few techniques that can help.

08 Sleep position

If you are a side sleeper try popping a small
rolled up towel in your pillowcase that would sit
in the nape of your neck while sleeping, this can
reduce rotation and side flexion of your neck to
give you a more restful night's sleep

If you sleep on your back, try a single flat pillow
and pop a pillow under your knees it can help
reduce the pressure throughout your spine.

Sleeping on your stomach is not ideal for any
person struggling with neck pain.
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09 Diet

As physiotherapists, we are no authority to advise on diet but there is no denying
the strong link between headaches and diet and we would always suggest
visiting a dietician to seek advice on this. 
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Move

Physiotherapy
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Our bodies crave movement, it's what our
muscles, joints and tendons love to do.
The last thing you may want to do when
you have neck pain is to move but studies
confirm that even a slight increase in
movement during a headache episode
can help relieve pain, stiffness, and
shorten the duration of your symptoms.
Bed rest will not help, this has been
shown repeatedly in every major study on
headaches, back and neck pain, so move
little and often, find an activity you enjoy
and can tolerate and even if it's just 5
minutes start with this.

There isn't a better way to reduce headaches, take control of your symptoms and
get back to the activities you love to do then going to see a physiotherapist. Life's
too short to let headaches dictate what you can and cannot do. For the vast
majority of headaches physiotherapy will help reduce your pain and restore your
mobility, getting you back moving well, feeling well and back to the life you want
to lead.

A thorough assessment of your problem, with a clear understanding of your
wants, needs and goals and treatment plan designed with you by the expert
physiotherapist at Fox Physiotherapy will help you back to your best.
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If you think you need one, you are probably right! Studies show that if you think
you require a scan it is probably best for your peace of mind that you get a scan (
x-ray. MRi or CT scan), it will help allay your fears and allow you to progress
onwards. The key element is to not match your symptoms to the scan. MRi scans
often throw up results that may appear concerning but may not be related to
your current issue. Over 40% of us have scans showing disc problems, arthritis, or
spinal stenosis. 

We often see disc problems in scans that may have been there for years and your
body has dealt with it and your current symptoms may have absolutely nothing
to do with this disc issue. 

To help headaches a number of different
strategies may be needed to find the fit for
your issue, the physiotherapists at Fox
Physiotherapy can help find the right fit for
your problem allowing you to get back to the
activities, hobbies and lifestyle you want to
lead without neck pain getting in the way.

If you are struggling with headaches and want
to start on your road to recovery contact us via
our website www.foxphysiotherapy.ie, email
help@foxphysiotherapy.ie, or on 0212061844.
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Do you think you need one?

Should I get a scan?

The key message here is:

Treat the person not the scan

Conclusion

Our Team

help@foxphysiotherapy.ie

0212061844
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Disclaimer

ox Physiotherapy makes every effort to ensure the injury advice portrayed
throughout our website, guides and social media platforms represents current
best practice. Examples of injuries, exercises, advice, diagnosis or prognosis are
based on typical presentations and do not replace a thorough examination and
cannot be deemed fully accurate in the absence of this examination from a
Chartered Physiotherapist.  

.  As with any injury, each individual’s symptoms can vary depending on many
variable factors and while every effort has been made to accurately portray
current best practice, the information given is not intended as representations of
every individual’s potential injury. We are able to offer you a thorough examination
from a Chartered Physiotherapist at a standard charge. Significant injury risk is
possible if you do not follow due diligence and seek suitable professional advice
about your injury. No guarantees of specific results are expressly made or implied
in this report, our website or social media platforms.

Red Flags
If you are experiencing any of the following symptoms contact your GP first as they may be a sign
of a more serious problem: any of the following symptoms contact your GP first as they may be a
sign of a more serious problem:

Constant, unrelenting pain, not relieved by any positions or movement

Trauma such as a fall from a height or car accident

Nausea

Dizziness, difficulty speaking, difficulty swallowing

Unexplained weight loss/gain

Numbness/ Pins and needles

Sudden weakness or falls 

Loss in power of the upper limb

Changes in balance/coordination

Eye disturbances/Double vision

Fevers/chills/night sweats

Headaches
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