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Congenital Muscular Torticollis

What is it?  
Congenital muscular torticollis (CMT) is a postural difference of the neck caused by muscle 

imbalance.  It is typically characterized by head tilt to one side and head turn to the 

opposite side. CMT usually involves one of the muscles on the side of the neck called the 

sternocleidomastoid (SCM) muscle. 

 

Who does it typically affect?  
Congenital Muscular Torticollis typically affects new-born babies. It can be present 

from birth or shortly afterwards. 

How many people does it affect in a population?  
Congenital Muscular Torticollis has an incidence of 0.3%-1.9% of all live births. 

What are the signs? How do I know my baby has it?
1. Baby may hold head tilted or turned to one side 

2. Baby may avoid turning head to one side 

3. Baby may struggle more with nursing or feeding on one side

4. Baby may prefer to use one hand more when reaching or putting hand to mouth 

5. Baby’s head may be flat on one side

What are the causes? 
While there are a range of causes of CMT,  

repetitive use of an infant’s preferred 

position for prolonged periods of time may  

delay resolution.

What are the treatment 
options available? 
Early referral to a Chartered Physiotherapist 

in Paediatrics.



Congenital Muscular Torticollis

How can Physiotherapy help?  
Your Chartered Physiotherapist will do a comprehensive initial evaluation including history, 

assessment of neck muscle strength, range of motion, and developmental skills. You and  

your child will carry over activities at home to assist with improving head position with the 

guidance and direct intervention from your Chartered Physiotherapist. 

How effective is Physiotherapy in treating 
Congenital Muscular Torticollis?
This depends on a number of factors including your baby’s age at the time of the initial 

evaluation, the presence of nodule in the neck muscle and the difference in passive 

neck turning between the left and right sides during the physical therapy examination.   

Early identification and treatment is important.  98% of infants with CMT achieve 

normal range of motion within 1.5 months of Physiotherapy intervention if it is 

started before one month of age.

What steps can be taken to reduce 
pain/discomfort/alignment?
Your Chartered Physiotherapist will teach you stretches and range of motion exercises that 

are specific for your child.  They will monitor progress along with developmental milestones, 

posture, and muscle balance. Other interventions will be added as needed. 

Day to day advice on management - 
what can I do at home?
Environmental adaptations such as carrying, handling, and positioning for play and  

for feeding throughout the day can help alignment.  Regular supervised tummy time  

when your baby is awake can also be beneficial for your child’s neck muscles.  

What is the treatment time/progress?
This depends on the severity of the CMT.  Some infants may need 1-2 sessions with their 

Chartered Physiotherapist.  Others will need a little more input.  Together, you and your 

child’s Chartered Physiotherapist will establish a plan of care and determine the need for 

and frequency of additional follow-up visits.  
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