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C1 Nerve Root Decompression Relieves Non-Valsalva Headaches 
 
A clinical study from Turkey has found that ensuring decompression of the C1, or first spinal nerve root significantly 
improved non-Valsalva headaches in adult Chiari patients. While Valsalva, or strain induced headaches in the back of the 
head are considered ‘typical’ Chiari headaches, about half of patients suffer from other types of headaches, including 
cluster headaches, migraine type headaches, and tension type headaches. These can be instead of the typical Chiari 
headaches or in combination with them. Although the data is somewhat limited, it is generally thought that typical 
Chiari headaches improve more with posterior fossa decompression surgery than the other types of headaches Chiari 
patients suffer from. 
 
Although small in scope, the Turkish study looked at 12 adult patients who suffered from non-Valsalva headaches in 
locations other than the back of the head. The average pain intensity of the headaches was 8 on a simple 1-10 scale and 
they occurred on average 4 times per week. During their decompression surgeries, the surgeons removed the cerebellar 
tonsils so that they were no longer pressing on the C1 nerve root. Three months to a year after surgery, the headaches 
were essentially resolved in 11 of the 12 patients and had improved in the final patient.  
 
The C1 nerve originates near the top of the spinal cord and provides motor control to the sub-occipital muscles. The 
authors point out that the sensory functions of the C1 nerve are not well established. They further point out that 
cadaver studies have shown that the C1 nerve root anatomy varies quite a bit between individuals.  Both of these facts 
make it challenging to provide a clear theory of the role that the C1 nerve may play in non-Valsalva headaches. 
 
While these results are interesting, the study does have some methodological limitations. Only 12 patients were 
included and there was no comparison group used. This makes it difficult to draw any strong conclusions without 
additional research. Since the technique used, cauterizing or removing part of the cerebellar tonsils, is not new, perhaps 
other surgeons will soon weigh in on the subject with results from their own experiences. 
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8750(24)01752-2. doi: 10.1016/j.wneu.2024.10.049. Online ahead of print. PMID: 39455008 
 
 

Please consider a $10 donation as Conquer Chiari’s educational material is free to read, but not free to produce: 

 
https://www.conquerchiari.org/donate 

Conquer Chiari’s research updates highlight and summarize interesting publications from the medical literature while 
providing background and context.  The summaries do contain some medical terminology and assume a general 
understanding of Chiari.  Introductory information and many more research articles can be found in the Conquer Chiari 
Library.  
 

Conquer Chiari is a 501(c)(3) public charity dedicated to improving the experiences and outcomes of Chiari patients through education, awareness and research. 
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