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Occipital Neuralgia
Understanding pain arising from nerves at the back of the head
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IMPORTANT

A new sudden, extremely severe headache or new neurological symptoms need urgent medical
assessment.

Understanding occipital neuralgia

Occipital neuralgia can cause brief episodes of sharp, shooting or electric-shock-like pain at the back of the

head. Pain may travel across the scalp or towards the forehead or eye. A clinician can help distinguish it from

other causes of headache.
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Causes, symptoms and diagnosis
How clinicians assess occipital nerve pain
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Why can it happen?

Tight or irritated neck muscles pressing on a nerve

Previous neck injury or trauma

Arthritis or other changes in the upper cervical spine

Sometimes no clear cause can be identified

Understanding the pain pattern

Pain often starts near the base of the skull and travels upwards

along the scalp. A tender spot may reproduce familiar symptoms.

How is it diagnosed?

Your clinician asks about your symptoms, headache pattern and medical history.

Examination may identify tenderness along the occipital nerves and assess neck movement.

Imaging is not always needed; scans or an occipital nerve block may be considered in selected cases.

Other causes of headache

Not all pain at the back of the head is occipital neuralgia. Migraine, neck-related headache and other

conditions may have overlapping symptoms. Seek an assessment if the diagnosis is uncertain.
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Treatment and self-management
Practical steps to ease symptoms and support recovery

What may help?

Gentle movement
Change position regularly and try comfortable neck movement.

Heat or cold
Use a wrapped warm or cool pack briefly, if it helps.

Helpful daily habits

- Take regular breaks from screens and sustained neck positions.

- Keep a symptom diary to identify patterns and triggers.

- Increase activities gradually within comfortable limits.
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Treatment from your healthcare team

Physiotherapy may address neck movement, muscle tension and activity tolerance.

A pharmacist or prescriber can advise on suitable pain relief or nerve-pain medicines.

For persistent symptoms, a specialist may consider a nerve block or other procedures.
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Gentle exercises and safety
Move comfortably - stop if an exercise increases symptoms
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Try gentle movements only if comfortable. Ask your physiotherapist for individual advice.

1 Chin nod

Gently draw your chin back, then
relax. Avoid forcing the
movement.

2 Neck rotation

Slowly turn your head a small
distance left and right.

3 Side bend

Gently tilt your ear towards your
shoulder, without pulling.

4 Shoulder relaxation

Lift your shoulders gently, then
lower and relax.

When to seek urgent help

Seek urgent medical assessment for a sudden extremely severe headache, new weakness or numbness,

vision or speech changes, fever with neck stiffness, or symptoms after significant injury. Call 999 in an

emergency; NHS 111 can advise if you are unsure.
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