
Torticollis
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

What is torticollis?

Torticollis affects the muscles on either side of 
the neck (called the sternocleidomastoid muscles). 
These muscles allow the head to rotate and tilt to 
either side. 

With torticollis, one muscle becomes tight. This 
makes it hard for babies to turn their head to one 
side. And often, part of your baby’s skull can become 
flat (this is called plagiocephaly). This can make it 
even harder for the head to turn. 

What causes torticollis? 

Causes might include the following.

• If babies are cramped in the womb, it could lead 
to tight neck muscles. This may be true of big 
babies or twins. 

• A difficult birth may cause the neck muscles to 
stretch too much. This could cause weakness.

• Some babies are born with a mass in their neck 
muscle. This is very rare. The mass is benign (not 
cancer), but the muscle is less able to bend. 

• Car seats, bouncy seats and infant swings don’t 
always give enough neck support. Babies often fall 
asleep in these with their head tilted to one side. 
This may lead to tight neck muscles over time. 

Why does torticollis need treatment?

Babies need full strength and range of motion in 
their neck. This is vital for rolling, sitting, crawling, 
vision skills and hand-eye coordination (gross and 
fine motor skills).

If your baby has torticollis, you must see a physical 
therapist. The therapist will teach you exercises and 
positions to help your baby. Some babies need  
to wear a helmet for a short time to help reshape a 
flat skull.

The therapist will teach you how to:

• Stretch the tight neck muscles

• Strengthen the weak neck muscles

• Support the baby’s neck in a crib or car seat 

• Hold and feed the baby in ways that promote the 
neck’s full range of motion. 
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How can I help?

Tell your doctor if your baby seems to tilt or turn 
the head to one side. Your doctor may refer your 
baby to physical therapy. 

Give your baby plenty of time on the floor. This 
helps babies develop gross motor skills. Place the 
baby on his or her back, side and stomach. “Tummy 
time” is very important—it urges your baby to lift 
the head and strengthen the neck muscles. (Only 
allow tummy time when the baby is awake and with 
an adult.)  

Urge your baby to turn his or her head. Slowly 
move a toy from side to side about 8 to 12 inches 
from the baby’s face. Or hold the baby and slowly 
move your face from side to side. As the baby 
watches, the head will turn. This will help the neck 
muscles get stronger. 

For playtime activities to help strengthen your baby’s 
neck and help with motor skills, ask your care team 
for the handouts Why Your Baby Needs Tummy Time 
and Rehab Services Infant Home Play Program.

Questions? 

Call your doctor, or contact M Health Fairview 
Rehabilitation Services (612-273-2897) to find a 
clinic near you.
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