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Overview 
 Types of Neck pain 

 What we can do to help manage and improve pain 

 Incorporating Pilates into management of Cervical Pain 

 

Introduction 
 Cervical pain (Cx), almost similar to lower back pain, is highly common within the 

working and exercising population  

 While pain can be offset by some sort of trauma, it is common to see cervical pain 

without an ‘event’ to attach it to 

 

Typical Sources of Cx Pain 
 Disc 

 Z joint 

 Muscular  
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Traumatic Cx Injuries 
 Include –  

o Whiplash 

o Concussion 

o Direct trauma from sporting injuries, eg falls, chokes, that cause disc\joint\muscular 

pain 

Other Sources 
 TMJ 

 Nerve entrapment 

 Insidious sources (ie tumor) 

 

Implications for Exercise 
Cx pain can affect exercises such as:  

 Abdominal exercises 

 Plank exercises 

 Most ‘pressing’ type (more so vertical plane) 

 Any WB through the shoulders 

 The heavy lifts (deads\squats\snatch\cleans) 

 

Management 
 Although exercise generally won’t ‘fix’ the source of the issue, it can definitely 

contribute to better management of symptoms, but also it is obviously the best way for 

rehab and further strengthening.  

 Also good for prevention of re-injury 

 General exercise and education re: management has been shown to be just as effective 

in helping decrease Cx symptoms  

 The aim with your exercise is to remove some\all contributing factors to Cx pain to allow 

faster recovery time, despite the source of the injury  

 Management of Cx issues is actually quite uniform  

 Regain correct biomechanically good movements  

 Improve Cx\Tx alignment (ie posture) 

 

Management Concepts 
 Scap setting 
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 Improving the Tx kyhpotic curve 

 Deload overactive musculature via strength and stretch 

 

Remember your Anatomy? 

 

 

Scapular Resetting – Issues 
 Bad posture usually creates super tight lats, pec minor, UT, LS  

 It also displaces the HOH forward on the glenoid  

 Leads to inefficient movement of the skeletal system 

 Therefore unwanted forces on the joints, tendons and muscles around the Cx and Tx  

 

The Upper Traps 
Highly ‘activated’ in people with Cx pain, ie the ratio of activation and use of the UT in relation to all 

the other Cx and scapular muscles far outweigh the normal level of function 

Symptoms include -   

 The ‘feeling’ of the Cx working when unwanted 

 Other scapular\Cx muscles decrease in activity 

 LS works OT to keep scap in place 
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Training Scapular Muscles 
 A few important concepts to consider –  

 The UT will never turn ‘off’ when using the MT or LT, moreso change in ratio of 

activation 

 Prone + sidelying the best due to the decreased ratio of activity of the UT in comparison 

to standing\upright (ie supporting the head as opposed to not) 

 

A Nice Way to Start 
 Correct setting of the shoulder blades  

 If not you will just be reinforcing the poor movement mechanics  

 Use the scap setting techniques before any arm exercise 

 

 

Cues for Scap Setting 
 Shoulder blades down and back (but be careful of excessive retraction) 

 Palpation 

 Assist in correct position 

 Using surface anatomy (ie coracoid) 
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Lower Trap Activation 
 Works the midback 

 Supports the arms  

 Focus on the scapular movement 

 

Lower trapezius activation      Intensity=1   Difficulty=1 

What and or where it works 

Isolation and activation of the lower trapezius 

Prerequisites 

Nil 

Modification 1 – Arms overhead 

Verbal set up 

 Lying face down, legs straight and relaxed, arms outstretched above the head slightly wider than 

shoulder width apart with the palms down, t-zone tight 

Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: slide the shoulder blades down and back 

INHALE: release  

The concentration 

Keep the latissimus dorsi relaxed 

No downwards pressure applied through the arms 

The arms appear to shorten and the lengthen 

Keep the neck and upper trapezius relaxed, keep the legs and gluteals relaxed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inhale release  

Exhale slide the shoulders down and back 
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Flight 
 Works the LT\MT, Tx ES, rhomboids, triceps 

 Semi-static 

 Excellent low-load ex 

 

Flight         Intensity=2   Difficulty=1.5 

What and or where it works 

Rhomboids and lower traps, triceps and all shoulder retractors, upper thoracic extensors in the 

upper body lifting modification 

Prerequisites 

Lower trap setting, Swan prep 

Verbal set up 

Lying on the front with the forehead on the floor, legs extended and turned out slightly. Arms beside 

the body with the palms facing down.  T-zone. Slide the shoulder blades down and back, and lift the 

arms off the floor.  Legs remain relaxed on the ground, t-zone tight. 

Breathing and Movement 

Rotate the arms turning the palms up then down keeping the hands off the floor reaching the fingers 

towards the feet 

INHALE:  for five rotations 

EXHALE:  for five rotations 

The concentration 

Keeping the shoulder blades down and back 

Keeping the legs relaxed on the floor 

Ensuring it is the mid back working and not the lower back 

Engage the abdominals to stop the lower back from arching, tuck the pubic bone in towards the mat 

Lengthen though the crown of the head, tuck the chin in, eyes on the floor 

Modifications 

To challenge - slightly raise the upper torso and head off the floor, keeping a neutral neck position  

Corrections/Common mistakes 

Lifting the legs 

Not drawing the shoulders down and back enough 

Arching through the lower back/letting the abdominals go 

Shoulders hunching up around the ears 
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Over-squeezing with the rhomboids 

Bending the elbows 

Injuries/caution:  

Lower back - watch the lower back ensuring there is no pressure as they may be extending through 

here, keep the abdominals tight and tuck the pubic bone towards the floor. 

