
Managing Neck Muscle Weakness 
 

Pamela A. Cazzolli, R.N. 
alscareproject.org   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some people with ALS de velop 
muscle wea kness of the neck. 
This may cause limited mobility 
of the head.  Turnin g the head 
from side to side or holding the 
head upright may be difficult, as 
the neck sup ports the h ead that 
weighs ab out 20  p ounds.  
Limited hea d movement  can  
contribute to a stiff ne ck, a poor 
head posture, and severe pain if 
these problems a re not 
managed.  In  fact, neck m uscle 
weakness can lead to a v icious 
cycle of limited head m obility 
and a stiff neck (resulting in pain 
and impairing head mobility ever 
further), causing more pain with 
emotional di stress.  Emotional  
stress can  also compound 
muscle tightness and cau se 
pain. 
 
People with neck muscle  
weakness ar e vu lnerable to  
injury. If the head suddenly flops 
backward, forward, or sideways, 
this can cause mu scles and 
ligaments in the neck to t ear. It 
can also cause serious injury to 
the ce rvical spin al cord or 
vertebrae in  the neck.  Such  
injuries may  be a result of 
"overstretching" due  to a  
sudden excessive force  that  
propels the  ne ck forward,  
backward, o r to one si de or 
another. Hype rextension 
(backward) or hyperflexion  
(forward bending) injuries may  

 
 
 
be refe rred t o as a "whi plash."  
This can o ccur, fo r exa mple, 
when a pe rson is tra nsferring in 
or o ut of a bed o r a chair an d 
the neck i s jarre d. For some  
people, even a sli ght jerk of the 
head can cause a torn muscle in 
a weak  neck . Injuries  to the 
neck can be very painful,  
especially whe n turni ng the 
head, raisi ng and lo wering into 
bed and rolli ng over whe n in a  
lying po sition. Beside s causing 
pain and injury to the neck, poor 
head po sture can ag gravate 
breathing, swall owing and  
communication. 
 
Through effective management 
of neck muscle weakness, com-
plications of pain and injury can 
be prevented or treated. Finding 
the best met hods for su pporting 
the he ad i n an u pright p osition 
to prote ct against inju ry is 
essential. 
 
Strategies for improving the  
head po sture and prom oting 
head / neck mobility, comfort 
and safety include:  
 
1. Achiev e and main tain a 
good bod y alignment when 
sitting to pr omote a n u pright 
head position. 
Use of a cushion, pillow, or 
rolled to wel behind th e 
lumbar region of the low  

 

back not o nly helps to ali gn 
a slum ped posture, but will 
help keep t he h ead and 
shoulders f rom sl ouching 
forward. If sitting in a high 
back chair, p lacing a rolle d 
towel be hind the neck al so 
improves th e hea d posture 
and h elps preve nt or 
alleviate discomfo rt in the  
neck. 
 
Placing a pillow under each 
arm or o n top of each 
armrest of the ch air h elps 
promote an  uprig ht he ad 
position, a nd p rovides 
maximum comfort when 
sitting for a long time. 
Proper ali gnment of th e 
head, n eck, and bo dy 
allows the lu ngs to expa nd 
for better breathing. 
2. Wearing a soft collar or a  
    neck brace, called a 
   cervical  collar, is an  
   effective method of holding  
   up the head if this is  
   difficult. 
A collar supports th e he ad 
when the pe rson i s walking 
or b eing tra nsferred fro m 
one sitting  position to 
another. To prote ct again st 
injury from sudden motio n, 
people with advanced n eck 
weakness should we ar a 
collar when they are moving 
or b eing tra nsferred fro m 
one se at to anothe r, whe n 
walking, or riding in the car. 
Use of a collar to hol d u p 
the head when wal king 
permits a better si ght li ne 
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and may red uce the risk of 
falling. 
3. Identify and use the  
    Appropriate cervical  
    collar(s) that will best meet  
    your needs. 
Most people with  ne ck 
weak-ness are unable to 
tolerate wearing a collar all 
the time, especially one that 
can lead to skin brea kdown 
and discomfort. A variety of 
comfortable c ollars are 
available. On e of the most  
common is a soft foam  
collar. Although non -rigid 
collars provide comfort, they 
offer minimal support if neck 
weakness is  ad vanced.  
One pop ular lightweight 
collar is the Headmaster 
Collar™ (Symmetric 
Designs Ltd. , Salt Sprin g 
Island, B C). It is a lo w-
profile cervical collar with a 
padded chin re st. T he 
padded tubular design feels 
cool a nd co mfortable, ev en 
in wa rm wea ther, and does 
not con -strict the neck. 
Another collar to consider is 
the Aspen Cervical Coll ar™ 
(Long Bea ch, CA). It offers 
good neck suppo rt with a 
breathable type of foam and  
is foun d to be comforta ble 
by a num ber of coll ar 
wearers. Cervical  collars 
can be  obt ained at m ost 
medical suppliers, and  the  
cost is  u sually cov ered b y 
health insura nce if orde red 
by the physician. 
 
