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ARTICLE INFO Abstract
Background. Cervical disorders are common conditions that can result in substantial
pain and disability. Myofascial pain syndrome is considered one of the most common
sources of musculoskeletal pain. Given the increasing prevalence and socioeconomic
burden of cervical spine disorders, as well as the potential role of myofascial pain
syndrome in the development or exacerbation of symptoms, understanding the
association between these conditions may contribute to more appropriate assessment
and treatment strategies.
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Keywords: Methods. A systematic review was conducted by searching Web of Science, Embase,

o Myofascial Pain PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar for English-language studies published from
Syndrome database inception to October 2025. The search strategy included the keywords: Neck

e Myofascial Trigger Pain, Myofascial Pain Syndromes, Myofascial Trigger Points, Prevalence, and
Points Incidence. The methodological quality of the included studies was assessed using the

e Neck Pain Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) critical appraisal checklist.

e Prevalence Results. Of 3,509 identified records, 14 studies were included in the qualitative

e Incidence synthesis. Myofascial trigger points were prevalent across most cervical spine

disorders. Active trigger points were more frequently reported in patients with
radiculopathy, whiplash, and mechanical neck pain, while prevalence reached 100% in
some of the studies of chronic non-specific neck pain.

Conclusion. The findings of this systematic review indicate that trigger points are
highly prevalent across various cervical disorders. Active trigger points were
frequently associated with greater pain intensity and functional disability.

Practical Implications. The findings support consideration of MTrP assessment as
one the clinical evaluation of patients with cervical spine disorders.
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Extended Abstract

Background

Neck pain is a major musculoskeletal complaint
defined as an unpleasant sensory or emotional
experience associated with actual or potential tissue
damage in the cervical region. Myofascial pain

syndrome (MPS) is one of the most frequent sources
of pain in musculoskeletal pain. Trigger points may
be classifies as active or latent and can be associated
with local or referred pain and functional
impairments. Considering the increasing prevalence
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of cervical disorders due to modern lifestyle and their
socioeconomic burden, identifying factors that
contribute to the development or persistence of symptoms
is essential. Trigger points may play a role in the
development or aggravation of symptoms in patients
with cervical disorders. Therefore, evaluating the
relationship between cervical spine disorders and
MPS may improve the understanding, assessment,
and management of these patients. This systematic
review aimed to investigate the prevalence of
MTrPsin patients with cervical spine disorders.

Methods

A systematic search was conducted in October
2025 in PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and
EMBASE to identify relevant English-language
studies from database inception to October 2025. The
search strategy was developed and conducted
separately for each database with the assistance of a
medical librarian specialized in medical literature
searching. An additional search of Google Scholar
was performed using the same general search
concepts to identify potentially relevant studies that
were not retrieved from the primary databases. The
search strategy included keywords such as neck pain,
myofascial pain syndromes, myofascial trigger
points, prevalence, and incidence. Studies were
screened after duplicate removal. In the first stage,
two independent reviewers screened titles and
abstracts based on inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion. In
the second stage, full-text articles were assessed for
eligibility Studies were eligible if they involved
human participants and evaluated the prevalence or
incidence of MTrPs in cervical spine disorders,
including studies assessing active or latent trigger
points. Studies were excluded if the full text was
unavailable, if they involved underlying systemic
diseases that could affect trigger points, or if they
focused on fibromyalgia. Methodological quality was
assessed using the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) tools.
Due to high heterogeneity, meta-analysis was not
performed, and only qualitative synthesis was
conducted. Extracted data included study
characteristics, sample size, disorder type, involved

muscle groups, trigger point prevalence, and main
findings.

Results

A total of 3,311 records were identified through
databases and 198 through other sources. After
duplicate removal, 2,107 records were screened.
Following title and abstract screening, 2,075 studies
were excluded, and 32 full-text articles were assessed
for eligibility. Ultimately, 14 studies met the
inclusion criteria and were included in qualitative
synthesis. Three studies investigated patients with
cervical radiculopathy. Overall, a considerable
prevalence of MTrPs was reported in this population.
One study found significantly more trigger points on
the affected side than on the unaffected side than the
unaffected side, particularly in the deltoid and flexor
carpi radialis muscles. Another study reported that
88.9 percent of patients had at least one trigger point,
with the infraspinatus and scalene muscles showing
the highest prevalence. A further study reported that
51.2 percent of patients with cervical radiculopathy
had at least one trigger point and demonstrated a
significant difference in the distribution of active and
latent trigger points between patients and controls.
Three studies investigated whiplash-associated
disorders. A high prevalence of trigger points was
reported in these patients, particularly in the
semispinalis capitis, upper trapezius, and levator
scapulae muscles. Active trigger points were more
frequently observed in patients with whiplash
disorders than in healthy controls, and their number
was associated with greater pain and a longer
duration of symptoms. In addition, patients with
whiplash showed a greater number of active trigger
points than patients with mechanical neck pain. In
chronic non-specific neck pain, trigger point
prevalence was very high; reaching up to 100 percent
in some studies, with the upper trapezius being the
most commonly affected muscle and active trigger
points played a more prominent clinical role. In
mechanical neck pain, active trigger points were
more frequent in patients compared with controls,
while latent trigger points showed no clear
differences. In cervical dystonia, active trigger points
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were more common in symptomatic patients,
whereas latent points were present in both
symptomatic and asymptomatic groups. Overall,
MTrPs were frequently reported across different
cervical disorders. However, substantial
heterogeneity in diagnostic criteria, examined
muscles, participant characteristics, and methods of
reporting prevalence prevented quantitative synthesis
and meta-analysis.

Conclusion

The findings of this systematic review indicate
that myofascial trigger points are frequently present
across different cervical spine disorders, including
cervical radiculopathy, whiplash-associated
disorders, chronic  non-specific neck pain,
mechanical neck pain, and cervical dystonia. Active
trigger points were consistently associated with pain

severity and functional impairment, suggesting a
potential contribution to symptom persistence.
However, the available evidence does not allow a
causal relationship between cervical disorders and
the development of MTrPs to be established.
Differences in diagnostic criteria, examiner
characteristics, sample size, and study populations
may explain part of the variability between studies.
Therefore, MTrP assessment may be considered as
one component of the clinical evaluation of patients
with cervical disorders. Further well-designed studies
using standardized diagnostic criteria, larger samples,
and clear differentiation between active and latent
trigger points are required to better determine the
clinical significance and association of MTrPs with
cervical disorders.
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Abbreviations: MTrPs: Myofascial Trigger Points; TrPs: Trigger Points; WAD: Whiplash Associated Disorder; MNP: Mechanical Neck Pain; P: Patient; C: Control; N: Not

Measured).
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