Touring musicians, especially guitarists, often face a unique set of physical challenges that can lead to painful
headaches. One of the most common culprits? Carrying your guitar on one shoulder with a strap that causes
strap imbalance headache and persistent neck tension. After nine years of working behind the scenes, chatting
with bands, and observing countless musician routines, I've pieced together how this issue isn’t just about the

guitar—it's also about safe lifting during load-ins, van travel stiffness, and even sleep habits.

In this post, I'll break down what causes these headaches and how you can approach them from multiple angles,
including using tools like kinesiology tape and lacrosse balls, choosing the right padded strap, and even
supplementing mindfully with products like Joy Organics' CBD to help with muscle relaxation and stress. Let's dive

in.

Understanding the Causes of Strap Imbalance Headache and Neck
Tension

Before we jump to quick fixes, let's understand the root causes that lead to headaches linked to playing guitar on

one shoulder. Guitar playing is repetitive work involving constant muscle engagement on one side of the neck and



shoulder. This repetitive strain combined with other touring realities—such as carrying heavy gear and sleeping

poorly—creates a perfect storm.

1. Instrument-Specific Repetitive Strain

When you sling a guitar over a single shoulder using a strap, it causes uneven loading on your neck and shoulder

muscles. Often, the side bearing the guitar experiences:

® Muscle tightness from carrying the instrument’s weight
* Altered posture to compensate for balance issues

® Restricted blood flow causing tension headaches

The result? That tightness translates upward, compressing nerves and blood vessels, which can trigger headaches

or worsen existing neck pain.

2. Load-In Injuries and Unsafe Lifting

Musicians tend to underestimate how brutal load-ins and load-outs can be. Lugging road cases, amps, and
instruments without paying attention to safe lifting techniques often leads to subtle injuries that accumulate over

time. These frequently affect:

® Lower back muscles, causing compensatory posture changes
® Shoulders and traps, which bear excessive strain

* Neck muscles, often pulling them out of alignment

Ignoring these injuries can exacerbate the neck tension responsible for headaches post-performance.

3. Van Travel Stiffness and Circulation Issues

Touring is NOT a party, despite what some might say. Hours cramped in a van lead to stiffness and poor
circulation. Holding the instrument on one shoulder while seated in a limited space restricts movement. This

contributes to muscle fatigue and headache triggers.

4. Sleep Debt and Adrenaline Timing

Tour life disrupts sleep rhythms. Sleep debt increases muscle sensitivity and lowers the threshold for headache
pain. Meanwhile, adrenaline surges before gigs can mask pain temporarily but worsen neck tension after the show

when you finally relax.

How to Stop Getting Headaches from Playing Guitar on One Shoulder

Now that we've mapped out the problem, here's how to tackle it effectively on and off stage.

1. Upgrade to a Padded Strap and Check Your Setup

Start with your gear basics. A padded strap is your first line of defense. Look for straps with wide, cushioned

support that distribute the guitar's weight more evenly across your shoulder.

e Adjust Strap Length: Ensure the guitar sits at a height where you can play comfortably with neutral shoulder
alignment.
¢ Switch Shoulders: When possible, alternate the shoulder you sling the guitar over during rehearsals or

downtime to reduce muscle overuse.



Bonus tip: Look for straps made with breathable fabrics to minimize sweating and irritation on long days.

2. Use Kinesiology Tape for Neck and Shoulder Support

Kinesiology tape is a game-changer for muscle support and circulation. Applying it thoughtfully to your neck and
shoulder can help reduce muscle fatigue, guide posture, and promote lymphatic drainage to reduce tension

headaches.

* How to apply: Some musicians swear by an “I” or "Y" shaped tape along the trapezius muscles.

* When to apply: Put it on before gigs and load-ins to maximize support and reduce inflammation.

You know what's funny? if you're new to kinesiology tape, consider asking a physical therapist or athletic trainer

for an application demo to target tension areas most effectively.

