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StudieS Show that 45 per cent of 
cyclists suffer from chronic neck pain, 
which is often worse after a ride (Wilber 
et al, 1995). Many complain of bilateral 
upper trapezius (shoulder) pain after 
cycling for more than 20 minutes and the 
resulting headache is often compared to a 

hangover. Traditional neck stretches don’t 
seem to help, so read on to understand 
the biomechanical causes of neck overload 
and to learn some exercises to correct the 
aggravating muscle imbalances.

A lordosis is the optimal curvature of the 
cervical spine (the neck) when it is in a 

neutral position. If it were possible to ride 
a bike with the vertebrae in this optimal 
position, there would be no load on the 
neck facet joints, and no likelihood of pain. 
Alas, this ideal neck alignment doesn’t exist 
in cyclists, who mostly like to ride with the 
thoracic (middle) spine flexed and the neck 

extended so 
they can look at 
the road ahead 
(looking is an 
important aspect 
of survival on the 
road or mountain 

track after all). This sustained chin-poke  
and cervical extension compresses and 
overloads the facet joints and each facet  
joint (found between every two vertebrae 
and to the sides of the disc) can be likened 
to a knee joint – each is capable of causing 
pain, as they are rich in pain-generating 
nerve endings. 

Why is 
cycling 
such a 
pain in the 
neck?

By Tanya Bell-Jenje (MSc physio)

If you are suffering from serious neck pain, see a physiotherapist trained in biomechanics to 
assist in correcting your head-on-neck posture, release chronically restricted sub occipital 
structures and guide you on specific rehabilitation for your particular muscle imbalances.  

X-ray of a cyclist with chronic neck pain. The 
over-extended position on the bike overloads 
the facet joints and causes pain.

Cycling puts a sustained load on the neck, and this 
is worst in the aerodynamic, time-trial position.

The prone lie targets the mid and lower trapezius. This has been 
shown to be the best exercise to correct muscle sequencing within 
the trapezius, but it is very challenging. Maintain the position 
shown and outwardly rotate arms by lifting the wrists, pivoting 
around the axis of the elbow.
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Does your upper trapezius region feel tight, in spasm or tender to the touch? Do your mates say 
that your shoulders are too close to your ears when you ride? here’S what to do:

If it were possible to ride a bike with the neck in a neutral 
position, there would be no load on the facet joints, and no 
likelihood of pain, but we have to see where we are going.

The more aggressive or aerodynamic 
the bike setup, the greater the chin-poke 
and resultant compression on the upper 
cervical joints. This results in pain after 
prolonged loading on long rides. For this 
reason, adjusting your bike set-up (raising 
the handlebars, or shortening the stem) may 
help in some cases. In others, though, the 
joint compression is caused by over activity 
of the two principal neck muscles that 
link the neck and shoulder girdle, i.e. the 
trapezius and levator scapulae.

The above anatomy pictures clearly 
demonstrate how both the levator scapulae 
and upper trapezius muscles elevate the 
scapula (shoulder blade) and extend the 
neck when overactive, exactly mimicking 
the extended neck position adopted by 
cyclists. Recent studies have shown an 
imbalance within the trapezius muscle in 
people with chronic pain, i.e. over activity 
of the upper trapezius, and under activity 
of the middle and lower trapezius (De Mey 
et al, 2009; Cools et al, 2007). Correcting 
this imbalance by strengthening the mid 
and lower trapezius to improve the ratio 
seems to be a good solution.

Step one Step three

Target mid and lower trapezius with tubing. Attach two pieces of tubing 
to burglar bars (or similar) shoulder width apart and rotate as 
indicated, pivoting around the elbow. Note, the movement is meant to 
be a shoulder external rotation not a retraction. Aim for three sets of  
12 repeats, with 30 seconds of rest between sets four times per week.

Step four

Use this to correct head-on-neck posture with the help of a wall. If your 
head cannot reach the wall without extending, place a small towel 
behind your occiput (the back of your head). Your back must be flat 
against the wall, so you feel a tightening in your stomach muscles. Slide 
your occiput up the wall so that your chin drops, and feel the stretch of 
the upper trapezius and levator scapulae at their origin below the skull. 
You can also touch the wall with your elbows to stretch the rhomboids. 
Maintain this position and visualise lowering the shoulder girdle. Hold 
for 10 seconds. Repeat 10 times, twice a day.

A two-week pectoralis stretching programme has been shown to 
improve scapular resting posture in people with moderate forward 
head/rounded shoulder posture (Roddey et al, 2002). Hold the stretch 
as shown for 30 seconds. Repeat four times a day.

Step two
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