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What is the most common cause of shoulder pain? Is it rotator cuff tendinitis? Bursitis? Arthritis?
This question is asked of me quite often by patients, doctors, and students.

The answer is none of the above, although if you ask most people who have gone to various doctors
in search of relief of their shoulder pain (especially those who have not found relief), chances are
they have been given one or more of these "itis" diagnoses. But in my experience and in the
experience of many doctors with whom I speak, (those aware of myofascial pain syndromes) by far
the most common cause of shoulder pain is the infraspinatus trigger point (TP). So common is this
disorder as a cause for shoulder pain that it is usually the first thing I look at when I am examining
a patient with a shoulder complaint.

The infraspinatus muscle is a very important external rotator of the shoulder.1 It is easily
overstressed; and when it develops a TP which becomes active, it can refer pain most commonly to

the anterior aspect of the shoulder,2 which the patient many times describes as deep inside the
joint. It can also cause pain to refer down the anterior aspect of the upper arm and the lateral
forearm to the hand, and frequently refers pain to the medial border of the scapula and the
suboccipital area (a commonly overlooked cause of occipital headache). The pain is usually most
severe at rest, often awakening the patient from sleep. This is a common feature of myofascial pain

syndromes and is probably due to decreased circulation in the muscles in general.3

Shoulder pain as caused by infraspinatus TP is especially commonly seen in athletes. In athletes
who throw, the muscle can be overstrained by the repeated eccentric contraction of the

infraspinatus during deceleration of the limb in the follow through phase of throwing.4 This is
particularly seen in throwing athletes who are inadequately trained for this function, and who do
not undergo proper warm-up or cool-down activities. In powerlifters and bodybuilders, imbalances
easily develop between the internal rotators (the pectoralis major and latissimus dorsi in particular
-- the "big guns" in these athletes), and the external rotators (infraspinatus and teres minor). This
imbalance in activity can cause undue strain on the infraspinatus, setting it up for TP development.

Round-shoulderedness can be a predisposition for infraspinatus TPs. In the normal standing
posture, the superior joint capsule of the glenohumeral joint is taut and is able to maintain the
head of the humerus against the upward-facing glenoid fossa with some assistance from the

supraspinatus and posterior fibers of the deltoid.6 When the shoulders become rounded, the
glenoid turns downward and anterior, slackening the superior capsule. This forces the

infraspinatus to act as a stabilizer of the humerus, a function to which it is not accustomed.5

Shoulder pain is very common in people of all ages and walks of life. As is the case with may
neuromusculoskeletal disorders, the chiropractic physician who is trained to fully analyze the
function of the locomotor system as a whole, including the myofascial system, is the practitioner
who is best qualified to diagnose and treat this problem.
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