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What is a cervical radiculopathy?

Nerves carry messages between your brain and body. They
help you feel sensations and give power to your muscles to
move.

A cervical radiculopathy happens when a nerve in your neck
becomes sensitive or compressed. These nerves travel from
your neck, down into your arms and hands.

When a nerve is affected, you can feel pain anywhere along
the path of the nerve. This is why you may feel pain moving
from your neck, down your arm and sometimes to your
hand.

Even though the pain can feel severe, it does not always
mean there is serious damage. Nerves can become very
sensitive and produce a lot of pain, but with time this often
gets better.

Why does it happen?

There are several potential reasons why a nerve may
become sensitive and cause pain, but sometimes there is
Nno clear reason.

Some common causes include:



Disc bulges or disc herniations

Between the bones in your neck (the vertebrae) are
intervertebral discs. These are strong, resilient structures
that act as shock absorbers. Throughout life, slight changes
to the shape and structure of these discs commmonly occur.
These are often referred to as disc bulges or herniations.
These changes are seen in people with and without neck
and arm pain and can be a normal part of ageing.
Sometimes, these changes can irritate a nerve and lead to
pain down the arm.

You may have previously heard this being described as a
‘slipped disc’. However, this is an inaccurate, outdated term.
Discs do not actually slip or move out of place. The good
news is, most disc problems will improve and heal on their
own.

Age-related changes

As we get older, normal changes occur within the spine to
structures like our bones and discs. As highlighted above,
these changes are a normal part of life and often do not
cause pain. However, in some cases, these changes can
reduce the space around the nerve, which can cause
irritation. This can be responsible for causing pain down the
arm.



Inflammation

Sometimes, a nerve can become irritated by inflammation,
even if there is little or no direct pressure on it. In many
cases, this will settle down and symptoms will gradually
improve.

Poor sleep, stress, low mood, or feeling run down

These factors can contribute to pain and may make your
symptoms feel worse by making your nervous system more
sensitive. They can also make it harder to recover.

Common Symptoms

Symptoms vary from person to person, but may include:

e pain that travels from the neck, down the arm to the
hand

e sharp, shooting, burning or electric shock-like pain

e pins and needles, numbness or tingling in the arm or
hand

e weakness in the arm or hand

e increased pain when coughing or sneezing

e pain that changes with movement

Some people may feel more pain in their neck, while others
may feel it more in their arm.



Diagnosis

A cervical radiculopathy may be suspected from your
symptoms, but it is usually diagnosed during a clinical
assessment.

A healthcare professional will consider:

e your symptoms

e where you feel the pain

e how your symptoms change with movement or
activities

e your medical history

e the findings from a physical assessment

They will also consider whether another condition may be
causing your symptoms.

Most people with neck and arm pain do not need a scan, as
imaging often does not change treatment, and many
findings are common in people without symptoms.

An MRI scan may be recommended if your healthcare
professional is concerned about a serious underlying
problem, such as cancer, infection or fracture.

An MRI scan may also be considered if your arm pain has
not improved after several weeks of treatment and the



results could help decide whether specialist treatments
might be helpful, such as injections or surgery.

Will it get better?

Most people begin to see some improvement within the first
6 weeks. Many people are feeling significantly better by 12
weeks.

Sometimes, symptoms can last longer, but this doesn't
mean serious damage.

It is normal to have good and bad days during recovery.

A positive sign is when the pain starts to move out of the
arm and becomes more noticeable in the neck. This is
known as centralisation and is often a sign that the nerve is
becoming less irritated.

Self-help

Change your activity levels

It is not recommended to completely rest when you
experience neck and arm pain. In the early stages, it is OK to
reduce your activity levels and take things a little easier.
However, staying as active as you can and returning to your
usual activities as soon as possible can help your recovery.



While it is normal to move differently in the first few days of
pain, being overprotective of your neck and / or arm can be
unhelpful and may slow your recovery in the longer term.
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Although movement may be painful to start with, gradually
getting yourself moving again in a relaxed way will help your
recovery.



Exercise

Exercise can be very helpful in managing neck and arm
pain. It can also reduce the chance of pain coming back in
the future.

Guidelines suggest:

e a minimum of 150 minutes of moderate-intensity
activity per week: something that raises your heart
rate and gets you breathing more heavily

e strength exercises twice a week

Starting slowly and gradually building up what you do is
important. Some muscle soreness is normal when you start
exercising and a short-term increase in pain is rarely a sign
you are causing harm and need to stop. There is no one
specific exercise that is more effective than another.

The best form of exercise is one that:

e YyOu enjoy

e you can afford

e you can keep up with

o fits in with your daily schedule



Specific exercises to try

Here are a few specific exercises that you may like to try to
see if they help. These exercises may reproduce a mild
version of your symptoms, but it should not cause a lasting
increase in pain.

If your symptoms become significantly worse or remain
worse for several hours afterwards, reduce the movement or
perform fewer repetitions.

