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Rounded Shoulders– 
Stretch Pec. Minor
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Schedule a Mini-Escape 3 

is to have a health care pro-
vider assess them (perhaps 
with the aid of an X ray), but 
you can get a feel for your 
habitual neck curve with 
your own hands. Place the 
palm side of three fingers 
across the back of your 
neck. Is it flat or curved? 
Are the muscles hard or 
soft? Slowly drop your chin 
toward your chest: You will 
feel your neck becoming 
flatter and the soft tissue--
the muscles and ligaments-
-becoming harder. Now 
slowly lift your chin until 
you're looking at the ceiling, 
then experiment with drop-
ping and lifting your chin 
until you find a position--it's 
usually one in which your 
chin is level--where your 
neck has a slight forward 
curve and the muscles and 
ligaments feel soft under 
your fingers. That position 
indicates a neutral cervical 
spine. You may wonder 
what it is about our lifestyle 
that has created such an 
epidemic of flat necks in our 
society. For one thing, 
working on tasks that re-
quire a forward head and 
downward gaze for long 
periods of time is very com-
mon. As you discovered 
when you palpated the back 
of your neck, dropping your 
chin flattens your neck.  
 
The chin drops when you 
work in your kitchen, stir-
ring, chopping, or washing 

dishes. It drops when you 
look down as you walk, or do 
handiwork like beading or 
sewing. And it drops when 
you look at a computer key-
board, read, or do paper-
work. Our natural tendency 
is to position our eyes in a 
plane parallel to the surface 
we're looking at, so if your 
paperwork or book is flat on 
a surface in front of you, you 
will probably drop your chin.  

 
Car accidents are another 
common cause of a flat 
neck. When an automobile 
collides with something, it 
stops suddenly, and if your 
seat belt is fastened, so 
does your body. Your head, 
however, is unrestrained, 
free to go flying forward and 
then back. In those few sec-
onds, the ligaments and 
muscles on the back of your 
neck are overstretched vio-
lently. That damage, com-
monly known as whiplash, 
can contribute to neck pain, 

�

Maintaining a proper  
cervical curve by strength-
ening weak muscles can 
ease many common pains 
in the neck. 
 
There are many kinds of 
neck problems, and there 
seems to be no end to the 
creative ways people find 
to injure their necks. There 
are tumbles from horses 
and from the balance 
beam. There are bicycle 
crashes and innumerable 
car wrecks. Large objects 
fall off store shelves onto 
people's heads. There are 
the inevitable incidents in 
which someone stands up 
suddenly under a shelf or 
an open cabinet door. And 
there are simply the 
chronic stresses of modern 
life; many of those with 
neck pain can't trace it to 
any specific accident.  
 
But if you experience neck 
pain and your physician 
sends you for an X ray, 
chances are that it will 
show a loss of the normal 

slight forward arch of the cer-
vical spine. This "flat neck" 
syndrome is very common in 
our society.  
 
An Engineering Marvel   

 
In a  
normal 
neck, 
the 
spine is 
in mild 
exten-
sion the 
same 
position 
the 
whole 

spine takes in a gentle back-
bend. (Extension refers to 
the position in backbends; 
flexion is the position in for-
ward bends.) This curve in 
the neck balances with the 
curves of the rest of the 
spine, which include mild 
extension in the lower back 
and mild flexion in the middle 
back, where the ribs attach. 
These three curves form an 
engineering marvel: They 
carry the weight of the head 
and upper body, absorb 
shocks, and yet allow move-
ment in all directions. How-
ever, the whole spine is 
thrown off balance—and a 
host of problems can arise--
when any of the curves be-
come either overly flattened 
or excessively curved.  
 
The best way to gauge the 
status of your spinal curves 
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Massage Therapy 
Scores for Pain Relief 
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spasms, and headaches 
after the accident.  
 
Reestablish Your Curve   
 
When your posterior neck 
ligaments and muscles are 
overstretched, whether sud-
denly by a one-time violent 
event, like a car wreck, or 
more gradually by your 
spending hours each day 
with your head forward and 
chin dropped, the soft tis-
sue at the back of your 
neck loses its ability to sup-
port a normal cervical 
curve. The neck vertebrae 
and soft tissue are no 
longer in their optimal align-
ment and can cause 
chronic pain. On a long-
term basis, a flat neck can 
contribute to pinching, bulg-
ing, and even rupturing of 
the cervical disks.  
 
Because a forward head 
position often accompanies 
a flat neck, there may also 
be chronic tension in the 
neck muscles. Picture your 
head as a bowling ball sit-
ting atop your neck, two or 
three inches in front of the 
center of your shoulders; 
that's more or less the 
situation you're in when 
you're looking at papers flat 
on your desk. In this posi-
tion, the muscles at the 
back of the neck must con-
stantly contract to hold up 
the weight of your head 
against the downward pull 
of gravity.  
 
