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ABSTRACT

Neck pain is a prevalent musculoskeletal condition globally affecting individuals across all age groups,
especially adults with sedentary lifestyles, poor posture, and work-related strain. Exercise therapy is a
cornerstone in the conservative management of non-specific and mechanical neck pain. This narrative
review discusses the role of various types of exercise—stretching, strengthening, endurance training,
posture correction, and motor control retraining—in alleviating neck pain and improving functional
outcomes. The review draws on evidence from randomized controlled trials and systematic reviews sourced
from PubMed and Google Scholar to present the physiological rationale, clinical outcomes, and efficacy of
exercise interventions. The article concludes by emphasizing that exercise, when properly prescribed and
individualized, can significantly reduce pain intensity, improve range of motion, and enhance the quality of

life in patients with neck pain.

Keywords: Neck pain, exercise therapy, posture, muscle strengthening, physiotherapy, rehabilitation,

cervical spine.
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NTRODUCTION

Neck pain is the fourth leading cause of disability globally and has a substantial socio-economic burden due
to decreased work productivity and increased healthcare costs (Coté et al., 2008). It can result from a wide
range of causes, including poor ergonomics, muscle strain, psychological stress, trauma, and degenerative
changes. Non-specific neck pain, accounting for nearly 70% of cases, lacks a clear pathoanatomical

diagnosis (Fejer et al., 2006).

Exercise therapy is recognized as a non-invasive, cost-effective, and evidence-based approach in managing
neck pain. Therapeutic exercise, particularly those focusing on cervical and scapular muscle function, aims
to restore biomechanical balance, relieve muscular tension, and prevent recurrence (Gross et al., 2015). This
review synthesizes literature to outline how exercise contributes to pain reduction and functional recovery

in neck pain patients.

METHODOLOGY

This narrative review was conducted using a structured literature search strategy across PubMed and

nn

Google Scholar databases. Keywords included "exercise and neck pain," "physical therapy for cervical

pain," "posture correction," and "muscle strengthening for neck pain." Only articles published in English
from 2005 to 2024 were considered. Studies included randomized controlled trials, systematic reviews, and

meta-analyses. A total of 20 studies meeting the inclusion criteria were selected and analyzed for relevance

and evidence strength.

TYPES OF EXERCISES USED IN NECK PAIN

Stretching Exercises

Stretching improves the flexibility of shortened muscles and reduces stiffness. Upper trapezius, levator
scapulae, and suboccipital muscles are commonly targeted. Studies show that regular stretching reduces

pain intensity and improves cervical mobility (Ylinen et al., 2007).
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Strengthening Exercises

Weakness in deep neck flexors and scapular stabilizers contributes to altered biomechanics and pain.
Isometric and isotonic exercises targeting the longus colli, longus capitis, rhomboids, and lower trapezius

help correct muscle imbalances and improve neck posture (Falla et al., 2004).

Motor Control and Stabilization Training

These exercises enhance the neuromuscular control of cervical muscles and reduce movement variability.

Cranio-cervical flexion exercises have shown significant efficacy in patients with chronic neck pain (Jull et

al., 2008).

Postural Retraining Exercises

Postural correction involving scapular retraction and chin tuck exercises are effective in managing forward

head posture, which is a common contributing factor in neck pain (Kang et al., 2012).

Aerobic and General Physical Activity

Low-impact aerobic exercises such as walking, swimming, or cycling promote overall musculoskeletal

health and contribute to pain modulation via endogenous opioid release (Kosek & Lundberg, 2003).

MECHANISMS OF PAIN RELIEF THROUGH EXERCISE

Exercise influences multiple physiological systems to provide pain relief:

e Muscle Rebalancing: Strengthening underactive muscles and stretching tight ones restores normal

biomechanics.

o Endogenous Analgesia: Exercise-induced hypoalgesia activates central pain inhibitory

mechanisms.

o Improved Blood Flow: Enhances tissue healing by improving oxygenation and nutrient supply to

cervical muscles.

o Psychosocial Benefits: Reduces anxiety, stress, and fear-avoidance behavior often associated with

chronic neck pain.
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CLINICAL EVIDENCE SUPPORTING EXERCISE IN NECK PAIN

Several clinical trials and meta-analyses have demonstrated the effectiveness of exercise therapy in neck

pain.

Gross et al. (2015) conducted a Cochrane review and found that strengthening and endurance training have

moderate to strong evidence for reducing pain and improving function.

Jull et al. (2008) reported that a 6-week motor control exercise program significantly reduced pain in patients

with cervicogenic headaches.

Kay et al. (2012) concluded that multimodal exercise therapy showed better outcomes than passive

interventions like massage or manual therapy alone.

INDIVIDUALIZED EXERCISE PRESCRIPTION

A tailored approach considering patient-specific factors such as pain severity, duration, occupational
demands, and psychosocial status leads to better compliance and outcomes. The therapist must educate the

patient on proper form, dosage, and home-exercise continuity to maintain gains.

EXERCISE COMBINED WITH OTHER MODALITIES

Exercise is often combined with modalities like TENS, manual therapy, and ergonomic advice. Such

multimodal approaches have shown to be superior in both acute and chronic stages (Blanpied et al., 2017).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

While exercise is effective, optimal dosage, frequency, and combination of exercises remain subjects of
ongoing research. There is also a need for high-quality RCTs in specific subgroups such as elderly or post-

operative patients.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Exercise therapy remains a mainstay in the non-invasive management of neck pain. It effectively reduces
pain, enhances function, and addresses postural and muscular imbalances. A combination of stretching,
strengthening, and postural exercises, when personalized, yields the most sustainable benefits. Future

studies should focus on long-term adherence and integration with digital health tools for broader reach.
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