5. To promote comfortable  
    use of head support, 
   alternating the use among  
   several collars may be a  
   solution to reducing  

 pressure points on the skin 
 of long-term collar  
 wearers. 

Perhaps the H eadmaster 
Collar™ might be used a s a 
supplementary collar t o 
relieve pr essure po ints. In 

addition, a thin-cushion ed 
skin d ressing, such as 
Duoderm® (Conva Tec, 
Princeton, NJ), can be  
applied over pressure areas 
to prote ct again st skin 
breakdown. In so me 
countries, Duo derm is 
referred as Gran uflex® or 
Varihesive®. 

6. La ying back  in a  
reclining ch air is an other 
method to  support the 
head and to help keep the 
head from falling forward. 

This may include a reclining 
wheelchair with a hig h back 
or one in which a he adrest 
can b e attached. Powe r l ift 
chairs also recline, and with 
a push of a b utton they ca n 
recline b ack exactly to the  
desired an gle. People  wi th 
excessive o ral se cretions 
might ha ve difficulty 
reclining backward. To he lp 
prevent ch oking on oral 
secretions, the head can b e 
positioned to  the side an d 
propped with a pillow. 
6. Using a head support  
    system can position the  
    head in an upright position  
    by a  band across the  
    forehead that attaches to  
    an adjustable headrest that  
    amounts to a chair. 
Some he ad supp ort 
systems incl ude the u se of 
an elastic band, such as the 
Dynamic Fo rehead Stra p 
System (Whitmyer 
Biomechanix, Inc., 
Tallahassee, FL) that 
moves with t he u ser for a 
greater degree of 
movement and comfort than 
is provided b y convention al 
bands. Head su pport 
systems u sually ca n be 
obtained fro m a medical 
supplier who speci alizes in 
wheelchair ac cessories. 
People who need maximu m 
support in  h olding up th e 

head and  who ca nnot 
tolerate lo ng term u se of  a 
cervical colla r might ben efit 
from intermit tent use of a 
head support system. 

7. When in bed, avoid  
sleeping on a pillo w that is 
too high. 
This will not only strain the 
neck, but ma y cause wa ke-
fulness at n ight. A roll ed 
towel placed underneath the 
back of the neck with th e 
head resting on a low pillow 
can p rovide supp ort a nd 
comfort of the ne ck an d 
head wh en sleeping. In 
addition, p eople who have 
trouble keepi ng thei r he ad 
upright might try lying in bed 
a few times during the d ay 
to relieve the neck muscles. 
8. Stretching exercises of the  
    neck muscles can help  
    promote mobility of the  
    head, alleviate stiffness of   
    the neck, and help prevent  
    and treat neck pain. 
Two ex ercises c an b e 
done  safely: 
 

1. Slowly turn your head 
to the ri ght as far as 
possible, hold, and  
return to the center. Do 
the same to the left. 

2. Tilt your head straight 
over toward s the right  
ear, hold, and return it 
to the center. Do the 
same on th e left side.  
To avoid  injury, 
evaluation a nd training 
of other exe rcises by a  
physical the rapist o r a  
visiting nurse may be 
warranted. 

9. People  who have  
unresolved neck pa in or 
difficulty h olding up  their  
head shoul d consult with 
their ph ysician who ma y 
prescribe physical therapy for 
treating their problems. 
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A physical  therapi st is 
specially trained to evaluate 
the ne ck, h elp relieve neck 
pain, make  
recommendations for sup-
porting the n eck an d he ad, 

and provide  education on  
reducing the  risk of ne ck 
injuries. Som e method s of 
treatment m ay includ e the  
use of moi st heat, massage 
and exerci ses that stret ch 

the neck to alleviate 
stiffness an d to enh ance 
mobility and comfort. Li fe 
should no t have to  be a  
"pain in the neck." 
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