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A 70-year-old-man visited the department of physical 
medicine and rehabilitation at a university hospital because 
of dull pain in his right upper trapezius muscle area  
(Figure 1A) for 1 month. Two weeks before, at a local pain 
clinic, the patient had been diagnosed with myofascial pain 
syndrome (MPS) in the right upper trapezius muscle and 
treated with a trigger-point injection (TPI) of lidocaine. 
However, there was no pain reduction after TPI. The 
numeric rating scale score was 6 out of 10. Physical 
examination revealed mild tenderness in the right upper 
trapezius muscle. Hyperalgesia was present at the right 
C4 dermatome without motor weakness in the right upper 
extremity. The Spurling test (right cervical lateral flexion 
with axial loading) increased the patient’s pain in the 
right upper trapezius muscle area. Deep tendon reflexes 
were normal in all four limbs and plantar responses were 
down bilaterally. Hyperalgesia in the right C4 dermatome 
suggested that the patient’s pain might have resulted from 
cervical radiculopathy. To evaluate cervical radiculopathy, 
we performed cervical magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), 
which revealed foraminal stenosis at the right C3–4 level 
(Figure 1B). 

 We conducted diagnostic fluoroscopy-guided right C4 
selective nerve root block with 0.5 mL of 1% lidocaine, 
and the patient showed a positive response with complete 
transient pain resolution. Therefore, it was confirmed that 
the patient’s pain was the result of right C4 radiculopathy 
due to right C3–4 foraminal stenosis. To treat C4 radicular 

pain, we performed selective nerve root injection (SNRI) 
with 4 mg of dexamethasone mixed with 0.25 mL of 0.125% 
bupivacaine and 1.25 mL of normal saline at the right C4 
nerve root (Figure 1C). Thirty minutes after SNRI, the 
patient’s pain in the right upper trapezius muscle area had 
completely resolved. At the 1- and 3-month follow-ups, the 
patient reported no pain.

The C4 dermatome involves the lateral cervical 
paraspinal region and the upper trapezius muscle area (1,2). 
Furthermore, it may involve the posterior deltoid muscle 
(1,2). Therefore, pain due to C4 radiculopathy can be 
present in the area from the lateral neck to the shoulder. 
Thus, C4 radicular pain can be confused with MPS in the 
cervical paraspinal or upper trapezius muscles or cervical 
facet-origin pain. Because MPS in the upper trapezius 
muscle and cervical facet-origin pain are common disorders, 
and C4 radicular pain has a low incidence, clinicians can 
misdiagnose C4 radicular pain as muscle- or facet-origin 
pain without considering the possibility of cervical radicular 
pain in patients who have pain in the upper trapezius muscle 
area (neck to shoulder pain) (2,3).

This report shows that pain in the upper trapezius 
muscle area can occur because of C4 radicular pain, and it 
can be successfully managed with SNRI. Clinicians should 
consider the possibility of C4 radicular pain in patients 
who complain of pain in the upper trapezius muscle area, 
especially when TPI in the muscles or steroid injection into 
the cervical facet joints are ineffective.

Letter to the Editor

C4 radiculopathy misdiagnosed as myofascial pain syndrome in 
the upper trapezius

Min Cheol Chang1, Mathieu Boudier-Revéret2

1Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, College of Medicine, Yeungnam University, Namku, Taegu, Republic of Korea; 2Department 

of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, Centre hospitalier de l’Université de Montréal, Montreal, Canada 

Correspondence to: Dr. Boudier-Revéret, MD. Hôtel-Dieu du Centre hospitalier de l'Université de Montréal, 3840, Saint-Urbain St., Montreal, QC, 

H2W 1T8, Canada. Email: mathieu.boudier-reveret@umontreal.ca. 

Submitted Dec 20, 2019. Accepted for publication Feb 12, 2020.

doi: 10.21037/apm.2020.04.11

View this article at: http://dx.doi.org/10.21037/apm.2020.04.11

1277

https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.21037/apm.2020.04.11


1276 Chang and Boudier-Revéret. Upper trapezius pain due to C4 radiculopathy

© Annals of Palliative Medicine. All rights reserved.   Ann Palliat Med 2020;9(3):1275-1277 | http://dx.doi.org/10.21037/apm.2020.04.11

Acknowledgments

Funding: The present study was supported by a National 
Research Foundation of Korea grant funded by the Korean 
government (grant no. NRF-2019R1F1A1061348).

Footnote

Conflicts of Interest: Both authors have completed the 
ICMJE uniform disclosure form (available at http://dx.doi.
org/10.21037/apm.2020.04.11). The authors have no 
conflicts of interest to declare.

Ethical Statement: The authors are accountable for all 
aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related 
to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are 
appropriately investigated and resolved.

Open Access Statement: This is an Open Access article 
distributed in accordance with the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 International 
License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0), which permits the non-
commercial replication and distribution of the article with 
the strict proviso that no changes or edits are made and the 
original work is properly cited (including links to both the 
formal publication through the relevant DOI and the license). 
See: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

References

1.	 Lee DG, Chang MC. Neck-to-shoulder pain as an 
unusual presentation of pulmonary embolism in a patient 
with cervical spinal cord injury: A case report. Medicine 
(Baltimore) 2017;96:e8288.

Figure 1 Pain distribution and imaging findings. (A) The area of pain was drawn by the patient before the treatment. (B) Axial T2-weighted 
cervical magnetic resonance imaging revealed foraminal stenosis at the right C3–4 level. (C) Fluoroscopy-guided selective right C4 nerve 
root injection was performed.
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