3. Massage and Trigger Point Release with a Lacrosse Ball

After a long day of playing, touring, or loading gear, take 5-10 minutes to release muscle knots and tension using

a lacrosse ball. Target the upper back, shoulder blade edges, and base of the neck.

® Find a wall or floor space and gently press the lacrosse ball into tight spots.
* Hold slight pressure for 20-30 seconds until you feel the muscle soften.

* Do not overdo it—avoid sharp pain.

This practical self-massage helps improve circulation and reduces neck stiffness, which can keep headaches at bay.

4. Prioritize Safe Lifting During Load-Ins
Never underestimate the cumulative impact of bad lifting techniques. Protect your body with these essentials:

1. Plan your moves: Know your load-in route to avoid last-minute awkward flips.

2. Bend your knees: Squat, don't hunch your back when lifting cases or amps.

3. Use both hands and distribute weight evenly: Avoid carrying heavy gear on one side only.

4. Enlist help: It's not macho to “push through” pain carrying cases solo. That's the fastest way to insult your

neck and shoulders.

Approach load-ins mindfully to avoid adding unnecessary neck and back strain that worsens your headaches.

5. Combat Van Travel Stiffness Actively
Long hours in a van mean you must govern your movement to promote circulation:
® Stretch regularly: Take 5-minute breaks at rest stops to roll out shoulders and neck.

* Use kinesiology tape: Tape before driving or riding to support tight muscles.

¢ Hydrate constantly: Water helps reduce muscle cramping and headaches. Dehydration is a poorly

understood but crucial headache trigger on tour.
Bonus equipment suggestion: Consider a portable neck hammock or inflatable support pillow to rest adequately
during van downtime.
6. Manage Sleep Debt and Leverage Timing to Your Advantage

Sleep isn't negotiable for muscle and nervous system recovery. The average touring musician often accumulates

sleep debt that makes them more prone to pain and headaches.



* Prioritize consistent sleep hours: Use white noise or blackout curtains to improve sleep quality wherever

you are.

* Post-show cool down: After adrenaline hits during performance, practice gentle neck stretches and

mindfulness to relax muscles.

¢ Use natural muscle relaxants: Many musicians find that using high-quality CBD products, like those from

Joy Organics, helps reduce muscle tightness and promotes restful sleep without grogginess.

This multifaceted approach keeps your muscles supple and headache-free.

Quick Reference Table: Strategies to Prevent Strap Imbalance Headache

Cause Solution Tools/Products Strap causing uneven weight distribution Use a padded strap; adjust height;
alternate shoulders Padded guitar strap Neck & shoulder muscle strain Apply kinesiology tape; use lacrosse ball to
massage Kinesiology tape, lacrosse ball Load-in injuries from improper lifting Use proper lifting techniques; get
help; plan moves Education/practice Stiffness after long van rides Take breaks; hydrate; stretch frequently Water
bottle, kinesiology tape, neck pillow Sleep debt and stress-increased tension Prioritize sleep; use natural relaxants;
cool down after gigs Joy Organics CBD products, sleep aids

Final Thoughts

Dealing with strap imbalance headaches and neck tension isn't just a matter of grit or "pushing through.” It
requires a holistic approach that includes better gear choices, smart body mechanics during load-ins, active muscle
care using kinesiology tape and lacrosse balls, thoughtful van travel habits, and paying attention to sleep and

recovery.

Ultimately, protecting your body will help you not just avoid headaches but sustain a longer, healthier career on
the road. If you're interested in exploring recovery aids, check out trusted suppliers like Joy Organics, whose CBD
products come highly recommended by musicians | know for relaxing tight muscles and helping with sleep without

the narcotic side effects.

If your headaches persist despite these road kit essentials musician steps, don't hesitate to consult a healthcare

professional specialized in musicians’ injuries—your body and your fans will thank you.

Keep rocking smart and safe!
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