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Your neck is made up of a number of bones bound together 
by strong discs and ligaments. It is also protected by strong 
muscles.

Neck sprains can involve damage to the ligaments and muscles. 
Often symptoms may not arise for several hours or even one to 
two days after injury.

Common complaints include pain and stiffness in the neck, 
shoulders, upper back and sometimes lower back.

Headaches, nausea, dizziness, loss of concentration and 
tearfulness can also occur. Symptoms may last from a few days 
to a few weeks.

It is reassuring to know that most neck sprains are not serious 
and rarely result in permanent harm.

All recent research strongly advises an early return to normal 
activity.

This leaflet gives general advice on how to manage your injury. 
 
During the first 24 - 48 hours
You may be aware of your neck becoming more stiff and painful. 
Depending on your level of symptoms and the type of job you do, 
you may need to rest and stay off work for a day or two. However, 
if symptoms allow, try to continue with normal daily activities. 
This will not cause further damage to your neck. Just be sensible 
and take things steady, or change the way you do them.

Where necessary take medication to ease the symptoms. It will 
be most effective if taken at regular intervals.

Either heat or cold can be used to relieve pain in the back of the 
neck and shoulders. Use whatever gets best results for you. A 
bag of frozen peas wrapped in a damp towel can be applied for 
up to 20 minutes.

For maximum effect apply every two hours. Alternatively, you 
may prefer heat using a heat pad, hot water bottle (in a cover) or 
having a hot shower.



Adopt positions that are comfortable for you, but move around 
frequently to prevent stiffness. Good posture is important, so 
avoid slumping when sitting. If necessary, place a small rolled 
towel or a cushion in the lower back to give support.

When lying, you may find it helpful to alter your pillow height. A 
small rolled towel can be placed in the bottom edge of your pillow 
case, or you can tie your pillow in half (butterfly pillow) for extra 
support. Do neck exercises when sitting as they can make you 
dizzy.

Off load head weight after stretching by laying down flat on the 
bed with rolled up towel underneath for a few minutes.

Don’t lift, push or pull heavy weights until pain resolves.



After 48 hours

It is essential to start exercising your neck and shoulders. 
Restoring range of movement will make everyday activities easier 
and less uncomfortable. Remember - movement is good for you.

The following exercises should be performed slowly and 
thoroughly moving into discomfort but short of pain. Before you 
start, make sure you are sitting up straight on a firm chair.

 

Exercise 1

First drop your chin down on 
to your chest, hold for a count 
of three, then lift your head up 
looking towards the ceiling and 
hold for three.

Repeat x 5.

Exercise 2

Look round over each shoulder 
in turn, moving as far as possible 
and holding for a count of three.

Repeat x 5 each side.

Exercise 3

Tilt your head to one side dropping 
your left ear down towards your left 
shoulder. Hold for a count of three 
and repeat to the right side.

Repeat x 5 to each side.



Exercise 4

Sitting up straight, tuck your chin in and hold for a count of 
three.

Repeat x 5.

Exercise 5

Stretch up above your head as far as possible with each arm in 
turn. Then reach up behind your back as far as possible with one 
arm then the other.

Repeat each exercise x 3.

Warning

Stop the exercises above if any of the following consistently 
occur and contact your doctor.

• Pins and needles or numbness in arms or legs

• Difficulty with balance or walking

• Disturbed vision

• Dizziness

• Pain spreading into your arm

During the first two weeks avoid excessive discomfort during 
activity. You can return to exercise such as swimming, cycling 
and gentle gym activities. However, avoid impact and contact 
sports until you feel fully fit, free of pain, mobile and strong.



It is quite normal to be aware of the following:

• Morning stiffness in the neck.

• Discomfort at the end of stretching movements.

• Discomfort after being in one position for some time.

All this should gradually settle as your neck recovers and 
strengthens

Remember

• Rest is needed for no more than 1 - 2 days.

• After 48 hours start exercises to regain movement.

• Stay active and keep moving.

• Try and continue with normal daily activities, just modify them.

•  By 8 weeks you should have returned to all of your usual 
activities.

• If you are concerned about your neck, please consult your GP.

Pain relief medication

Pain relief medication can help you to reduce the pain allowing 
you to undertake any suggested exercises and movements of the 
injury. Moving will help ease the pain and speed up your recovery 
significantly. Simple pain relief medications such as Paracetamol 
and Ibuprofen are often all that is required. Please read the 
medication instructions before taking anything.



Contact us

Our minor injury and urgent treatment centres support the local 
community with urgent minor injuries and/or illnesses. They are 
led by our specialist emergency nurse practitioners, who are fully 
trained in both adult and paediatric care.

They are walk-in centres so you don’t need an appointment or a 
referral – you can just arrive at the centre during opening hours. 
These centres are not appropriate for life-threatening injuries or 
serious illnesses.  

Bristol Urgent Treatment Centre 
Minor injuries and illnesses

Open 8am-8pm, 7 days a week

South Bristol NHS Community Hospital 
Hengrove Promenade 
Hengrove, Bristol BS14 0DE

T: 0300 124 6260

Yate Minor Injury Unit 
Minor injuries only

Open 8am-8pm, 7 days a week

Yate West Gate Centre 
21 West Walk, Yate BS37 4AX

T: 01454 315 355

Clevedon Minor Injury Unit 
Minor injuries only

Open 8am-8pm, 7 days a week

North Somerset Community Hospital 
Old Street, Clevedon BS21 6BS

T: 01275 546852
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Let us know what you  
think and get involved

T: 0300 124 5300* 
E: sirona.hello@nhs.net 

W: www.sirona-cic.org.uk

*Calls from landlines are charged up to 10p per minute; calls from mobiles vary,
please check with your network provider. This is not a premium-rate number.

Call 111 if you urgently need medical help or advice but 

it’s not a life-threatening situation.

For less urgent health needs, contact your GP or local pharmacist 
in the usual way.


