Cervicothoracic Joint (CT) Dysfunction

Joint dysfunction is one of the main causes of neck pain. Most of the time, the underlying cause is
attributed to a disorder of the facet joints, which is attributed to disc disruption. Dysfunction can cause a

secondary muscle spasm, which will only lead to more stiffness and pain.

Cervicothoracic Joint Dysfunction Anatomy

Within the cervical spine, seven cervical vertebrae connect the base of the skull to the upper back (known
as the thoracic spine). Vertebrae articulate with each other through intervertebral joints including the
facet joints and discs. The thoracic part connects to the rib cage and extends downward roughly five
inches past the base of the shoulder blades where it joins with the lumbar spine. Twelve vertebrae make
up the thoracic spine. Even though the cervical spine is designed for flexibility and the lumbar spine was
created for flexibility and power, the thoracic spine is designed for stability. Stability plays a key role in
making sure the body remains upright. It provides protection for all of the vital organs within the chest.

So, in summary, where the upper back (thoracic spine) joins the neck (cervical spine) the transition is
called the cervicothoracic joint (sometimes called cervicothoracic junction).
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The joints in question are known as facet joints. These are pairs of joints which connect each vertebra.
The facet joints at key connections tend to be under the greatest strain, with the junction between the
neck and upper back being one of those key connections.

One of the biggest issues is that the vertebrae of the neck (C7) and thoracic spine (T1) can become flexed,
i.e. bent forwards. This is often due to a repetitive forward neck bending, for example, those who do a lot
of reading or laptop use. As the vertebrae flex forwards, they typically become stiff, and this can lead to
pain. This is known as a flexed CT, and exercises can help relieve this issue, but it can take a few months!

How to Treat Cervicothoracic Joint Dysfunction:

1. Mobilization
The first line of treatment for the dysfunction is that of manipulation or mobilization of the
segments involved. It can include hands-on treatment from a physical therapist, physician,
osteopath or chiropractor that has specialized training with manual medicine. By improving
mobility at this level, pain and inflammation reduces.

2. Exercise
An individual exercise program will help to prevent any future recurrences of the dysfunction.
This program is just as important as that of manual therapy. Most of the time, the muscles are
too tight and need to be stretched regularly or strengthened to minimize the chance of
recurrence. Performing the exercises a minimum of two to three times per week will help to
keep your body conditioned and strengthened. Regular exercise will help to minimize the risk of
the condition returning, but there isn’t a guarantee the condition won't return down the line.
Exercises can also help to reduce postural problems at the cervicothoracic junction.

3. Maedication
Even though medication is rarely needed to treat the problem, a short course of
anti-inflammatory medications might prove beneficial to coping with the inflammation and pain.
Naproxen, ibuprofen and ketoprofen are all great choices to dealing with symptoms that ail you
as a result of the condition. Talk to your doctor first.

Tips:

e Cervical dysfunction remains a very common type of neck pain. It affects both men and women,
and can occur at almost any age.

e Most of the time, the dysfunction is the direct result of poor posture, with the head held in
flexion. Too much flexion compromises the position of the joints, leading to stiffness and
dysfunction.

e Asudden blow to the head of something that jerks the neck can often causes cervicothoracic
joint dysfunction. An example would be whiplash.

e Even though the condition is often self-limiting, it can recur after another injury or strenuous
activity.

e Treatment from a manual therapist is often the no.1 choice of treatment, followed by exercises.

e For some individuals, chronic pain can follow in certain instances, and this often requires a more
intense form of treatment over a longer period of time. Also, poor posture must be addressed.
Repetitive forward neck bending must be reduced.



