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Neck pain is becoming increasingly common 
throughout the world. Neck pain has consid-
erable impact on individuals and their fami-
lies, communities, health care systems, and 
businesses. The estimated 1 year incidence 
of neck pain is 21.3% with a higher inci-
dence noted in office and computer workers. 
The overall prevalence of neck pain in the 
general population is 23.1%, with higher 
prevalence in females.  
 
Classifying patients with neck pain into sub-
groups based on specific clinical character-
istics and matching these sub groups to 
specific therapeutic management strategies 
has been shown to improve patient out-
comes.  One such clinical characteristic is 
called Directional Preference (DP).  
 
DP is considered to be present when a pa-
tient’s spinal and/or referred spinal pain is 
decreased in intensity, abolishes, or central-
izes, and their spinal range of motion in-
creases in response to a repeated move-
ment or positional loading strategy. 
DP is a common finding in patients who are 

evaluated by clinicians trained in the use of 
Mechanical Diagnosis and Therapy (MDT).  
 
MDT is a system that utilizes repeated end 
range spinal movements and/or static posi-
tions to identify specific sub groups of pa-
tients with mechanical pain syndromes that 
readily respond to mechanical therapy exer-
cises and/or manual therapy techniques.  
 
A recent study of 302 neck pain patients un-
dergoing physical therapy demonstrated DP 
was present in 70% (219) of patients evalu-
ated by physical therapists formally trained 
in MDT. Of those who had DP, extension 
was the preferred direction of movement in 
84% of the patients, flexion was the pre-
ferred direction of 7% of the patients, lateral 
bending was the preferred direction of 7% of 
the patients, and rotation was the preferred 
direction of 2% of the patients. 
 
Patients with neck pain who demonstrate 
DP during mechanical testing have better 
functional outcomes when prescribed treat-
ment in their matched direction of prefer-
ence. Physical Therapists with formal train-
ing in MDT are more likely to identify DP 
and correctly prescribe treatment in the pa-
tient’s matched direction. 
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At Stover Physical Therapy we specialize in 
the use of Mechanical Diagnosis and Ther-
apy (MDT) to treat neck pain and a host of 
other unwanted musculoskeletal problems.  
Before administering any treatment we al-
ways complete a comprehensive history and 
mechanical evaluation based on MDT princi-
ples. 
   
Following the  evaluation, we classify the pa-
tient’s disorder to aid in the development of 
an individualized treatment program that 
commonly includes directionally specific ex-
ercises and manual therapy procedures. 
 
We use a validated health questionnaire 
called the Neck Disability Index (NDI) to 
monitor our outcomes.  The NDI is an instru-
ment specifically developed to assess pain 
intensity, and assess how neck pain affects 
activities of daily living.  NDI scores vary 
from 0% -100%, with the lower number rep-
resenting less pain and disability.   
 
We have compiled the NDI results of  223 
patients with neck pain, with and without re-
ferred symptoms to the upper extremity. 158 
(71%) of these patients demonstrated DP at 
the initial evaluation.  Within the MDT classi-
fication system these patients were classified 
as derangement. The  average initial NDI 
score for this group of patients with DP was 
33% (moderately disabled) and the average 
NDI score at discharge was 13% (minimally 
disabled) for this group of patients.   
See the graph below for  the results. 
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The pictures below are a former patient who preferred 
extension with overpressure. Her husband found a 
way to assist her with her therapy and still watch the 
game. Brilliant! 

The pictures below are a traction/ extension technique 
commonly used by MDT trained therapists. It is infor-
mally known as “the big gun”. I think due to the fre-
quency of which it is used to resolve a large proportion 
of mechanical neck problems. 
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