That constant isometric 
contraction limits the blood 
flow into the muscles so 
that metabolic waste prod-
ucts build up, irritating the 
muscle to the point of pain. 
Additionally, the constant 
pull of the muscles on their 
attachments to the base of 

the skull is a common 
cause of headaches. If you 
have a flat neck, your first 
task is to learn to reestab-
lish a normal curve in as 
many situations as possi-
ble: sitting at your desk, 
standing in line at the gro-
cery store, lying in bed, and 
driving your car.  
 
When you're lying flat on 
your back, you can support 
the cervical curve by using 
a rolled-up towel or a small 
cylindrical pillow made for 
just that purpose. Don't put 
the support under your 
head; instead, place it di-
rectly under your neck.  
 
You can also help eliminate 
habitual flattening by mak-
ing sure to elevate the sur-
faces you look at: Place 
your computer screen up on 
risers; wean yourself from 
looking at the keyboard 
when you're typing. Rather 
than placing a book you're 
reading flat on a table, lean 
it against a stack of other 
books. Use a small inclined 
desk or other inclined sur-
face to do your paperwork.  
 
It's a good idea to check the 
curve of your neck several 
times a day, simply using 
your hand to feel whether 
your neck is curved or flat-
tened.  
 
The Flat-Neck Check   
 
To check your habitual neck 
alignment, sit or stand up 
tall, lifting your chest, and 
then check with your hand 
to see if you have a nice 
soft curve in your neck. 
Your chin and gaze should 
be level. You will notice that 
if you drop your chin, you 
look down at the floor. With 
a normal neck curve, you 

look straight ahead; if you 
were at the beach, you'd be 
looking at the line between 
the water and the sky.  
 
Besides avoiding activities 
and postures that overly flat-
ten the neck, you should 
also work to strengthen the 
muscles that help support 
the cervical curve. These 
include several muscles 
along the back of the neck, 
but the best known is proba-
bly the upper trapezius, 
which reaches from the base 
of the skull down to the up-
per shoulder blades.  
 
Underneath the trapezius is 
the levator scapulae, which 
originates on the upper cer-
vical vertebrae and attaches 
on the upper scapula. When 
these muscles contract to-
gether, they extend the neck. 
If you have a flat neck, they 
are likely to be over-
stretched, so you need to 
shorten and strengthen 
them.  
 
An easy safe strengthening 
exercise to start with is to 
protract and retract your 
neck while laying on your 
stomach. Lay flat on your 
bed on your stomach with 
your head over-hanging the 
edge of the bed so that you 
are staring at the floor. This 
can also be done on the floor 
with a small pillow under 
your chest. 

 

Keep your head in a neutral 
position (same position you 
would be in if you were 
standing up) and lift the 
back of your head toward 
the ceiling, keeping your 
face parallel to the floor, on 
one count of “one-one-
thousand.” Essentially you 
will be doing a “chicken –
man dance” or giving your-
self a “double-chin”. 
 
Return your head to the 
starting position two counts 
of “one-one-thousand, two-
one thousand.” Repeat 10-
20 times, depending on 
your strength.  
 
Gentle backbends are a 
more advanced exercise. 
When done properly, gentle 
backbends engage the 
neck extensor muscles. 
Variations to yoga poses 
like Cobra and Sphinx--

where the weight of the 
head is lifted against gravity
--offer the most strengthen-
ing benefit for the back-of-
the-neck muscles.  
 
As you practice these 
poses, however, make sure 
to pull your shoulder blades 
away from your ears and 
not to compress the back of 
your neck. Try to feel as if 
the cervical curve is distrib-
uted evenly through your 
whole neck and you're 
lengthening your neck even 
as you bend it back.  
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With so much to do all the 
time, it can be difficult to 
find time to simply breathe, 
think, and explore our inner 
landscapes. It is still possi-
ble, however, to feed your 
soul and to briefly separate 
yourself from life’s frenetic 
pace by taking a snow day. 
Personal snow days are 

best taken when you feel 
like you are running on 
empty with no chance of 
respite in sight or when you 
begin to resent the life you 
once loved.  
 
Your snow day can go a 
long way toward dispelling 
built up stress, provided you 

give yourself full 
permission to 
indulge in nurtur-
ing  
activities. It is not 
a day to worry 
about what you’re 
missing or what is 
still  
lingering on your 
to-do list.  

Rather, it is a day to give 
yourself a break from your 
responsibilities so you can 
return to them when you are 
fully alert.  
 