Neck: sometimes if the upper traps are very tight, the retraction and depression action of the 

shoulder movement can hurt the neck. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                       Inhale for 5 rotations 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                         Exhale for 5 rotations 

 

 

 

 

 

Modification - head off or on the mat 

 

 

 

 

  



Studio Pilates International®  9 
 

Breastroke Arm Preparation 
 Teaches scapular movement through GH ROM 

 More difficult to control 

 

Breastroke Arm Preparation      Intensity=2   Difficulty=2 

What and or where it works 

Scapula retractors/stabilisers, thoracic extensors and paraspinal muscles  

Prerequisites 

Lower trapezius modification 1, Lower trapezius modification 2  

Verbal set up 

Lying on the stomach with the palms of hands on the floor beside the head, elbows bent, legs 

extended straight.  Neck in a neutral position. T-zone on, glide the shoulder blades down and back 

and lift the hands just off the floor. 

Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: shoot the arms forwards towards the head 

INHALE: circle the arms out to the side and sweep them back towards the body, squeezing the 

shoulders down and back 

The concentration 

Imagine you are scrubbing the floor/drawing circles on the floor with the hands (the hands are just 

off the floor) 

Keep the t-zone drawing towards the spine the whole time, pubic bone tucked in to the mat, 

abdominals lifted away from the mat 

No pain in the lower back, focus on the upper back doing the work 

Keep the eyes on the mat throughout the entire movement; chin tucked in, neck long 

Keep the shoulder blades down and back  

Legs stay relaxed on the floor 

Modifications 

Easier – use a smaller ROM for the arms movement ie not going all the way overhead or to the sides, 

also could do with the hands actually touching the floor 

Harder: larger circles with the hands, lift the head and upper body off the mat like in swan 

preparation and continue 

Corrections/Common mistakes 

Hunching the shoulders 
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Dipping through the lower back  

Letting the t-zone touch the floor 

Injuries/caution:  

Lower back- make sure not arching through the lower back – keep the abdominals tight  

Take care with any disc problems, lower back, neck or shoulder problems 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Start position 

Inhale 

Exhale 
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Thoracic Extension 
 FHP = Increase Tx Kyphosis 

 Most people forget Tx and focus purely on the scap 

 But you can have good scap retraction\control but still a poor Tx curve 

 This means your Tx ES do not have the strength to be able to support an upright position 

in the upper back 

 Axial skeleton is then inefficient in force and weight transfer 

 

When Training Tx E 
 Movement is ‘misleading’ 

 Tx ‘straightening’ is more accurate 

 Active extension from here is quite foreign to the general population  

 Time and patience on your and their end  

 Be prepared for Cx and Lx extension as auxiliary movements  
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Swan Preparation 
 Teaches Tx E, bracing and strengthens the muscles involved 

 Be careful of the back 

 

Swan Preparation       Intensity=1   Difficulty=1.5 

What and or where it works 

Paraspinal muscles and thoracic extensors 

Prerequisites 

Lower trap setting  

Verbal set up 

 Lying on the front with the arms beside the head at right angles. Legs straight and relaxed on the 

mat.. T-zone engaged and drawn up off the floor, tuck the pubic bone into the mat, hold this 

position. No downwards pressure applied thought the arms at all. 

Breathing and Movement 

INHALE: slide the shoulder blades down and back as you extend through the upper back lifting the 

chest 

EXHALE: relax back down 

The concentration 

Using the spinal muscles in the upper back only not the lower back 

Initiate the movement from the upper back – pick a point in between the shoulder blades to pivot 

around 

Keep the arms and legs totally relaxed on the mat 

Keep the eyes looking towards the floor in front of you, chin tucked in, neck elongated/lengthen 

through the crown of the head 

No pain or hyperextension in the lower back or neck 

Keep the abdominals lifted up off the floor and the pubic bone tucking in towards the floor to stop 

the lower back from arching 

Modifications 

Nil 
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Corrections/Common mistakes 

Tilting the head backwards/over extending the neck 

Dipping through the lower back 

Lifting the whole torso from the lower back 

Pushing through the arms, or lifting the arms – they should stay relaxed on the floor 

Injuries/caution:  

Lower back- Anyone with overactive lumbar extensors or a large lordosis may find it difficult during 

this exercise to switch off the lower back and isolate the upper back.  

Neck – make sure the neck remains neutral, not hyperextended. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inhale to raise the body 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhale to release 
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Then add Tx E To 
• Breastroke arm Prep (head up)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Flight (head up) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 Lifting the head: try to follow the progression  

 Single head lift - Short series head lift - Sustained head lift  

 DNF – no specific Pilates Ex that target 

 Be more concerned with head\neck position, to decrease the ratio of SCM\Scaleni over 

activity 
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General Pilates Considerations 
 Lifting the head: try to follow the progression  

 Single head lift - Short series head lift - Sustained head lift  

 DNF – no specific Pilates Ex that target 

 Be more concerned with head\neck position, to decrease the ratio of SCM\Scaleni over 

activity 

 Challenge the abs without lifting the head – emphasize leg extension and oblique 

activation 

 Think holistically and look at the rest of the axial skeleton. Excessive anterior\posterior 

pelvic tilts can have secondary effects on the Tx\Cx, not to mention the local problems it 

causes.  

 Active stretching\release of tight\overactive anterior chain muscles of the shoulder 

girdle can also allow for better movement  

 Massage, TP, foam roller, normal stretching can be used 
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