Head Conditions: TENSION TYPE HEADACHES

Tension headache

refers to radiating, steady pain in the head,
neck, or eyes that can be mild or intense. Tension headaches may be occasional
or chronic.
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Causes
Tension headaches may occur when muscles in the neck, face, and scalp contract. In some cases, muscle contraction is the result of teeth
grinding and jaw clenching. In others, it may be unknown.

Risk Factors
Tension headaches are more common in women. Other factors that may increase your chance of getting a tension headache include:
•
•
•
•
•

Stress
Hunger
History of teeth grinding or jaw clenching
Anxiety
Depression

•
•
•
•
•

Sleep apnea or sleep disruption
Eyestrain
Poor posture
Injuries or arthritis of the neck area
Temporomandibular joint disease (TMJ)

•
•
•
•

Medications
Low physical activity
Obesity
Smoking

Symptoms
Some tension headaches are nearly constant, with daily pain that may vary in intensity, while others occur less frequently. Symptoms usually
start slowly and build. Tension headache may cause:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Constant, steady pain and pressure
Dull and achy pain
Pain which may be felt on both sides of the head, in the forehead, temples, and the back of the head
Pressure may feel like a tight band around the head
Intensity ranges from mild to severe and can vary during the day
Tightness in head and neck muscles

Headaches can become so severe and constant that they interfere with normal activities and sleep.
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Diagnosis
The doctor will ask about your symptoms and medical history. A physical exam will be done. Diagnosis can be made on exam, based on specific features. The cause of the headaches however, may be more difficult to determine.
Tests may include:
•
•

Neurological exam
Imaging is not usually needed, but if pain is unusual or severe it may be done to look for other causes of the headache.
Imaging tests include:
•
CT scan
•
MRI scan

Treatment
A physical therapist may be able to find the source of your headaches. Once an evaluation is made, your physical therapist will help you
create a comfortable and appropriate home and work environment and will design a program of rest (if needed) and exercise. If the source
of your headache is in the TMJ (jaw) area, your physical therapist may refer you to your dentist to design the best plan of care for your jaw
and headaches.
Tension headaches can be treated in a variety of ways with manual therapy, soft tissue mobilization, and exercise. Most simple headaches will
go away by themselves. However, if the headache is persistent or recurring, make sure that neck strain, poor posture, or eye strain is not the
culprit. If your headache is severe or persists for more than a couple of days, seek professional attention right away. Sometimes muscles in
the back of the neck can irritate nerves in the head, causing a headache. Physical therapy can significantly improve this problem.

Prevention
To help reduce your chances of getting a tension headache, try the following strategies:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Keep a diary, marking when headaches occur and what you were doing before they started.
Learn to recognize what provokes a tension headache.
Avoid or minimize stressful situations.
Take frequent breaks to walk or move around.
Make time for pleasurable activities.
Practice relaxation techniques, such as deep breathing and focusing on something pleasant.
Learn techniques for coping with difficult or stressful situations.
Make time for friends and build a strong support system.
Go to bed early and get a good night’s sleep.
Exercise regularly.
Do not slouch.
Hold the phone, rather than cradling it on your shoulder,
or use a headset.
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