Stretching Exercises

aim to repeat stretching exercises slowly up to 10 times
hold for a couple of seconds

repeat once or twice daily

1. Neck Flexion [ Extension
Look down to the floor.

Hold for a couple of seconds and
then look up to the ceiling.

Stop the exercise if you get any
dizziness or blurred vision.

habmypatient.com




Watch the video here: https://youtu.be/NZHdC0OaeJls and
https://youtu.be/LWg92hFOEDK

2. Neck Side Flexion

In sitting, tilt your head to one
side by taking your ear to your
shoulder.

Hold for a couple of seconds

and then repeat to the other
side.
Watch the video here: https://youtu.be/ROIKMPT53gA

3. Neck Rotation

In sitting, rotate your head to
one side by looking over your
shoulder.

Hold for a couple of seconds
and then repeat to the other
side.

Watch the video here: {© rehabmypatient.com
https://youtu.be/UbHEH6t_0OJQ



https://youtu.be/NZHdC0aeJIs
https://youtu.be/LWg92hFOEDk
https://youtu.be/R0lkMPT53qA
https://youtu.be/UbHEH6t_OJQ

Mobility Exercises

aim to repeat mobilising exercises slowly up to 10
times

repeat once or twice daily

4. Shoulder Rolls

In sitting or standing, with your
arms by your side.

Move your shoulders back, up,
forwards and down in a circular
movement.

Watch the video here:
https://youtu.be/X7NtgY9kCCM

5. Shoulder Shrugs

In sitting or standing, with your arms by
your side.

Keep your arms straight and shrug your

shoulders up towards your ears.

Watch the video here: https://youtu.be/YT6gn6HVQYE



https://youtu.be/X7NtgY9kCCM
https://youtu.be/YT6qn6HVQyE

Gliding Exercises

Where you feel the pain in your arm and hand can indicate

which nerve is likely to be affected.

You should only do one of these gliding exercises.

aim to repeat gliding exercises slowly
for 20 to 30 seconds

repeat once or twice daily

Choose the relevant gliding exercise from the following
pages, based on where you experience your symptoms.



A: Median Nerve Glide

The median nerve runs down

9 the front of the arm into the
palm of the hand and supplies
sensation to the thumb, index
finger, middle finger and part
of the ring finger.

If your symptoms are mainly in this areaq, try this exercise.

Starting position:

Lift your affected arm out to K?)
the side to shoulder height y 4
with your elbow bent. —
Bend your wrist backwards so &
your palm is facing up. ' %
k\_\‘\ :
Glide: ,
I
Tilt your head to the affected — i

side while gently
straightening your elbow.

Then tilt your head away from the affected side while
bending your elbow again.

Watch the video here: https://youtu.be/JPmreBqW7TU



https://youtu.be/JPmreBqW7TU

B: Radial Nerve Glide

The radial nerve runs down the
back of the arm and forearm to the
back of the hand and is commonly
associated with symptoms on the
thumb side of the hand and

W\ forearm.

If your symptoms are mainly in this areaq, try this exercise.

Starting position: @}

Let your affected arm hang T2 /‘::«)
b ide. PI LA > e

y your side. Place your , “ QZ
other hand on top of your )\\ o
affected shoulder to keep it "\\‘ i | /\ 4
relaxed. JE ‘ :

\‘ K \ q 1

Rotate your affected arm C; Li
inwards and bend your wrist dent.com|

backwards with your fingers pointing towards you.

Glide:

Tilt your head away from the affected side while rotating
your arm outwards.



Tilt your head towards the affected side while rotating
your arm back inwards.

Watch the video here: https://youtu.be/nY6kJS6xHI4

C: Ulnar Nerve Glide

The ulnar nerve runs down the
inside of the arm and forearm
towards the little and ring
finger.

If your symptoms are mainly in
this areq, try this exercise.

Starting position:

Place your unaffected hand e
over the collarbone and

/—i e 7
shoulder of the affected side. \—”ﬁ\\\f

Lift your affected arm out to
the side to shoulder height
while gently holding the
shoulder down with your
other hand.

Bend your elbow towards your head. Then bend your
wrist so the palm of your hand is facing your ear.


https://youtu.be/nY6kJS6xHJ4

Glide:

Tilt your head towards the affected side.

Then tilt your head away from the affected side as you
relax your wrist.

Watch the video here: https://youtu.be/JXcFaCTIwJA

Self-help continued...

Simple Pain Relief

You may find that over-the-counter pain relief helps to
manage your pain. Before taking any medicine, make sure
it is safe for you. Always follow the instructions on the
packet. If you are unsure, speak to your pharmacist or GP.

You can also use heat or ice to help ease your pain.
Heat: Try a hot water bottle or wheat bag.

Ice: Try an ice pack or a bag of frozen vegetables wrapped
in a towel. Apply for up to 20 minutes at a time. You can
repeat this every 2 to 3 hours if needed.

