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Neck Pain
Combining Exercise and Manual Therapy for Your Neck  

and Upper Back Leads to Quicker Reductions in Pain

N
eck pain is very common, but the good news is that 
most neck pain is not caused by serious disease.  
“Mechanical neck pain” is the name healthcare pro-
fessionals use when joint and muscle problems result 

in neck pain. Current evidence suggests that a combination of 
manual therapy and exercise is effective for patients with me-
chanical neck pain. A variety of manual therapy treatments for 

the neck and upper back are currently used to try to lessen neck 
pain. These treatments include mobilization, which slowly and 
repeatedly moves the neck joints and muscles, and manipulation, 
which delivers a single, small, quick movement to the joints and 
muscles. A research report published in the March 2013 issue 
of JOSPT focused on finding which combination of exercise and 
manual therapy was more effective in quickly reducing neck pain.

NEW INSIGHTS

In this study, researchers treated 64 patients. All of the 
patients were prescribed mobility exercises and received 
mobilization of their neck. About half of these patients 
also received a manipulation of the upper back. After 1 
week, patients who performed the exercises and received 
both mobilization of the neck and manipulation of the 
upper back noted greater relief of their neck pain. In the 
group that received both manual therapy techniques, 
75% had significant pain reduction and 70% experienced 
noticeable improvement in their ability to perform daily 
activities. When patients only received neck mobilizations, 
only 19% found that their pain was reduced, and only 23% 
saw an improvement in their disability. The researchers 
concluded that the combination of exercise with neck 
mobilization and upper back manipulation was more 
effective in reducing pain in the first week of treatment.

Patients with typical neck pain may benefit from a physical 
therapy program that includes exercises combined with 
neck mobilization and upper back manipulation. Potential 
benefits include less pain and improved ability to perform 
daily activities. Although this treatment was very successful 
for this group of patients with neck pain, it may not be 
effective or appropriate for all patients with neck pain. 
Your physical therapist can perform an evaluation to help 
determine if you are a good candidate for this treatment. 
The benefits in this study were only determined for the 
first week after treatment, so more research is needed to 
discover which treatments are better long term. For more 
information on the treatment of neck pain, contact your 
physical therapist specializing in musculoskeletal disorders.

For this and more topics, visit JOSPT Perspectives for 
Patients online at www.jospt.org.
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TREATMENTS. All patients were given mobility exercises and received cervical mobilization. About half of the patients 
also received upper back manipulation. The group that received all 3 treatments had greater pain reduction and  
improved ability to perform daily activities 1 week after treatment began.

Exercise

Cervical mobilization

Thoracic manipulation
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