
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Wry Neck 

 
What is wry neck? 
Wry neck is the quick onset of severe neck pain, usually accompanied by spasms of the 
neck muscles causing the neck to bend away from the painful side. It usually occurs on one 
side of the neck and is a protective reaction of the body to safeguard and prevent further 
injury. 
 
What causes a wry neck? 
Wry neck is thought to be related to joint dysfunction. Wry necks do not necessarily result 
from a specific injury - it can be as simple as sleeping with your neck in an unusual position. 

Types of wry neck: 

 Facet wry neck 

Facet joints are located at the back of the spinal column. 
Between each facet joint is a meniscus, which acts like a 
rubber washer. If the meniscus becomes positioned 
awkwardly it becomes trapped between the joint surfaces 
and the joint locks. This is the most common type of wry 
neck, especially amongst younger people. 
 

 Discogenic wry neck 

Wry neck may also be caused by a failure of the 
intervertebral disc. Usually the injured disc sticks out at the 
back and presses against surrounding structures and 
nerves causing muscle spasms. 

 

 
Why is it so painful? 
There are lots of sensitive nerve endings that are located in the facet joint and surrounding 
tissues. In facet wry neck the pain does not normally extend beyond the tip of the shoulder. 
In discogenic wry neck the pain is usually felt in the lower neck and can extend down the 
arm.   
 
What to do if you have a wry neck 
Follow the instructions given to you in the emergency department. Begin moving your neck 
as soon as pain allows. Consider things like your general posture, especially during the day 
at work (eg computer monitor height), the quality of your pillow, etc.  Heat and massage can 
help with muscle spasms. 
 
Outlook 
A wry neck will usually recover in 24 – 48 hours. In some cases it can last up to two to three 
weeks. If pain extends below the shoulder and/or you have any pins and needles, numbness 
or weakness in the arm, seek medical attention. 
 
Contact the Physiotherapy department on 5454 8783 if you have any concerns. 

Disc prolapse 