Do not place heat or ice directly on your skin, as this may
cause burns or skin damage.


https://youtu.be/JXcFaCTIwJA

Stay at work or return as soon as possible

Being off work for long periods of time can affect your health
and wellbeing. Staying at work, or returning when you are
able, can support your recovery.

You may need to discuss temporary adjustments with your
employer or GP to help you manage at work.

Ensure you get a good night's sleep

Getting a good night’s sleep when you are in pain can be
difficult; however, sleep is an important part of recovery.
Good sleep can help reduce stress, improve wellbeing and
may help you cope better with pain. Most adults need
around 7—-9 hours of sleep each night, but everyone is
different.

There is no single best position to sleep in or type of
mattress for neck and arm pain. The best option is usually
the one that feels most comfortable for you and allows you
to get a good night'’s sleep.

For more information on sleep, how it affects pain and ways
to improve your sleep, see the ‘Helpful Resources’ section at
the end of this leaflet.



Look after your mental wellbeing

How you feel can affect the amount of pain you experience.
Stress, low mood and anxiety can all contribute to your pain.
Everyone experiences stress from time to time, and a certain
amount of stress is normal and can even be helpful.
However, high levels of stress, or stress that lasts for a long
time, can affect both your wellbeing and your recovery.

Taking time to relax, spend time with others and do activities
you enjoy is important for your mental wellbeing and may
help you manage your symptoms.

For more information on mental wellbeing, how it affects
pain and ways to improve it, see the ‘Helpful Resources’
section at the end of this leaflet.

Maintain a healthy weight

Maintaining a healthy weight can help reduce strain on your
muscles, joints and bones and reduce levels of
inflammmation in the body. This may improve pain and
movement, making everyday activities easier. Even a small
amount of weight loss can make a difference, particularly
for weight-bearing joints such as the spine, hips, knees and
feet.

s



Healthy weight management is best achieved through:

e gradual, long-term changes

e eating a balanced diet

e being physically active and reducing time spent
sitting

e setting realistic goals

o making small, sustainable changes

This can lead to lasting improvements in both your physical
health and overall wellbeing.

For more information on eating well and to support weight
management visit www.leicestershirewms.co.uk/

Stop smoking

People who smoke are more likely to experience neck pain
than people who do not smoke. Reducing or stopping
smoking may help improve your pain and has many other
health benefits. If you would like support to stop smoking,
speak to a healthcare professional who can direct you to
local stop smoking services.

When should | seek physiotherapy advice?

You may benefit from physiotherapy if:

e your pain is not improving despite the above advice


http://www.leicestershirewms.co.uk/

e you are struggling to return to work or normal
activities
e you keep getting episodes of neck and arm pain

e you would like more advice on exercises and recovery
When should | seek urgent medical advice?

Neck pain is rarely serious, however you should go to A&E
immediately if any of the following symptoms have started
within the last 4 weeks:

e weakness in your arms or legs

« problems with your walking or balance (e.g. tripping
over, struggling to pick your feet up, or your legs
feeling heavy)

e numbness affecting both arms or legs

« clumsiness in your hands (e.g. dropping things /
struggling with coordination or finer tasks like
handling small objects or doing up buttons).

e changes to bladder or bowel function (e.g. going to
the toilet more urgently, leaking before you reach the
toilet, difficulty passing urine)

e neck pain with any of the following: dizziness, changes
to your vision, disturbances to your speech, difficulty
chewing or swallowing, fainting/blacking out,
nqusea/vomiting, severe headaches,

20



numbness/tingling in your face, drooping to your
eyelid

You should contact your GP or call 111 urgently if you have:

e new, unexplained neck pain, accompanied by a
history of any of the following
— cancer
- HIV
— TB (Tuberculosis)
— inflammatory arthritis
e neck and arm pain combined with any of the
following
— feeling unwell
— aloss of appetite
- fever
— unexplained weight loss
— night sweats



Remember

Neck and arm pain are common and will often show signs
of significant improvement within 12 weeks of symptoms
starting.

Recovery often has ups and downs, but most do get better
with time.

Although symptoms can be very painful, the amount of pain
you feel does not always reflect the amount of damage in
the body.

Staying active and keeping moving are important parts of
your recovery.

Scans or X-rays are often not needed to diagnose or
manage your symptoms.



Helpful Resources

Mental Wellbeing Information Leaflet
www.leicspart.nhs.uk/msk-physiotherapy-resources-

getting-started/health-and-wellbeing/

Sleep Information Leaflet
www.leicspart.nhs.uk/msk-physiotherapy-resources-

getting-started/health-and-wellbeing/
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If you need help to understand this leaflet or would
like it in a different language or format such as

large print, Braille or audio, please ask a member
of staff.

MSK Physiotherapy Service

Find out more about the MSK Physiotherapy

Service and what we offer

www.leicspart.nhs.uk/service/musculoskeletal-
msk-therapy-physiotherapy/

Further Resources

Access our other MSK Physiotherapy

resources www.leicspart.nhs.uk/msk-
physiotherapy-resources-getting-started/
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