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Mckenzie Treat Your Own Neck

Understanding Neck Pain and the
McKenzie Method

Neck  pain  is  one  of  the  most  common  musculoskeletal
complaints  affecting  millions  of  people  worldwide.  Whether  it
stems  from poor  posture  at  a  desk,  sleeping  awkwardly,  or
spending hours looking down at a smartphone, the discomfort
can  be  debilitating.  For  decades,  people  have  sought  effective
solutions that empower them to take control of their recovery
without relying solely on medication or expensive clinic visits.
One approach that has gained substantial  recognition among
physical therapists and patients alike is the McKenzie Method,
and  specifically,  the  self-help  program  outlined  in  the  book
McKenzie  Treat  Your  Own  Neck.  This  system  offers  a
structured,  evidence-based  way  to  address  mechanical  neck
pain through simple, repeated movements. In this article, we will
explore the philosophy behind the McKenzie Method, the core
principles  of  treating  your  own  neck,  the  specific  exercises
involved, and how you can integrate these strategies into your
daily life for lasting relief.

What Is the McKenzie Method?

The McKenzie Method, also known as Mechanical Diagnosis and
Therapy (MDT), was developed by New Zealand physiotherapist
Robin McKenzie in the 1950s. While working with a patient who
had severe back pain,  McKenzie  accidentally  discovered that
repeated  spinal  movements  could  rapidly  reduce  symptoms.
This serendipitous event led to decades of clinical research and
refinement, resulting in a systematic approach used by clinicians
worldwide. The methodology is based on the concept that most
mechanical spinal pain, including neck pain, can be treated by
identifying specific movement patterns that centralize or abolish
symptoms.  Centralization  refers  to  the  phenomenon  where
referred  pain  moving  from the  extremities  toward  the  spine
signals  improvement,  while  peripheralization  indicates
worsening.  The  McKenzie  Treat  Your  Own  Neck  program
translates these clinical principles into a safe, self-administered
routine that patients can perform at home.

Why Self-Treatment Matters for Neck
Pain

Neck pain often improves on its own within a few weeks, but for
many  individuals,  it  becomes  a  recurring  or  chronic  issue.
Relying on passive treatments such as massages, chiropractic
adjustments, or painkillers can provide temporary relief but may
not  address  the  underlying  mechanical  dysfunction.  The
McKenzie  approach  empowers  you  to  become  an  active
participant  in  your  recovery.  By  learning  how  specific  postures
and  movements  affect  your  pain,  you  can  make  informed
decisions about what helps and what aggravates your condition.
The book McKenzie Treat Your Own Neck is designed as a
practical  guide,  giving  you  the  tools  to  evaluate  your  own
symptoms and apply targeted exercises. This self-reliance not
only  reduces  dependence  on  healthcare  providers  for  minor
flare-ups but also builds body awareness that can prevent future
episodes.

The Core Principles of Treating Your Own Neck

At the heart of the McKenzie Treat Your Own Neck system are
three fundamental principles. First, the method emphasizes the

importance  of  repeated  movements  in  a  specific  direction  to
determine whether  symptoms improve or  worsen.  Second,  it
teaches you to identify your directional preference, meaning the
movement or posture that consistently reduces pain or improves
range of motion. Third, it encourages frequency over intensity:
performing small sets of exercises multiple times throughout the
day  is  more  effective  than  doing  a  few  long  sessions.  These
principles are rooted in the understanding that mechanical neck
pain often results from derangement of the intervertebral discs
or  stiffness  of  the  joints,  and  that  corrective  movements  can
restore  normal  function  over  time.