Once you have scheduled 
your snow day, try to  
commit to ignoring your 
chores, not calling your 
place of work, and doing 
only the activities you enjoy. 
Relax, take a nap in the af-
ternoon, play with your chil-
dren, meditate, work in your 
garden, or read a novel. 
Take a long walk in the fad-
ing afternoon sunshine and 
then cook a  
special dinner for yourself. 
Let your snow day be as  

languid and as lazy as you 
need it to be.  
 
If necessary, prepare for 
your snow day by getting 
anything you think you will 
want or need ahead of time. 
Clean up or pay the bills the 
day before so you’re not 
tempted to work.  
 
When your snow day is 
over, hold on to its essence. 
Take some of the peaceful-
ness you felt and keep it 
close to your heart. Even 
though we are a society 
that values overtime and 
hard work, you deserve a 
snow day every now and 
then.  

The “Pecs” or the muscles 
at the top of your chest are 
actually two different mus-
cles, the pectoralis major 
and the pectoralis minor.  

The pectoralis major is the 
more superficial and larger 
of the two muscles, attach-
ing from the ribs, sternum 
and collar bone to the hu-
merus or upper arm bone. 
This well defined muscle is 

worked during exercises 
like the bench press. 

The pectoralis minor is lo-
cated underneath the pec-
toralis major and is much 
smaller. The pectoralis mi-
nor attaches from the third, 
forth and fifth ribs to the 
coracoid process of the 
shoulder blade. When this 
muscle contracts, it draws 
the shoulder forward and 
down, rounding your shoul-
der.   

How to Stretch Pec Minor 

The classic “doorway” chest 
stretch that has you placing 
your arm in a doorway and 
stepping forward  stretches 
the pectoralis major but not 
the pectoralis minor, which 
causes most of the forward 
rounding of the shoulders. 
 

To properly and effectively 
stretch the pectoralis minor 

you will need a long belt, 
yoga strap or piece of rope 
that is slightly longer than 
the width of your shoulders.  

1) Grasp your strap about 
shoulder width apart with 
the palms of your hands 
facing behind you.  

2) Raise your arms above 
your head while maintaining 
the same grip on the strap. 
Look straight ahead.  

3) Bend your elbows and 
slowly draw your hands 
down so the strap is now 
being held behind your 
head and your elbows are 
about level with your ears.  

4) Draw your elbows back 
so they are at least in line 
with your ears...pull them 
back further to deepen the 
stretch.  

You should be feeling a 
stretch along the front bor-
der of your armpit. If not, 

make sure your shoulder 
blades are squeezing to-
gether as if holding a penny 
between them. Or you may 
need to adjust your grip on 
the strap.  

5) Hold this stretch for 30 
seconds and release the 
same 
way 
you got 
into the 
pose.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Doing this simple stretch a 
couple times a day will have 
you standing taller, breathing 
deeper and may even help 
reduce any pain in your up-
per back and neck. 
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by Lloyd de Vries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the treatment of pain, 
Americans rate massage as 
highly as medications, a new 
survey shows.  
Conducted by an independ-
ent research firm, the annual 
survey is the ninth commis-
sioned by the American 
Massage Therapy Associa-
tion (AMTA). 
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Massage Scores For Pain Relief 
Survey Finds Massage Rates As High As Medication; 1  In 5 Uses It 

It shows that one in five 
U.S. adults got a therapeu-
tic massage in the last year. 
Three-fourths of them 
would recommend it to oth-
ers — one reason for the 
body therapy's growing 
popularity. 
 
Among those who had a 
massage in the past year, 
28 percent say massage  
therapy gives them "the 
greatest relief from pain."   
Another 28 percent say 
medication gives them the 
greatest relief. Chiropractic 
comes in third at 11 per-
cent, followed by 8 percent 
who got the most pain relief 
from physical therapy, 3 
percent who said acupunc-
ture was best for their pain, 
and 1 percent whose pain 

best responded to biofeed-
back. 
 
The study found that:  
 
· 90% of Americans feel 

massage is good for a 
person's health.  

 
· 93% agree with the 

statement that mas-
sage can be effective 
for pain relief.  

 
· Use of massage in  

people age 65 and 
older has tripled from 4 
percent in 1997 to 15 
percent in 2005.  
 

· 22% of Americans had 
a massage in the past 
year; 34% had a mas-
sage in the last 5 years. 

 
· 73% of those who had 

a massage would  
recommend massage 
therapy to a person 
they know.  
 

· 46% of respondents at 
some time had a  
massage to relieve 
pain .  
 

· Among respondents 
who discussed  
massage with their 
health care provider, 
57% said this health 
professional strongly 
recommended  
massage or  
encouraged them to 
get a massage.  