Assessing Your Neck Pain Before
Starting

Before diving into any exercise routine, it is crucial to assess
whether  your  neck  pain  is  suitable  for  self-treatment.  The
McKenzie  Treat  Your  Own  Neck  program  is  intended  for
mechanical neck pain, which typically feels worse with certain
movements or prolonged postures and better with others. It is
not designed for serious conditions such as fractures, infections,
tumors, or inflammatory arthritis. If you experience red flags like
unexplained weight loss, fever, numbness in the arms or legs,
loss of bladder or bowel control, or severe pain following trauma,
you  should  seek  immediate  medical  attention.  For  the  vast
majority  of  people  with  common  neck  stiffness,  tension
headaches originating from the neck, or pain that radiates into
the shoulder blade area, this self-treatment approach is both
safe and effective.

The Essential Exercises in McKenzie
Treat Your Own Neck

The program features  a  series  of  progressive  exercises  that
target  different  directions  of  movement.  The goal  is  to  find the
specific movement that centralizes your pain and then repeat it
regularly until symptoms resolve. Below are the core exercises
you will  encounter in the McKenzie Treat Your Own Neck
protocol.

Retraction: The Cornerstone Exercise

Retraction, often called the "tuck your chin" movement, is the
most  fundamental  and  frequently  prescribed  exercise  in  the
entire McKenzie system. To perform it, sit or stand with your
shoulders  relaxed.  Keeping  your  eyes  level,  pull  your  head
straight backward as if you are trying to create a double chin. Do
not tilt your head up or down hold the end position for a couple
of seconds, then release. This movement addresses the forward
head  posture  that  is  so  common  in  modern  life  and  can
dramatically reduce neck pain. Repeat ten times per set, and
aim for multiple sets throughout the day. Many people find that
retraction alone is sufficient to centralize their symptoms.

Retraction with Extension

If retraction alone does not fully resolve your pain, the next step
is to add extension. From the full retraction position, gently tilt
your  head  backward,  looking  up  toward  the  ceiling.  This
combines the corrective alignment of retraction with the opening
movement of extension, which helps mobilize the upper cervical
spine and stretch tight anterior muscles. Hold for a few seconds,
then return to neutral. Again, repeat ten times. It is essential to
maintain  the retracted position throughout  the movement  to



ensure the exercise targets the correct spinal segments. If this
movement increases pain or causes it to spread into your arms,
stop immediately and return to simple retraction.

Side Bending and Rotation

Some individuals will find that their symptoms respond better to
lateral movements rather than extension. The McKenzie Treat
Your  Own Neck  program includes  side  bending  and  rotation
exercises,  performed while  keeping the neck in  a  neutral  or
slightly retracted position. For side bending, slowly tilt your ear
toward your shoulder without lifting the opposite shoulder. Hold
for a couple of seconds and return to center. For rotation, turn
your  head  to  look  over  one  shoulder  as  far  as  comfortably
possible, then return to center. These movements are useful for
addressing  asymmetrical  stiffness  or  pain  that  is  worse  on  one
side. Always perform them slowly and deliberately, paying close
attention to how your symptoms change.

Flexion Exercises

In  some  cases,  neck  pain  is  aggravated  by  extension  and
relieved by bending the chin toward the chest. Flexion exercises
may be appropriate for individuals whose directional preference
is  forward  bending.  To  perform  flexion,  sit  upright  and  gently
lower your chin to your chest, allowing the weight of your head
to stretch the posterior neck muscles. You can also apply gentle
overpressure  with  your  hand for  a  deeper  stretch.  However,
flexion  is  typically  used  later  in  the  recovery  process  or  for
specific  derangement  patterns,  and  it  should  be  avoided  if  it
causes  peripheralization  of  symptoms.  The  beauty  of  the
McKenzie system is that it guides you to discover what works for
your unique presentation.

How to Incorporate the Program into
Your Daily Routine

Consistency is the key to success with the McKenzie Treat Your
Own Neck approach. Rather than performing exercises once a
day, the protocol encourages frequent repetition: every hour or
two,  especially  during the acute phase.  Set  a timer on your
phone or use a reminder app to prompt you to stop, check your
posture,  and  perform a  set  of  retractions.  If  you  work  at  a
computer, consider adjusting your monitor height so that your
eyes  are  level  with  the  top  third  of  the  screen.  Stand  up
periodically  to  break  prolonged  postures.  The  program  also
provides  guidance  on  sleeping  positions,  advising  against
stomach sleeping and recommending a supportive pillow that
maintains your neck in a neutral alignment. Small changes in
daily habits amplify the benefits of the exercises.

What the Research Says About the
McKenzie Method for Neck Pain

A growing body of evidence supports the use of the McKenzie
Method for  neck pain.  Clinical  trials  have demonstrated that
MDT-based  exercise  is  as  effective  as  other  conservative
treatments such as manual therapy and often results in faster
recovery times. A systematic review published in the Journal of
Orthopaedic  and Sports  Physical  Therapy found that  patients
who  received  McKenzie-based  treatment  reported  significant
reductions in pain and disability compared to those receiving
general advice or standard care. Moreover, the self-treatment
component  enhances adherence and satisfaction,  as  patients
appreciate having a clear, logical plan to follow. The McKenzie
Treat Your Own Neck book distills this evidence into a user-

friendly format, making it accessible to anyone willing to invest a
few minutes each day.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

While the McKenzie system is designed to be safe for self-use,
there are pitfalls to watch for. One common error is performing
exercises  too  aggressively.  The  goal  is  to  achieve  symptom
change, not to push through pain. If  an exercise consistently
worsens your pain or causes it to radiate further into your arm,
stop  that  movement  and  try  a  different  direction.  Another
mistake is  neglecting posture correction throughout  the day.
Exercises alone cannot compensate for hours of poor alignment.
Finally, some people abandon the program too soon, expecting
immediate results. While many experience relief within a few
days, structural changes take time. Patience and consistency are
essential.

When to Seek Professional Guidance

Although the  McKenzie  Treat  Your  Own Neck  program is  an
excellent self-help resource, it is not a substitute for professional
diagnosis in every situation. If you try the exercises for a week
without improvement, or if  your symptoms worsen, consult a
qualified  healthcare  professional  trained  in  the  McKenzie
Method.  A  certified  MDT  clinician  can  conduct  a  thorough
assessment, confirm your directional preference, and guide you
through more advanced progressions. Additionally, if your neck
pain  is  accompanied  by  headaches,  dizziness,  or  visual
disturbances, a professional evaluation is warranted. The book
itself  clearly outlines these guidelines,  emphasizing that  self-
treatment is  most  appropriate for  straightforward mechanical
pain.

Combining McKenzie with Other
Healthy Habits

To  maximize  the  benefits  of  the  McKenzie  approach,  consider
integrating  it  with  other  lifestyle  factors.  Regular  aerobic
exercise,  such  as  walking  or  cycling,  improves  blood  flow  to
spinal  tissues.  Managing  stress  through  meditation  or  deep
breathing reduces muscle tension in the neck and shoulders.
Staying  hydrated  supports  disc  health,  and  maintaining  a
healthy weight reduces mechanical load on the cervical spine.
Ergonomic adjustments at your workstation, such as using an
external keyboard and monitor, can complement the postural
corrections  taught  in  the  program.  By  addressing  the  whole
person, you create an environment where your spine can heal
and remain resilient.

Conclusion

Neck pain does not have to control your life. The McKenzie Treat
Your  Own  Neck  program  offers  a  proven,  practical,  and
empowering solution that puts the power of recovery directly in
your  hands.  By  focusing  on  the  fundamental  movement  of
retraction,  gradually  progressing  to  extension  or  direction-
specific exercises, and maintaining good posture throughout the
day,  you  can  significantly  reduce  pain  and  prevent  future
episodes.  This  approach  is  backed  by  decades  of  clinical
research  and  has  helped  countless  individuals  avoid
unnecessary medications, injections, or surgeries. Whether you
are experiencing acute stiffness or chronic discomfort, taking the
time to learn and apply the principles in this book can be a
transformative step toward lasting spinal health. Start slowly,
listen to your  body,  and give the method the consistency it
deserves. Your neck will thank you.


